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Introduction
The tragic incident in which the South Korean War ship, Cheonan was sunk into the
waters near the North Limit Line at first was perceived as another of the many tragic incidents
which have occurred amidst the wave of erratic relations between North Korea and South Korea.
However, the initial perception proved to be wrong as the details of the tragedy unfolded. The
state of affairs was aggravated by another incident which happened approximately seven months
after the sinking of Cheonan. This was the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island in November 23, 2010.
These two incidents revealed a lot about the relations between the two nations in the Korean
peninsula. It is noteworthy that the previous trend in which tensions between the two nations
flared up and then subsided had shown no signs of having significant security ramifications
beyond the region itself. Previous acts of provocation are known to have happened in the context
of rising competition by the two Koreas to gain legitimacy in the region but with little likelihood
that inter-Korean balance would be shifted as a result of isolated incidents escalating to
uncontrollable proportions1.
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In addition, previous provocations have had little indication of triggering a tipping point
which would facilitate the reunification of the two nations. However, a careful analysis of the
context in which the sinking of Cheonan and artillery shelling of Yeonpyeong Island took place
reveals a rather different situation. In addition, it brings into picture a different approach of
speculating and prospecting the possible state of affairs which might be witnessed in the future.
The two incidents happened in the wave of the growing imbalance in terms of power and
struggle for legitimacy between the two Koreas. This particularly makes a lot of sense when
viewed against the backdrop of the worsening economic situation in the North and a leadership
pattern characterized by uncertain succession still in the North. These hard facts have painted the
two incidents differently from the previous incidents of provocation as it has been confirmed by
the kind of response that has been evoked among the various regional neighbors2.
North Korea has used a simple tactic to get attention, aid and other concessions from
South Korea and other countries like the United States and Japan since the end of the Korean
War. Pyongyang knows how to get its claims heard: it creates a crisis with the primary goal of
increasing the Peninsula’s tension. Based on the past records, North Korea has consistently
employed launching of missiles, testing of atomic bombs, attacking of South Korean naval
vessels, assassination attempts against South Korean Presidents, Commando raids across the
DMZ zone, war-like rhetoric against South Korea and US among other tactics to destabilize the
Korean Peninsula or increase tension. The increased tension focuses the global attention into the
region resulting in calls for negotiation with Pyongyang. Through these negotiations Pyongyang
brings its conditions for normalization of the situation3.
Like other earlier incidents, the 26 March 2010 sinking of a South Korean naval ship
Cheonan and the subsequent 23 November, 2010, shelling of a South Korean Island of
Yeonpyeong in the disputed waters of the Yellow Sea in the Proximity of North Limit Line
(NLL), the de facto Sea border between the two Korean neighbors, led to increased military
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activities in the Korean Peninsula. It also upset inter-regional associations in addition to raising
questions on the North Korea’s intentions and the United States’ commitment in the region. It
also raised eyebrows as to the South Korea’s policy and China’s kindness to North Korea. For
one to fully understand both short term and long terms effects of the two incidents on the interKorean relations and regional security, a deep insight into the motives behind North Korea’s
actions and the global and regional responses to earlier provocative incidents need to be grasped.
In order to fully understand the motive behind the sinking of the South Korean ship,
Cheonan and the subsequent shelling of South Korean Island by North Korea military, it is
critical to understand the environment within which the incident took place. By understanding
the economic and political environment under which the incidents occurred one will be able to
predicate the probable triggers and potential consequences. It is also worth noting that despite the
regular media broadcasts across the globe depicting North Korean leader as a propagandist, he
does not make decisions and statements out of the blues but based on advice given to him by his
political and military advisors. Hence, viewing the region from the same angle as these advisors
is very important in understanding the North Korean motives4.

Cheonan Sinking
There are various analysis which have been put forward to elucidate how Cheonan
warship sunk. There are those who claim that the Cheonan incident was pre-planned while others
disapprove these claims by pointing out that the incident was just but an opportunistic strike. For
instance, some experts claim that the probability of a command to sink the South Korean vessel
coming from either North Korean President or his inner circle was very slim based on the North
Korea’s bureaucracy, complex communications lines and command chains that would have
required a lot of time for the command to be executed. One explanation for this incident is that
like other common surface-to-surface encounters between the South and North Korean naval
boats, the Cheonan incident may have resulted from accidental encounters resulting in its sinking.
Another explanation is that a North Korean Boat Commander may have ordered a strike on
4
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Cheonan without the approval of the country’s highest command as part of his or her show of
loyalty to the regime for a possible promotion following continued reshuffle in the regime. This
position is backed by citing the succession pattern which is expected to follow after the current
President Kim Jong-il leaves office. Those supporting the idea that the Cheonan incident was
pre-planned have given various explanations to reinforce their claims5.
One analysis postulated by those supporting the idea of a pre-conceived plan by North
Korea to sink Cheonan is that sinking of the vessel might have been part of North Korea’s
revenge for the loss of its naval personnel during the 2009 military encounter in the disputed
waters of the Yellow Sea. Another theory put forward suggests that North Korea might have
sunk the South Korean vessel as a way of showing the region and the whole world the latest
developments in its naval capabilities hence deter any imminent attack by the US or South Korea
on its nuclear facilities. There are also those who believe that North Korea’s sinking of a South
Korean naval vessel may be an exhibition of internal leadership tumult in the search for the
successor of the current president6.
It is believed that Kim Jong-Un, the son and potential successor to the North Korean
leader is behind all these activities so as to subvert the already volatile situation in a bid to get a
concrete excuse of mobilizing the North Korean military and therefore secure his grip on power.
There are also those who believe that North Korea might have sunk Cheonan as a form of
coercive diplomacy to push the conformist South Korean government under the leadership of
Lee into the negotiation table so that Pyongyang gets pledges for aid from Seoul and Washington
as well as resumption of the Six Party Talks which were suspended in September of 2009. As
indicated earlier, unconditional aid from the US and South Korea significantly reduced under the
Obama and Lee Administrations respectively forcing Kim Jong-il government to turn to Beijing
for assistance7.
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The subsequent acceptance by Beijing to start giving aid to Pyongyang made North
Korea leadership extremely dependent on Beijing, a condition they are not comfortable with due
to mistrust between the two countries. This has forced Pyongyang to start seeking for the
resumption of South Korean and United States aid. From North Korean perspective, resumption
of the unconditional South Korea and US aid will not only increase the amount of aid available
for the regime but will also reduce its dependence on its unpredictable neighbor, Beijing. While
employing these tactics, North Korean policy makers are fully aware of their Southern
neighbor’s dependence on international markets for the growth and stability of their economy
and United States’ fears of proliferation of nuclear weapons if North Korea becomes a nuclear
armed state. They are also fully aware that any instability in the South Korean economy will turn
the South Korean public against their government hence the South Korean government will do
anything to normalize the situation hence keep its economy stable to avoid public anger8.

Yeonpyeongdo shelling incident
The context within which Yeonpyeong shelling took place is no different from that of
Cheonan sinking and is neither unique nor a sign that war would explode in the region. A long
history of provocations by North Korea (NK) against the Southern neigbor no doubt exists. The
potential of Yeonpyeong incident to trigger a major crisis in the region has been exaggerated by
most media signaling a possibility for a self-fulfilling prophecy. While the sinking of Cheonan
war ship was a surprise attack, the artillerly shelling of Yeonpyeong was more random and
grossly predetermined with the former claiming more casualties, 46 in number, than the latter,
which claimed 4 lives9.
It would be appropriate to say that the response by South Korea to the wave of attacks
by the Northern neighbor has been disproportionate to the track record of incidents by NK. A
look at some previous provocative incidents by the NK proves that Yeonpyeong shelling was not
unique and the call for looser rules of engagement (RoE) perhaps was necessary long before this
8
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incident. Among them include the tree cutting incident of 1976, the attempted assassination of
Park Chung-hee in 1968, the skirmishes of 1999, 2002, and 2009 in the Yellow Sea, the 1987
bombing of KAL 858, and the latest Cheonan sinking in March 2010. Some of these incidents
were far much worse than Yeonpyeong shelling but they still did not provoke war between the
two neighbors10.
A careful analysis of Yeonpyeong shelling incident brings to fore a number of possible
contributing factors. Firstly, the current political system in North Korea is hyper-militarized and
the regime is marred with uncertainties. There has been an urgent need to strengthen the military
credentials though non-existent, of Kim Jong-Un in a bid to facilitate a successful transition in
this hyper-militarized environment. The legitimacy of rule in NK has become strongly attached
to military prowess, whether manufactured or genuine. For instance, Kim Jong-il’s rule is wholly
based on his chairmanship of the National Defense Commission (NDC) as opposed to ruling as
president or prime minister. Kim Jong-Un is anticipated to take on the whims of power as the
next NK’s President. His military credentials have been challenged by the fact that he has never
served in the North Korean People’s Army (KPA)11.
In addition, being a young person, he is viewed as not the appropriate figure to exercise
the norms of authority deeply rooted in the NK’s leadership traditions. His promotion to a fourstar general and attainment of a membership position in the NDC in 2009 has served to
compensate for these gaps in his credentials. The Yeonpyeong incident is cited as having been
manufactured under his directives and the Korean Central News Agency’s (KCNA) reference of
him as an artillery expert has further banished his minimal credentials. This action by the KCNA
indicates a close tie of Kim Jong-Un to the Yeonpyeong shelling. The tragedy in NK is that even
this time, the leadership transition is not likely to bring stability or certainty given the far less
groomed status of Jong-Un and his little popularity among the relevant bureaucracies which are
the North Korean Workers Party (KWP) and KPA. In addition, the economy of NK is far much
worse than it was in 199412.
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The second important aspect of analysis in regard to Yeonpyeong shelling incident is
the fact that it happened in a period of intensified struggle for legitimacy between the two Koreas.
This phenomenon in which each Korea is competing to stand as “the” Korea seems to resemble
the previous divisions of Yemen, Germany, and Vietnam. South Korea (SK) has been using the
tactic of hosting major international events such as sporting activities, leadership conferences,
and trade associations in a bid to strengthen its reputation as “the” Korea. The NK has been
highly perceptive of the threat of legitimacy which this tactic by SK has posed. Some of the
angry and provocative acts of war by NK such as the bombing of KAL 858 are attributed to the
threat of losing legitimacy. The Korean airline bombing was premeditated and was meant to
dissuade SK from carrying on with its bid to host the 1988 Olympics. A similar scenario applies
to the shelling of Yeonpyeong which was a well strategized act of war whose motive was to
dampen the glory which SK was riding on after successfully hosting the 2010 G-20 meeting two
weeks before13.

Important areas to focus on when analyzing the context of the two incidents

1. The policy by Lee Myung-bak towards the DPRK
Lee’s Administration differs a lot with those of his predecessors Roh Moo-hyun and
Kim Dae-jung. His policy towards the north is confrontational and adversarial though he has not
outrightly shown this by retaliating with an attack on North Korea. Though his confrontational
policy has been evident from the time he came into power, the incident of Cheonan sinking made
it clear the nature of his policy. Some quarters or individuals may be tempted to judge that South
Korea has been over-impatient considering that it has not been responding with force to the
series of provocative acts by North Korea. It is worth noting that the investigations into the
Cheonan sinking have been viewed as not giving the true details of what really happened. The
investigations were marred by controversy and appear to have been fabricated. Following the
attack on Yeonyeong Island seven months later may have served to divert the attention on the
true details regarding how the Cheonan incident happened. Nevertheless, the two incidents
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served to confirm the fact that Lee’s policy towards DPRK is confrontational but with well
planned approach14.
The leadership of South Korea seems to aim at raising the tension on the peninsula in
such a way as to make the United State see the need to remain in its strategy and intervene when
necessary. South Korea was very much aware that if it went ahead to employ significant military
reitaliation, North Korea would not hesitate to demostrate its military might. Instead, South
Korea decided to remain calm amidst deploying heavy military surveillance. It is not clear
whether the decision to execute the provocative actions was made at the highest level of power
that is the President. Though some media have been speculating that Kim Jong-il might have
been involved in ordering the response by North Korean army, it is not appropriate to take this as
the absolute truth. In fact, it is much more propable that local commanders in both North and
South Korea might have been acting within rules of engagement whose endorsement by the
Presidents was not required15.
A critical analysis of the situation reveals that the policy of President Lee Myung-bak
aims at creating a situation in which joint war exercises between the ROK and US army would
continue taking place. However, it is important to note that Lee is just a part of the decision
making process. It cannot be said that war exercises happen purely because Lee wants them to
happen. Instead, it is the military of both US and ROK who want the war exercises to happen. It
is justifiable that South Korea needs to engage in such activities so as to protect itself from
provocation by North Korea. However, it would be incorrect to conclude that this is what Lee or
other officials in the government personally believe 16 . The incidents of Cheonan and
Yeonpyeong as expected heightened tension not only between the two Koreas but also across the
peninsula. However, if actual war were to be triggered in future, there are important
considerations to make in analyzing what might happen.
One vital aspect is the huge disparity in power between North Korea and the joint
association between ROK and the United States. This disparity would be widened further given
that Japan might opt to come in and reinforce the joint forces between ROK and the US.
14
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Therefore, it is clear that in this sense, North Korea would suffer a major military disadvantage.
However, it is worth noting that China has demonstrated to the world that it has clear intensions
of taking full control as the central mediator for sustaining political and economic stability in the
region. In addition, it has not shown any opposition towards the North Korea. It would be
recalled that when the shelling of Yeonpyeong happened, China would only call upon the South
Korea to act in such a way as not to make the situation escalate. My personal thought on this
observation is that China in as far as it wants to take control of the Northeast Asia region, it
would not show support for South Korea given that South Korea is a close ally of the US17.
Both the US and China share the same aspirations. Each aims at taking the central
position in mediating the process of establishing political and economic stability in the region.
Looking at the motive behind US and South Korea of conducting joint military exercises, it
would be obvious to state and believe that South Korea needs to protect its territory against
North Korea’s provocative attacks. However, there is more to this. On the part of the US, the
motive is basically to send a message to China that it has a real interest in the region and would
do anything to ensure that it is not isolated at any stage of achieving economic and political
stability in the region. On the other hand, South Korea aims at three goals18.
Firstly South Korea aims at making North Korea get agitated by the close association
between ROK and the US so that it can instigate a crisis of confidence and one that would lead to
the total collapse of North Korea. The validity of this argument is found in the fact that despite
blatant indications that North Korea is out to aggravate the volatile situation by propagating a
series of provocative attacks on South Korea, South Korea has not been retaliating in a major
way. This is probably because North Korea has not triggered a major crisis which can mount
enough confidence to launch a military engagement. The other motive of South Korea is to
continue portraying North Korea as a real enemy who would not stop at creating war-like
situations. This is linked to the South Korea’s tactic of portraying itself to the international
community as the most legitimate since it has demonstrated patience and the spirit of dialogue
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amidst blatant violent attacks from its Northern neigbor. Thirdly, South Korea is out to make
America be more involved and be totally locked in its strategy against North Korea19.

2. The zero tolerance strategy by the DPRK
The policy of zero tolerance by the North Korea has been there even before the current
South Korean President came to power. The strategy aims at sending the message that any
infringement or intrusion into the territory of North Korea will be met with unrelenting force.
Though there has been some form of restraint and flexibility regarding the implementation of this
policy, North Korea has calculated that any weakness would encourage the ROK jointly with the
US to launch their move against North Korea. As mentioned earlier, the sinking of Cheonan and
the attack on Yeonpyeong Island happened at a time when there is increasing uncertainty on
leadership regime in North Korea in addition to facing a difficult economic situation20.
It is also noteworthy that North Korea has been against any persuasion to relinguish its
nuclear ambitions. North Korea perceives having a nuclear status as being a major deterrent
against US aggression. Given that Yeonpyeong has no strategic value, its shelling by North
Korea in the midst of an economic crisis and a dysfunctional regime may be interpreted in terms
of it wanting to attract attention. It expects to get this attention and be given an aid package by
the West in return of not inflicting more pain on the people of South Korea. In addition, it would
capitalize on giving a guarantee to the West that no more nuclear weapons will be produced by
Pyongyang21. However, I personally do not think that the West would accept such a deal given
the trend which North Korea has demonstrated of unwarranted attacks on South Korea. It would
not be prudent to believe in such a deal as the leadership in North Korea has shown that it cannot
be entrusted with anything to do with safety and stability in the region.

3. Implications of a possible clash between North Korea and South Korea
From the Democratic People Republic of Korea (DPRK) perspective, the two incidents
have not only destabilized the security situation in the Korean Peninsula, though for a limited
19
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period, but also provided Pyongyang with some form of strategic opportunities. Kim Jung-IL’s
Administration also knows that the long term consequences would be highly significant. Policy
makers in the North Korean government are fully aware that any provocative action undertaken
by the North Korean military against its South neighbor will have direct implications on all
aspects of the Korean Peninsula security. These include the hostile United States-North Korea,
South Korea-North Korea and North Korea-Japan antagonistic relations. Such an attack would
also affect the friendly United States-Japan, South Korea-United States and North Korea-China
relationships as well as the six decade US-North Korea military alliance that was formed
following the end of the Korean War. Pyongyang is also fully aware that these incidents will also
impact the efforts aimed at establishing a tripartite military alliance constituting of South Korea,
Japan and United States of America. It will also affect the United States-Japan strategy of
containing Russian and Chinese military influence in the region as well as the continued
presence of United States military in the Korean Peninsula22.
Actors in the North Korean government are fully aware of the kind of response such
provocation will trigger both in the region as well as global arena as they have been doing the
same thing for decades. This is due to the fact that there is nothing new in the above statement as
all these dynamics have been present in the region since the 1954 ceasefire between the two
Korean countries through the signing of the armistice only in varying magnitudes. It is also
important to keep in mind that the incidents occurred when the inter-Korean relations had
already deteriorated following the collapse of the Six Party Talks aimed at resolving the North
Korean nuclear crisis as well as the issue of succession politics in North Korean leadership. It
was also a time when a South Korean conservative with hardline posture against Pyongyang was
coming to power23.
The sinking of the Cheonan War ship did not only trigger a more intense concern over
the relations between the two Koreas but also acted as a central factor for increased regional
tensions. This tension was not only felt locally but also at the level of UN Security Council and
the joint naval exercises between the United States and South Korea. The attack on Yeonpyeong
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Island of South Korea acted as an urgent call for expeditious regional coordination in the face of
the declining confidence on the ability of China to lead Six Party Talks to a successful
conclusion. The Six Party Talk was a forum created in the region for the purpose of steering the
process of denuclearization and addressing security issues in the Korean peninsula. It was
launched in 2003 under the membership of the United States, North Korea, South Korea, Japan,
Russia and China24.
The way in which the provocations by North Korea will be managed as time goes by
will determine the direction in which major issues affecting the Korean peninsula will take. For
instance, it will have tremendous implications on the state of relations between the United States
and China, influenced by their individual interests to ensure that security issues in the region are
adequately addressed. It will also be a litmus test for the course of relations between the United
States alliance and the aspirations of China to expand its regional security and political influence
in the region. This is especially so considering that China has been experiencing a robust
economic growth and now it’s regarded as the second largest, almost surpassing that of the
United States. Therefore, a conflict between the US alliances that are committed to promoting
stability in Northeast Asia and China which considers itself as the major player in the region can
either be avoided or triggered. This will all depend on the nature of approach taken by all the
stakeholders in the whole issue of averting any major crisis following the two incidents25.
Following the sinking of Cheonan, the different actions and reactions which were seen
among the six parties gives an insight into the level of capacity of the regional players to manage
crisis. The reactions also are an indication of the nature of bottom-line dilemmas, preferences
and positions harbored by each party. Upon detailed analysis of the kind of responses given by
different regional players, it is clear that there are major differences in the interests and strategic
perceptions over what needs to be done in the various phases of confronting the crisis. This fact
points to the need for more collaborative approach to the challenge facing the Korean peninsula
without which more challenges are likely to develop putting the security situation in the
Northeast Asia at a highly vulnerable state. In order to avert such as a situation, various players
24
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have responded in different ways and this has had a major impact on bilateral and trilateral
relations between various nations26.

ROK-US-Japan Relations

1. Security dynamics in the region after Cheonan sinking and Yeonpyeong shelling
The two incidents have accelerated the momentum for the formation of trilateral
relations between the United States, Japan and the Republic of South Korea. For instance in July
2010, senior members of Tokyo’s military observed joint US-South Korean military exercises in
the Korean Peninsula. In December the same year, ROK senior military personnel observed a
joint United States-Japanese military maneuver in the region. In the same month of December,
the three allies’ foreign ministers met in the United States underscoring their cooperation against
Pyongyang. In January of this year, Seoul and Tokyo’s ministers’ for defense reaffirmed their
readiness to improve their cooperation in security matters. The same period also saw the
Japanese reaffirm his readiness to underpin the cooperation between his country, United States
and ROK. The same January also saw the Commander of the US military in the Pacific region
indicate his willingness to continue with joint military maneuvers with its two allies in the
Korean peninsula27.
The current momentum to re-energize the trilateral relations is based on four
assumptions; the first assumption is that the trilateral relationships between the three has been
weak in the past hence unable to deter Pyongyang from continuing with its provocative activities
as demonstrated by the recent events of Cheonan sinking and Yeonpyeong shelling. Policy
makers in these three countries need to re-assess their strategies as they have failed to stop
Pyongyang from carrying out its provocative activities. For instance, joint military maneuvers in
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the peninsula after the sinking of Cheonan did not stop North Korea from shelling the
Yeonpyeong Island later in the same year. The second assumption is the belief for the need for
an urgent policy coordination to prepare for a potential full scale provocative action by
Pyongyang and potential refugee crisis in case of such an event. Policy makers in Seoul,
Washington and Tokyo have proposed the need for current trilateral relations to include fullfledged eventuality planning for ROK’s defense in case Pyongyang initiates a full-scale assault
on Seoul28.
In the middle of all these alliances, the big question is whether they will be able to stop
North Korea from its habitual provocative behavior towards its neighbor and ignorance of the
demands of the international community. There are those who argue that instead of taming
Pyongyang, such alliances will only increase cooperation between North Korea and China hence
making Pyongyang more aggressive. Increased relationship between Beijing and Pyongyang
may result in the polarization of the Peninsula into two camps, one lead by the United States and
the other lead by China. This will further complicate the Korean Peninsula equation29.
There are also those who believe that strong alliances between the three countries,
without interfering with Chinese interests in the region may be able to deter Pyongyang from
continuing with aggressive posture towards ROK. This is based on the assumption that the
combined military responses and economic sanctions towards Pyongyang in case of any
provocation, without interfering with Beijing’s interests will make Pyongyang rethink its strategy.
Based on the history of alliances between the three countries; Japan, USA and ROK, the new
found cooperation after the Cheonan and Yeonpyeong incidents may not yield much in terms of
increasing the security of the Peninsula. This is partially due to the fact that each of these
countries has its own interests in region30.

2. Lessons from Yeonpyeong and Cheonan incidents on security relations in Northeast Asia
The two incidences have majorly served to expose the volatility and increasing tension
in the region and the worsening mistrust among the regional actors. The negative consequences
28
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of the heightened tensions have also been evident and this trend is likely to continue unless
appropriate co-operation is promoted.

It is worth noting that following the attack on

Yeonpyeong, China was unwilling to put the blame on North Korea. This act increased the gap
in terms of relations between China and South Korea as well as the relations between China and
the United States. Considering that China acts as the major player in promoting stability in the
region, its response after these incidents seem not to augur well with its role. In any case, instead
of restraining provocations from North Korea, China’s response has only served to promote the
possibility of this provocation by North Korean leaders. The response by China had a major
implication regarding the issues which would precipitate after the two incidents. The divergent
responses to the incidents have continued to increase diplomatic tensions. This has gone hand in
hand with the dire need for a more firm Sino-US co-operation in a bid to prevent the tension
from escalating to monumental proportions31.
Several lessons can be drawn from the impacts of the two incidents on the security of
Northeast Asia region. First and foremost, the aspect of promoting regional co-ordination and
strengthening security mechanisms not only on North Korea but also across the whole region is
brought to fore. This can be achieved by capitalizing on the overlapping US-Japan-ROK and USROK-China trilateral efforts. However, a major essential ingredient for these efforts to
materialize and generate the anticipated outcome is the willingness by China to consult widely
with regional partners32.
In addition, China needs to review its judgment on the situation by assessing how it
responded following the two incidents. This is because its initial attitude did not go well with the
role it anticipates to play as the major mediator of co-operation and stability in the region. China
is required to assess its response regarding who is to blame for the recent provocations on South
Korea. In addition, China has to appreciate and value its relations with the United States and
welcome the commitments by US alliance to address key issues in the region33.
The second major lesson is that Yeonpyeong and Cheonan incidents served as an
indicator of the contradictions which China is grappling with in trying to promote stability and
31
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manage the crisis in the region. On the one hand, China seems to have a strong desire to keep
North Korea as close as possible as a way of trying to manage the crisis. On the other hand,
China has shown blatant lack of will to acknowledge the fact that North Korea is the central
instigator of the same crisis which it is trying to manage. This is a total contradiction which if not
properly and timely addressed can make it a tall order for China to have a firm grip and control
of the volatile situation in the region. A good example of the negative results which have
emanated from this contradiction is the declining confidence among South Korean and the US
officials who do not regard China as the appropriate chief mediator in the regional crisis. This
declining confidence is particularly directed towards China’s role as the mediator of the talks on
DPRK denuclearization and the stalled Six Party Talks34.
Thirdly, it is noteworthy that the sinking of Cheonan has brought the domestic transition
in the North Korea in more spotlight than before. This domestic transition has particularly been
seen by South Korean and US observers as having a strong link to the Cheonan sinking. While it
is expected that a smooth transition of leadership will be maintained by Pyongyang after the
successful party conference in September 2010, it has not passed the eyes of observers that North
Korea has been greatly challenged to strike a balance between its domestic goals and the
priorities of foreign policy particularly after the Cheonan incident. The two incidents also bring
into the picture the fact that the inter-Korean tensions are strongly linked and any catalyst can
result in an explosion of massive crisis. Therefore, the heightened tension following the incidents
is a wakeup call for a co-ordinated approach to the management of the crisis which can easily
precipitate from the instability in the North Korea35.
A unified approach through negotiations is also very necessary as a means of managing
the tensions between North Korea and South Korea since it would offer an opportunity to
address sensitive issues. However, if meaningful progress is to be made and if all these efforts
are to bear the anticipated fruits, there has to be more unity of purpose, priority and a lot of focus
particularly among major powers. These major powers are China and the United States. Without
this kind of approach, there is a huge possibility that North Korea may continue capitalizing on
the differences and problems faced by the neighbors who might be tempted to concentrate on
34
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their individual interests instead of having a unified interest of a politically stable region. This
may have grave negative impacts on the efforts to promote regional stability through collective
action by concerned parties36.

Conclusion
This paper has discussed the two incidents of Cheonan warship sinking and the artillery
shelling of Yeonpyeong Island by the North Korea. These two incidents are the most recent of a
long past trend of provocative attacks by NK on South Korea. By analysing the situation prior to,
during, and after the incidents, important security and diplomatic issues are evident. The paper
highlights the two incidents as being not very different from the previous attacks by NK only that
this time, the struggle for legitimacy between the two Koreas had taken a more intense trend
prior to the incidents. With regard to Cheonan sinking various theories and opinions regarding
how it happened have been depicted in the paper. Among these theories is that it was a predetermined act of war. With regard to who gave the authority for the attack, it has been
demonstrated that it would be inappropriate to conclude that Kim Jong-il was directly
responsible. In any case, considering the continuing division of power and uncertainty of the
regime in NK, it is also probable that a boat commander may have issued the orders as a sign of
loyalty and a quest for promotion.
Those who believe that Cheonan sinking was pre-conceived cite the possibility of NK
trying to revenge the loss of one of its naval personnel in the waters of Yellow Sea during a 2009
military encounter. Others believe that Cheonan sinking was another of the NK’s kicks of
showing that its military capabilities need to be recognized particularly by the close allies, the
ROK and the US. However, despite all these explanations trying to unravel what happened with
the SK ship, it is clear that Cheonan sinking was a surprise attack. In contrast, Yeonpyeong
shelling approximately 7 months later seem to be more of a pre-determined attack which had
been well planned before hand. The paper has depicted Yeopyong shelling as being strongly
linked with the NK’s opposition to the SK’s tactic of fighting for legitimacy as “the” Korea. NK
seeks to deter any move by its neighbor to host important international events as a way of
36
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gaining recognition by the international community. Past examples of provocative attacks by NK
including the bombing of KAL 858 prove that NK is highly perceptive of the threat of losing
legitimacy in the region in the midst of a declining economy, unstable regime and overall future
political and economic uncertainty.
The paper has also discussed two main aspects which are of importance in enhancing
the understanding of the two incidents as well as the possible future in regard to the relations and
security of the two Koreas. One is the policy which Lee Myung-bak has been using towards the
Northern neigbor. Lee is well aware that NK would not hesitate to deploy harsh military
response in case SK retaliates with force to provocation by NK. Therefore, he has held back from
triggering war between the two countries on purpose. One consideration of Lee’s Administration
is that in its quest for legitimacy and good diplomatic relations with countries like the United
States and Japan, it has to make certain sacrifices and exercising restraint on NK’s provocation.
This is proved by the fact that despite all the indications that NK is upto no good, SK has
concentrated on building closer relations with the US and Japan. However, the bigger picture of
this policy points to the main motive of SK. In as much as SK would want to avoid a major
conflict with its neigbor, it is well aware that NK might decide to launch a major attack which by
all means would render war necessary.
Lee’s Administration is thus investing on the close relations with Japan and the US so
that in such an event, NK would suffer a major military disadvantage in the hands of the joint
ROK-US-Japan forces. This would most probably disable the military might of NK and make
SK a safer country. The second point highlighted in the paper is the implications of the zero
tolerance strategy by the DPRK which also indirectly serves to make Lee’s policy necessary to
reinforce. NK is depicted as using its nuclear status and attacks on innocent civilians in SK as a
means of persuading the West to call for negotiations so that it can table its conditions. On top of
the list would be an economic package considering its bad economic situation. In return, NK
would promise to relinguish its nuclear programs and ensure peace with its Southern neigbor and
the whole region.
However, such a deal would be inappropriate and the West would not commit to it as
NK has demostrated that it cannot be trusted when it comes to peace and stability in the region.
The paper notes that Cheonan sinking was a major trigger for greater tension between the two
18

Koreas. On the other hand, the artillery shelling of Yeonpyeong 7 months later acted as a call for
urgency with which the regional security issues ought to be dealt with. China has a vital role to
play in ensuring that the region is not stuck in the mud of humanitarian crisis. China can do this
by employing wide consultations and allowing other players in the international community to
give their contributions in resolving the hostility between SK and NK in a bid to bring stability in
the region. Therefore, the paper concludes that a unified approach through negotiations is the
most viable and prudent way of resolving the conflict.
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