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Intelligence
Between Pyongyang and Beijing
Mineo Nakajima

Although I am a specialist in the field of Asian interna-
tional relations and Chinese affairs, I somehow feel that
Pyongyang, the capital of North Korea, is much further
away than Beijing. Geographically speaking, it is situated
about halfway between Beijing and Tokyo—we are almost
neighbors. Of course, Pyongyang seems so remote because
Japan does not have diplomatic relations with North Korea
and there are only very limited exchanges between our
countries. So although borders are becoming increasingly
irrelevant in today’s world, as the networks of trade and
economic interdependence that bind the international com-
munity spread ever wider, the fact that a neighboring
country is virtually isolated from us constitutes a serious
problem.

As leader of a group representing the International
Political Science Society of Japan, I was able to visit Pyon-
gyang this year. [ often travel to Seoul. but this was my
first time to see the northern capital. The city, which has
grown up on either side of the Taedong river, is a modern
metropolis boasting clusters of high-rise buildings and
apartment blocks, as well as a colossal monument erected
in honor of “Great Leader” Kim Il Sung. It all looks very
cheerful and wholesome. In ancient times Pyongyang was
called the “Willow Capital”, and with their new spring
leaves the willows did look magnificent.

A peaceful scene perhaps, but the world outside is being
rocked by change: the democracy movement in China, the
rapid decline of socialism in Eastern Europe, and the
progress of perestroika in the Soviet Union—a mood that
has spread as far as the Mongolian People’s Republic.
Consequently, many people in the West think that this tide
may well rise again in China and finally engulf North
Korea, bringing about the collapse of Kim Il Sung’sregime.

Afterspendinga week in Pyongyang however, I feel that
the situation is very different to that of China; predictions
of the regime’s imminent demise are based more on wishful
thinking than cool analysis. For example, on the first
anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre (June 4th)
this year, there was a strict military clamp-down in Beijing.
This goes to show that the situation is very volatile—politi-
cally, socially, and economically—and that the democracy
movement has not been extinguished. In Pyongyang, how-
ever, the moral justification of authority, based on the
philosophy of cwuchey (“nucleus”), is well advanced: the
country’s 20 million citizens behave just like members of a
religious organization. For the time being there would
appear to be little chance of a grassroots movement aimed
at democratization. There is a sort of eerie stability under
the father-and-son reign of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il,
who have crafted a Confucian-authoritarian system of
political control.

Although Pyongyang keeps up the appearance of friend-
ly relations with Beijing, the independence that comes with
cwuchey strongly suggests the elimination of Chinese in-
fluence. A wide gulf has opened up between the two.
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