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In 1895, the Chinese scholar Kang Youwei was on his way to Beijing on a Chinese steamer when his ship was abruptly boarded and searched by a party of
Japanese soldiers on the North China Sea. “I was enraged when the Japanese came and searched our ship,” he later wrote. “If the court had listened to my
advice earlier, we would not have to endure such humiliations.”2 But following China’s defeat by Japan in the 1894-5 Sino-Japanese War, this was just the
sort of humiliation that China was now forced to endure. That war had been fought over influence in Korea and it marked the end of Korea’s tributary
relationship with China. It was the beginning of China’s decline and Japan’s ascendancy in East Asian affairs. For the first time since the founding of the
Chosǒn dynasty in 1392, China would have little influence over the Korean peninsula.

China regained much of its influence over North Korea during the Korean War
years (1950-53) when Mao decided to intervene in that conflict once UN forces
crossed the 38th parallel north after landing at Inch’ǒn in September 1950, thus
saving North Korea from certain defeat (Chinese forces did not leave the
peninsula until 1958). Kim Il Sung’s ability to play off the communist superpowers
during the years of the Sino-Soviet split in the 1960s largely guaranteed his
independence once the war had ended. 3 This situation changed after the collapse
of the Soviet Union in 1991. As Beijing and Moscow sharply cut their aid and
shunned P’yǒngyang for better relations with Seoul, the North Korean economy
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went into precipitous decline. 4 Russia’s abandonment of the “friendship price”
system and its demand for hard currency for exports was a major factor in the
collapse of the North Korean economy and starvation on a massive scale.
Estimates of the number of deaths by famine between1995-1998 range from
600,000 to 1 million or roughly 3-5 percent of the population. 5 There have also
been reported outbreaks of multi-drug resistant tuberculosis “spreading widely

within the DPRK’s chronically malnourished population.”6 A July 2010 Amnesty
International Report has estimated that “five percent of the North Korean population, estimated at 23,720,000, is infected with TB, although the true figures
may be much higher.”7 According to one informed estimate, 40 percent of factories stand idle and another 30 percent are operating well below capacity. 8
Although predictions of North Korea’s demise have been many, P’yǒngyang’s isolation and economic deterioration have led to renewed speculation about
recent events. Were the sinking of the Ch’ŏn’an, the South Korea corvette, in March 2010 and North Korea’s shelling of Yŏnp’yŏng Island in November 2010
desperate attempts to force the United States and South Korea to restart the stalled multinational talks in the hope of extracting aid and concessions, as
some observers have maintained?9 Or was P’yǒngyang motivated less by the realities of the international arena than with its own impending economic
collapse and the need to rally the people against a foreign threat in order to dampen political unrest?

One explanation that has so far not garnered much attention has been the state of Sino-North
Korean relations. Faced with chronic famine and international isolation, with its very survival now
dependent on China, is it possible that the real target of these provocations was North Korea’s
domestic audience aimed to nullify growing concerns over the country’s ever increasing dependence
on Beijing?
China’s rise and growing influence in North Korea has been of concern for South Korea for some
time. These concerns became clear in the summit between former South Korean President Roh Muhyun and Chinese Premier Wen Jiabiao on 10 September 2006 in Helsinki. They had come to attend
the annual ASEM (Asia-European Meeting) forum in order to discuss bilateral issues. 11 Press
reports of the meeting reveal that the two leaders spent a good part of their time discussing ancient
history, specifically, the history of the Koguryǒ (Korean)/Gaogouli (Chinese) kingdom (AD 300-668).
Koguryǒ was one of the three ancient kingdoms, along with Paekche and Silla, that existed between
the third and seventh centuries AD and that together eventually formed Korea. 12 At the height of its
power in the fifth century, Koguryǒ encompassed a vast area in what is today most of the Chinese
Northeast region, Manchuria, and North Korea. During his meeting with the Chinese Premier, the
South Korean president raised questions about recent reports made by Chinese archeologists and
historians who claimed that since Koguryǒ’s former territory now resides within the current borders
of the Peoples Republic of China, its history should be considered part of “Chinese history.”13 The
official press release of the meeting revealed that “President Roh had expressed his dissatisfaction
with some conclusion of the Chinese archeological teams and the publication of a provincial
research center dealing with events some two thousand years ago.”14

“Ready to Crush Any Attack with a Single Blow!”
(June 2010)10

President Roh’s concern over China’s historical treatment of Koguryǒ began in 2002 following
China’s launching of its ambitious Northeast Project. The ostensible aim of the Project was to
“strengthen the association between China proper and the northeast region” that includes the three

provinces in this region: Heilongjiang, Jilin and Liaoning. 15 But as the South Korean public soon learned, the Chinese government and scholars associated
with the Project appeared to be “conducting a systematic and comprehensive effort to distort the ancient history of Northeast Asia” by portraying Koguryǒ and
the succeeding state of Parhae (Korean)/Bohai (Chinese) as Chinese, not Korean, kingdoms. In April 2004, South Korea formally protested the Chinese
Foreign Ministry removal from its website of references to Koguryǒ as being part of Korea’s Three Kingdom era and its portrayal as Chinese. 16 Beyond this
bickering over history, however, the political ramifications of the dispute have been far-reaching. By claiming Koguryǒ as part of China’s ancient past, South
Koreans asserted the Chinese government was undermining the legitimacy and political authority of North Korea whose territory was once part of Koguryǒ.

China’s treatment of Koguryǒ has not been all
that different from its treatment of other
peoples and states that are now part of the
People’s Republic of China. 17 Knowing that
the threat to the integrity of the Chinese
nation has historically always come from
internal challenges to its central authority,
China has long sought to exercise control
over its diverse ethnic population by
promoting a common Chinese identity under
the rubric of a “multi-ethnic nation” and
conducting assimilationist policies. 18 The link
made between Koguryǒ and Northeast
provinces like Jilin, whose largest minority is
ethnic Korean, has clearly been a way to
increase the notion of a Chinese identity
among ethnic minorities. According to Quan
Zhezhu, the Deputy-Governor of Jilin
Province,
the
Northeast
Project
was
“undertaken to elevate the tradition of
patriotism and to maintain unity and stability
of [the] Chinese state, the integrity of
territorial rights, stability of ethnic minority
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communities, and national solidarity. 19
In
other words, the Project raises political as
well as scholarly issues “linked to China’s
territorial rights and sovereignty.”20

But the Northeast Project clearly has more
far-reaching implications: to create a singular
national history and identity in the Northeast
that could pave the way for the economic
intervention and integration of North Korea.
Indeed, it is not coincidental that China’s
concern with Koguryǒ’s history began in
earnest in 2004 when Premier Wen
announced that the Chinese government
would embark on an ambitious economic development program for North Korea.
According to Chinese government sources, “Chinese investment in North Korea in 2006
topped $135 million” and bilateral trade reached “$1.69 billion, an increase of almost
seven percent over the $1.58 billion in bilateral trade during 2005.”21 Another study
indicated that “in 2008 China accounted for 73 percent of North Korea’s record high
foreign trade of $3.8 billion.” Trade imbalance and North Korea’s economic dependence
also reached lopsided proportions with imports from China of “crude oil, petroleum and
synthetic textiles” amounting to some $2 billion, while exports to China consisting
mainly of coal and iron ore totaled just $750 million. China today provides “90 percent of
North Korea’s oil, 80 percent of consumer goods, and 45 percent of its food.”22

Heilongjiang, Jilin and Liaoning Provinces and North
Korea.

Despite China’s increasing involvement in North Korea, Chinese leaders realize that
merely propping up the regime without fundamentally transforming its economy will not
resolve China’s main security dilemma in the region: maintaining stability and peace on
the Korean peninsula. Hence, China’s ambitious efforts to develop North Korea to
prevent the implosion of its economy while also shielding the Kim Jong Il regime from
internal collapse. This “grand bargain” is certainly distasteful to the North Korean regime,
which is used to getting its own way, as for example in conducting a second nuclear
test in May 2009. But when the Americans refused North Korean demands for direct
talks and concessions and instead pushed for even more punitive UN sanctions, the
isolated regime was forced to make amends with China. Kim’s decision to snub former
President Jimmy Carter, who had come to meet the North Korean leader in August
2010, in favor of a second visit to China less than four months later, demonstrated the
regime’s priority.

This does not mean that North Korea is satisfied with the new arrangements with China. “Despite their public rhetoric about the closeness of their ties,” wrote
one observer, “officials in both China and North Korea each tell even American officials how much they dislike the other. North Korean officials have on
numerous occasions suggested to American officials that it would be in the interests of our two countries to have a strategic relationship -- to counter
China.”23 North Korean officials privately voiced their wariness of Beijing to South Korean diplomats and worry about China’s “increasing hold on precious
minerals and mining rights in the DPRK [and] many oppose mineral concessions as a means to attract Chinese investments.” According to one well-placed
source, “Disputes with North Korean counterparts develop all the time…Investment disputes…also occur between competing investors in China.” For
example, “two Chinese companies, Shandong Guoda Gold Company, Ltd. and Zhejiang-based Wanxiang Group, are battling for access to Huishan Copper
Mine, the biggest copper mine in the DPRK. Huishan, near the DPRK-China border, is rich in gold, silver, and other valuable metals as well.” Chinese buy-ups
have created opportunities for self-enrichment on the part of both Chinese and North Korean officials that has added to the culture of corruption in North
Korea. “The children of high-ranking North Korean and Chinese officials hijack the most favorable investment and aid deals for their own enrichment. When
the child of a high-ranking official hears of a Chinese aid proposal to North Korea, he will travel to North Korea to convince the relevant official to follow his
instructions for implementing the aid project. He will then use his connections to request proposals from Chinese companies to develop the project, returning
to North Korea to convince the relevant official to select the favored company. At each step, money changes hands, and the well-connected Chinese gobetween pockets a tidy sum.”24
Nor does North Korea’s increasing dependence on China mean that Beijing’s leaders are able to exert complete control over their difficult neighbor. Beijing is
willing to tolerate some of P’yǒngyang’s antics that Chinese leaders know from historical experience are geared more toward North Korea’s domestic
audience than the international community, as long as it is able to sustain economic and political stability in the region. Thus, despite its displeasure with
North Korea’s second nuclear test in May 2009, Chinese Premier Wen signed an ambitious co-development project with Kim Jong Il the following October.

The project, covering the Chinese cities of Changchun, Jilin and Tumen, encompasses an area of 73,000 square miles, but is landlocked by Russia. Kim
Jong Il agreed to lease the sea port at Rajin, a gateway to the Pacific, as well as signing on to various economic development projects. In December 2010,
for example, China’s Shangdi Guanqun Investment Co. signed a letter of intent to invest $2 billion in the Rajin-Sonbong economic zone which represents one
of the largest potential investments in North Korea. 25 There are already reports that North Korean workers have been dispatched to begin the project and
plans are underway for the building of a new 50,000 kw hydroelectric power plant on the Tumen River. 26 North Korea and China have also recently signed an
investment pact on building a highway and laying a railroad between Quanhae in Jilin and Rajin-Sonbong. And in an unprecedented move, Chinese troops were
purportedly deployed to the special economic zone at Rajin-Sonbong in December 2010 to guard port facilities and Chinese residents there. Completion of the
port and its transportation links will give China direct access to the Japan Sea. One account stated: “In the middle of the night around December 15 last year,
about 50 Chinese armored vehicles and tanks cross the Duman (Tumen) River from Sanhe into the North Korean city of Hoeryǒng in North Hamgyǒng
Province.”27 If true, this would be the first time since Chinese forces withdrew from North Korea in 1958 that foreign troops have been stationed in North
Korean territory.

The pressing question that the North Korean regime now confronts in the face of a
new reality of becoming a “fourth province of northeastern China” is how to sell it
to the North Korean people. For a regime which has always touted ch’uche (selfreliance) as the core principle of its nationalist ideology, such dependence would
likely trigger a mass legitimization crisis. It would be hard to justify North Korea’s
chuch’e philosophy of self-reliance and the regime’s repeated denunciation of
South Korean “flunkyism” while becoming an economic satellite of China. Hence,
the continued efforts to demonstrate “independence” from China, even to the
extent of creating international crises to galvanize domestic public support for the
regime. This has become all the more urgent since Kim Jong Il is trying to
coordinate a delicate and tricky “dynastic” succession. The regime’s new heir
apparent, Kim Jong Il’s son Kim Jŏng-un, was introduced to the North Korean
public in 2010. According to sources familiar with the North Korean situation, Kim
Jong Il “has become obsessed with creating political stability to allow orderly
succession.”28 Chinese leaders are aware of the delicate situation, which is why
they will tolerate Kim’s antics in the belief that he will not actually start a war.
But instigating crises in response to internal domestic turmoil will do little to mask
the reality of China’s growing influence over North Korean affairs. This is where
Korean War memory plays a vital role in forging a new relationship between the
two countries. In years past, the anniversary of Chinese intervention in the Korean War on 19 October 1950 had been worth just a few lines in the North
Changchun-Jilin- and Tumen River area

Korean press, if it was mentioned at all. 29 In recent years, however, China’s role in North Korea’s Korean War commemorative culture has taken on a
strikingly new and prominent role. In August 2010, North Korean officials announced that North Korea’s mass games “Arirang,” the iconic gymnastic and
artistic performance that was scheduled to be performed as part of the commemorative celebrations, would feature two entirely new scenes: “One of them
represents the Korean People’s Revolutionary Army and Chinese armed units fighting together against the Japanese imperialists during the anti-Japanese
armed struggle. The other portrays the Chinese People’s Volunteers joining the Korean army and people in the Korean War against the imperialist allied forces’
invasion under the banner of resisting America and aiding Korea, safeguarding the home and defending the motherland.” Performers “in Chinese clothes”
danced with Chinese props including “several dozen meter-long dragons, pandas and lions.”30
If the inclusion of Chinese props and dress was not striking enough for a country that has rarely acknowledged China’s role in the conflict, a grand banquet to
commemorate the 60th anniversary of the CPV’s entrance into the Korean War was held on 24 October 2010. In his address to members of the visiting
delegation of the CPV veterans, North Korean Vice President of the Presidium of the Supreme People's Assembly Yang Hyǒng-sǒp saluted “the CPV’s brave
men and our people and army [who fought] side by side, to carry forward the courageous spirit and collective heroism” and made “the Fatherland Liberation
War a great victory, by gloriously defending Northeast Asia and world peace.”31 This event was followed by an official visit by North Korean and Chinese
officials to the cemetery for the martyrs of the Chinese People’s Volunteers where Mao Anying, Mao Zedong’s son, is buried. 32

Even then, China’s role in the war is construed as being one of “reciprocal
obligation” since North Korea had once aided the Chinese in their war against
Japan. “The tradition of ties of friendship between the peoples of the DPRK and
China, sealed in blood in the joint struggle against U.S. and Japanese
imperialisms, the two formidable enemies, has steadily developed on the basis of
particularly comradely trust and sense of revolutionary obligation of the leaders of
the elder generation of the two countries” explained the Nodong sinmun, the North
Korean party daily. 33
In short, by equating China’s aid against American
“imperialists” in the Korean War with the aid of Korean revolutionaries in fighting
Japan in China during World War II, North Korean officials drew attention to
equality of revolutionary comrades-in-arms based on the bonds of DPRK-China
friendship “sealed in blood” rather than any indication of super-power
“dependence.” As stated in the Nodong Sinmun:
The revolutionaries of the elder generation of the two countries provided
the historic roots of the DPRK-China friendship and cultivated them to
be strong in the joint anti-Japanese struggle. President Kim Il Sung
rendered unstinted assistance to the Chinese people in their
Kim Jong Il, center, laid a wreath in front of the grave of Mao
revolutionary struggle, while leading the great anti-Japanese war to
Anying, Mao Zedong’s son who died in the war, 26 October 2010
liberate the country. The international obligation and friendship between
(Korean Central News Agency).
the revolutionaries of the elder generation of the two countries forged in
the days of the bloody anti-Japanese struggle have grown stronger and
have been brought into fuller bloom than what used to be during the revolutionary civil war in China. The unbreakable nature and vitality of
the blood-sealed ties and friendship between the two peoples that grew strong in the anti-Japanese battle sites and the revolutionary civil
war in China were powerfully demonstrated in the period of the Great Fatherland Liberation War of the Korean people fought to beat back
the U.S. imperialist aggressors’ armed invasion.
Linking North Korea’s contribution to China’s struggle with Japan to China’s contribution in North Korea’s war against the Americans, the “ties of friendship
between the people of the two countries sealed in blood” are presented in terms of a familial bond of obligation and respect between younger and older
generations:

Kim Il Sung visited China to participate in the function for founding the People’s Republic of China in Juche [chuch’e] 38 [1949) and had his
first meeting with Chairman Mao Zedong and Premier Zhou Enlai. Since then, the leaders of the two countries made great efforts to boost
the friendly relations between the DPRK and China…In the new century, General Secretary Kim Jong Il paid several visits to China and
Chinese party and state leaders including Hu Jintao visited the DPRK, deepening the friendly feelings and comradely fraternity and
boosting the DPRK-China friendly and cooperative relations…34
What is remarkable about this passage is not only the parallel that is drawn between Kim Il Sung’s visits to Mao with Kim Jong Il’s recent visit to Hu Jintao,
but also the attempts made to characterize China’s involvement in the Korean War as essentially a “payback” for North Korea’s involvement in the Second
Sino-Japanese War (1937-45). This “payback,” moreover, specifically highlights Kim Il Sung’s revolutionary struggle in Manchuria. Since Jilin, Heilongjiang and
Liaoning provinces once comprised the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo, the regime’s current “joint” cooperation with China to develop this area is
presented as being foreshadowed by Kim Il Sung’s “hard-fought revolutionary struggle” there. During his visit to Jilin Province in August 2010, Kim Jong Il
directly linked China’s Northeast development project with his father’s revolutionary struggle in Manchuria:
Jilin and Heilongjiang provinces are a witness to Korea-China friendship and a historical land dear to the Korean people as Comrade
President Kim Il Sung waged a hard-fought revolutionary struggle against the Japanese imperialists together with Chinese comrades in this
area, leaving indelible footsteps. He in his lifetime had often recollected this historical land and wanted to visit here again. Carrying his
desire with us, we have come here today. Entering the northeastern area of China we have felt that this area, which had been trampled
down ruthlessly by the Japanese imperialists, is now vibrant with life, enjoying a splendid development in political, economic, cultural and
all other fields under the leadership of the Communist Party of China.
The passage “now vibrant with life” is immediately followed by nostalgic reminiscences of Kim Il Sung’s revolutionary past which seek, once again, to
demonstrate the “unbreakable” bond of Sino-North Korean friendship forged between the older and younger generations of revolutionary leaders:
From the moment we entered this area, where Comrade President Kim Il Sung, together with Chinese revolutionaries of elder generation,
fought bloody battles against the Japanese imperialists, even eating and sleeping under the open sky, we have been wrapped in solemn
feelings, thinking of traces of blood shed by revolutionary forerunners still gleaming on the crags of Jangbaek and in the stream of Amnok,
and keenly felt the valuableness of Korea-China friendship. In his youth Comrade President Kim Il Sung fought a hard-fought struggle
against the Japanese imperialists here in the northeastern area, breathing air and drinking water in China and, in those days, provided a
brilliant history and excellent tradition of unbreakable Korea-China friendship together with Chinese revolutionaries of elder generation... 35

The explicit linkage made between Kim Il Sung’s past exploits in Manchuria with
North China’s future developmental “exploits” in Heilongjiang and Jilin provinces
also provide clues to P’yǒngyang’s thinking about the delicate succession issue.
With Kim Il Sung’s popularity still intact, it makes sense for the regime to bring the
Great Leader back to life in the person of his grandson, Kim Jŏng-un. Such a
reincarnation myth would contribute to a smooth succession since the Great
Leader’s untimely death in 1994 has largely absolved him of responsibility for
North Korea’s disastrous predicament. This “reincarnation” drama has been
meticulously planned with North Korean propaganda skillfully using its media to
play up the uncanny resemblance between the Great Leader and his grandson.
When official photos of Kim Jong-un were first released to the public in October
2010, some North Korea watchers even suggested that the 27-year old Kim Jŏngun may have undergone plastic surgery to look more like his grandfather. 36 Also
telling was the decision to introduce the heir apparent at the 65th anniversary of
the North Korean Workers Party on 10 October 2010. On the reviewing stand with
Kim Jong-un and his father was Zhou Yongkang, China’s new point man in North
On 10 October 2010, Zhou Yongkang (red tie), Kim Jong Il and
his son Kim Jŏng-un (fifth from the right) watched the Korean

Korea who is helping to oversee the Northeast Project. 37

Worker’s Party’s 65th anniversary celebrations.
Not surprisingly, South Koreans have become increasingly alarmed by all this talk
of Sino-North Korean relations “forged in blood.” They remain deeply suspicious of Chinese influence in North Korea and are wary about China’s “strategic plot
to colonize North Korea economically” Relations between the two countries were made even more tense after North Korea’s sinking of the Ch’ŏn’an in March
2010. South Korea had initially believed that China, as its largest trade partner, would endorse its position in its quest to seek international justice for the
attack. When China wielded its veto power as a UN Security Council member to force a watered down statement that did not identify North Korean
culpability, Seoul responded angrily. Relations between the two countries are currently at their lowest since they established diplomatic ties in 1992. 41 In
retaliation for North Korean provocations, the Lee administration cut off all aid to North Korea including food aid. But, by adopting a hard-line stance toward the
Kim Jong Il regime, South Korea has essentially surrendered its economic leverage over North Korea to China. Some South Korean lawmakers are nervous,
“I’m worried that North Korea is getting too close and familiar to China in a bid to push third-generation succession,” said Representative Ahn Sang-soo,
chairman of the ruling Grand National Party. “Would we be able to stop North Korea, if it decides to be under the control of China?”42 P’yǒngyang’s recent
provocations have further constrained Seoul for it is now difficult for the Lee administration to go back to a more flexible policy, much less reestablish ties
with

This portrait of a young man was photographed by a Canadian
tourist in 2010 and bears a striking resemblance to Kim Jong-un
in a setting and layout that is similar to depictions of the young
Kim Il Sung. Many North Korea experts believe that the portrait
marks the first glimpse of how the North Korean regime plans to
“sell” the heir apparent to the public. 38

P’yǒngyang.
Japan might have been a source of potential support for North Korea to reduce its reliance on China had Kim Jong Il played his cards right. A century ago
Japan had battled China and then Russia over influence in Korea. However, after Prime Minister Koizumi’s bold visit to P’yǒngyang in 2002, which was to lay
the groundwork for diplomatic normalization, relations between the two countries collapsed over the issue of North Korean kidnapping of Japanese citizens
during the 1970s. Once a major trading partner, Japan has banned all commerce with the DPRK. 43 As for Russia, Kim Jong Il has tried to draw its former
close ally into competition with Beijing. But Russia has proved to be a poor counterweight to China since North Korea’s debt to the former Soviet Union,
exceeding US $8 billion dollars, has complicated the relations between the two countries. 44 Russia’s only major investment in North Korea in recent years has
been to modernize the cross-border railway to North Korea’s port of Rajin.
Thus it appears that it will be up to China to drag North Korea into the 21st century and finally end the Korean War. 45 North Korean leaders know this, which
is why they have begun to accommodate China’s presence in Kim Il Sung’s revolutionary past. Hence the recent rhetoric about the Korean War, Kim’s
Manchurian exploits, and the two countries’ bilateral friendship “forged in blood.” This does not mean, however, that North Korea will cease making trouble for
China. Since the stability and legitimacy of the regime still rests firmly upon the myth of Kim Il Sung, his anti-imperialist exploits and the principle of chuch’e,
China knows that it must allow the regime to assert a degree of independence if North Korea is to avoid collapse. Just how much “independence” China will
tolerate from its recalcitrant neighbor is anyone’s guess. Needing both to preserve his rule and build a “strong and prosperous nation,” Kim Jong Il is faced
with resolving the perplexing contradictions of becoming China’s satellite while at the same time preserving the chuch’e principle so crucial to the legitimacy of
the regime during a delicate succession process.
Over one hundred years has passed since China was forced to leave the Korean peninsula after its humiliating defeat in the 1894-5 Sino-Japanese War. A
century later, a revitalized China has returned to the Korean peninsula to reclaim its once dominant position in Asia. China’s rise has many implications for the
region, but one of them certainly is the role that it can play in ending the war on the Korean peninsula.
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