The Korean Peninsula
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The Korean peninsula—an area of eighty-five thousand square miles in northeast Asia jutting from China and abutting Japan—was a unified kingdom for thirteen hundred years. For the past half century, however, it has been a land divided. Korea’s division is a direct result of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union that dominated world affairs for much of the second half of the twentieth century. Although the Cold War ended with the Soviet Union’s dissolution in 1991, Korea has remained divided. Numerous observers have labeled the continuing rift between North Korea and South Korea the Cold War’s last remnant. That rift overshadows Korean life on both sides of the divide. 

The roots of Korea’s division stem from the closing days of World War II, when troops from the United States and the Soviet Union, then wartime allies, entered Korea to liberate it from Japanese occupation (Korea had been a Japanese colony since 1910). The United States occupied the southern half of the country while the Soviet Union occupied the north. Both militaries refused to leave immediately after the war, and 2 distinct occupation zones (separated mostly by 38 degrees North Latitude) formed.  The Superpowers were unable to agree on a plan to restore Korea’s government, and 2 distinct spheres of influence remained. The newly formed United Nations passed a 1947 resolution calling for elections of a single government, but the Soviet Union refused to cooperate. In 1948 two governments were formed: the Soviet-backed Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, with its capital in the northern city of Pyongyang (led by Kim Il Sung), and the American-backed Republic of Korea, with Seoul as its capital (led by Syngman Rhee). Each government claimed to be the legitimate government of all of Korea, and tension between the 2 grew quicky.
The conflict between the two Koreas reached its bitter peak in the 1950–1953 Korean War, which was both a civil war between Koreans and an international conflict involving soldiers from around the world. North Korea, armed and advised by the Soviets, invaded South Korea in 1950 in an attempt to unify the country. The United States responded by influencing the United Nations to pass a resolution authorizing a “police action” to protect South Korea; the UN force dispatched there was led by American general Douglas MacArthur and was comprised predominantly of American troops. Those forces were able to retake almost the entire Korean peninsula before Communist China intervened with its own forces. After three years of fighting, an armistice between the warring parties ended the fighting and established a cease-fire line near the original border at the 38th parallel. 

The war proved devastating to the peninsula, with an estimated 2 to 4 million Koreans killed from war-related causes (out of an initial population of 30 million), landscapes obliterated by heavy bombing, industry and agriculture destroyed, and its people divided. The physical damage could be repaired, but the psychological fallout proved harder to overcome. The fact that Koreans “fought and killed each other” created “a foundation for real mistrust and hatred toward each other,” argues Katy Oh, an analyst for the Institute for Defense Analyses. 
The divisions between the two nations remain to this day. Military skirmishes periodically break out along the heavily militarized border. For decades virtually no Koreans were allowed to even visit the other nation; such visits today are confined to a very few state-sponsored ceremonial occasions, leaving millions of Koreans unable to meet with relatives across the border. There is no mail or telephone service between the two Koreas, and it is against the law in both nations to listen to radio broadcasts from the other country. 

Besides history, a main reason for the gulf between the two Koreas is their differing social, economic, and political systems. 
Kim Il Sung was the totalitarian dictator of North Korea until his death in 1994.  At that point he was succeeded by his son, Kim Jong Il, until he died in December of 2011.  Today the country is run by Kim Jong Un, son of Kim Jong Il.  

Starting in 1945, North Korea followed Communist models of land redistribution and collectivization (all workers get small, equal amounts of land and have little ability to acquire much private property or personal wealth), heavy industrialization under state-owned enterprises (little private business), and centralized political control under the Korea Workers’ Party (no political opposition). The official state ideology, juche, stressed self-reliance (although North Korea did receive aid from the Soviet Union and China), and North Korea’s people were isolated from the rest of the world economically and politically. 
Starting in 1945, South Korea’s path was marked by “guided capitalism” in which the government pushed for the growth of export-oriented industries. Its economic development was aided by billions of dollars in American assistance. South Korea’s government is modeled similar to (but not exactly the same as) the U.S.  It’s Constitution has been in effect since 1948 and lays out the basic structure of government.  There are 3 branches of government (an elected Presidency, an elected Congress, and a court system) that each have separate defined powers.  
The results of the paths chosen by the two Koreas are two very different societies. 
A half century after the Korean War, North Korea is a diplomatically isolated, totalitarian regime ruled by Kim Il Sung’s grandson, Kim Jong Un. It has a Constitution that gives people rights, but there are no checks to the power of the dictator and only one political party is legally allowed in the country.  Its isolation and economic problems intensified when the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union and China cut off their aid to North Korea. Although information about the country is difficult for foreigners to obtain, most observers agree that North Korea is in a state of economic decline or even collapse that has caused widespread poverty and hunger. 
South Korea, on the other hand, has grown to become the world’s eleventh largest economy, with an average annual income of more than $13,000 per person (compared with an average annual income of  $900 per person in North Korea). Its global exports include automobiles and computers. Its democratic form of government is far from perfect as corruption and other economic and political problems remain, but most observers agree that South Koreans have fared better than their northern counterparts. 

Despite the major differences between the two societies and the duration of their separation, many Koreans maintain the dream of eventual reunification. In June 2000, Kim Jong Il and South Korean president Kim Dae Jung met in Pyongyang— the first time leaders of the two nations had met since the Korean War began exactly fifty years earlier. “The Korean people can see a bright future as a dawn of hope for reconciliation, cooperation, and unification is breaking,” Kim Dae Jung proclaimed when the historic meeting was concluded. Such hopes faded over the following months as the two countries were unable to follow up the conference with working agreements or further meetings. In addition, some in South Korea accused Kim Dae Jung of compromising too much with the North Korean regime. 

The question of Korean reunification has ramifications beyond the Korean peninsula. Both Koreas’ neighbors and the United States maintain an active interest in what happens on the Korean peninsula. Since 1953, America has maintained close ties with South Korea, guaranteed its protection, and continues to station American troops there (an arrangement that has drawn some protest in South Korea). American relations with North Korea, on the other hand, have ranged from cool to openly hostile, as the United States has accused North Korea of developing nuclear and chemical weapons and of sponsoring terrorism. In 2002 President George W. Bush labeled North Korea as part of an “axis of evil” (along with Iraq and Iran) because of the country’s efforts to develop weapons of mass destruction. Divisions exist both within South Korea and in the United States over how much their governments should do to engage the North Korean regime, both to prevent another Korean War and to further the cause of regional peace and possible reunification. 

