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The DPRK behavior and its stance on nuclear and missile program are often perceived by the West as irrational. Not least of all, this is due to the fact that most researchers consider the country through the lens of the western mentality and their own cultural and ethical stereotypes. Meanwhile, the DPRK is an eastern country with its philosophy and way of thinking. Ignoring this fact not only makes it difficult to understand its motives and actions correctly but also prevents from building constructive dialogue with this country.  

2500 years ago Confucian ideas were expanded from China to Asian countries including Korea. Along with these ideas such a phenomenon of Chinese philosophical and political thought as stratagem thinking spread in Korea (as in other Asian states). Nowadays it is widely believed that Confucian ideas are preserved in the South only while they were replaced by juche ideas in the North of the Korean Peninsula. However, this belief is erroneous. Firstly, there are numerous studies confirming that juche is based on Confucian philosophy ideas
. Secondly, any observer visiting North Korea can see the attitude to people who are elder or higher in social position and respecting peculiar customs and traditions having the force of law. “Loyalty to the sovereign” who is perceived as a father of nation, and his truly unlimited power are well-known facts that need no explanation.

DPRK does not copy philosophies, ideologies, economic models and strategies of other countries. At the same time it does not give up experience that has proven effective (“one should always learn, even from the enemy”). Moreover, stratagem thinking is none of the listed. According to V.S.Myasnikov, Russian sinologist, who studied this phenomenon, stratagem thinking is the sum of targeted diplomatic and military measures designed to implement a long-term strategic plan which provides the solution of fundamental tasks of the state’s foreign policy
. These fundamental tasks, as well as ways of their achievement and strategies are unique for each country. This means that stratagem thinking cannot be copied. There is a well-known set of stratagems (defined as “a strategic plan that contains some sort of a trap or a ploy for the enemy”) systematized in treatises such as “The Art of War”(兵法) by Sun Tzu(孫子) and “Thirty-Six Stratagems”(三十六計) by undefined author. However, the number of stratagems is not constant (sometimes new stratagems are compiled), and their practical application is determined by the goals of a particular country in a specific situation and time. 

The popularity of 36 Chinese stratagems has spread far beyond Asia, and they are actively used not only and not so much in military sphere as in politics, business and diplomacy. “Thirty-Six Stratagems” and «The Art of War» are readily (though not always successfully) used even by Western politicians and businessmen. The DPRK, with its understanding of Confucian philosophy, oriental mentality and stratagem thinking, can use them much more effectively and even could make stratagems a real strategic weapon. Whether it uses stratagems consciously or not, is the secondary question. The primary is that the DPRK does use them and we should consider this when analyzing its foreign policy. 
***

Let us consider some of the stratagems which the DPRK could use. 

Stratagem 7
. Create something from nothing(無中生有)
The art of deception is first to deceive and then not to deceive. When the truth is perceived as a lie it is a real deception. 

North Korea uses this tactics both in its propaganda, foreign policy and defense sphere. For instance, the DPRK announced the availability of nuclear, thermonuclear devices and ICBMs when it did not actually have them. It means that in some cases the DPRK initially deceived international community. However, later it developed and demonstrated all declared technologies by having tested them, thus turning its lie into truth. Though there are still some doubts about North Korean ICBMs (especially about their re-entry technologies), the demonstration of the ICBM influenced situation in NEA and the US position. The same effect was produced be testing thermonuclear device which has ability of to produce electromagnetic pulse. North Korea have not yet conduct high-altitude nuclear test (and maybe is not planning it in the foreseeable future) but the US military already think on HEMP countermeasures
 and test ways of cleaning space or radiation after nuclear attack
.   

Stratagem 10. Hiding the dagger behind a smile(笑裏藏刀)
“Pretend to be weak, that he [your opponent] may grow arrogant”
.

The DPRK successfully used this tactic in almost all negotiations on its nuclear program. Drastic changes in its rhetoric and voluntary moratorium on nuclear and ICBM tests in 2018 made the US hope that North Korea was ready to negotiate away its nuclear program while the country did not have this intention at all. As a result, the DPRK gained several summits with the US president, support of China and more time for the development of its nuclear weapons. Its opponents received vague promises only. However, the ghostly hopes for North Korea’s voluntary denuclearization are still alive. Though experts consider unilateral disarmament of the DPRK impossible and call “to get used to nuclear DPRK”, the dominant opinion among the politicians is that the denuclearization is still possible and is a “matter of time”. 

Stratagem 11. Letting the plum tree wither in place of the peach tree(李代桃畺)
This tactic implies sacrificing some short-term goals in order to achieve the long-term ones. One can allow the opponent to win todays small war. But it will increase chances of winning tomorrows big war and ultimately defeat an opponent. 

North Korean leadership was fully aware of the consequences of testing its hydrogen bomb and ICBMs. UN Security Council resolutions were adopted and sanctions on North Korean economy were imposed as a reaction to its every nuclear test and long-range missile launch. When testing the latest, the most powerful device, the DPRK should have been aware that it would be followed by no less tough sanctions. Nevertheless, it did not stop testing even despite economic difficulties. North Korea declared voluntary moratorium on nuclear and missile tests only after making sure that its minimum nuclear deterrent had been created. After that North Korea started its diplomatic activity and its positions in recent negotiations were much stronger and advantageous than in previous years. Thus, having sacrificed economic prosperity, the country created an effective tool that strengthened her positions on international arena and would influence its relations with the US and China and all future dialogue processes.

Stratagem 15. Luring the tiger down from the mountain(調虎離山)
Until recently, the United States and the DPRK were incomparable. The former had not only a military advantage over the latter, but also a certain moral superiority – its position of a “great power” towards a “rogue state”. However, Trump, who came to power, compared the “nuclear buttons”, firstly, raising the DPRK to the level of an opponent to be reckoned with, and secondly, raising doubts on the US ability to withstand this opponent. It was the moment when the United States went down from its “mountains” and began to lose, at least morally. Later the US started using the “Madman tactics” which have long been attributed to the DPRK, and finally agreed to negotiations and the summit. The United States consciously or unconsciously joined the game conducted by the rules of the DPRK. The DPRK itself retained the path to retreat, and now is temporarily shifting its foreign policy priorities to neighboring countries and taking expectant tactics in relation to the US.

However, in order to make “the enemy to approach” one should hold out an advantage to him. For this purpose the DPRK could use the next stratagem. 

Stratagem 17. Tossing out a brick to attract jade(抛塼引玉)
This stratagem means giving to the opponent something having no value for the giver. It is important to make an opponent think that he is receiving something valuable. Then the opponent gives really valuable thing in return.


The DPRK dismantled its Punggye-ri nuclear test site on May 24, 2018. The journalists from 5 countries observed this event on-site. It might well become decisive argument for hesitant D. Trump and the first US-DPRK summit ultimately was held. At first glance, the DPRK made sacrifices to convince the US president to agree to the summit. However, in fact, this test site is not as valuable as is commonly believed. Yes, the DPRK conducted all its tests there, right up to the hydrogen bomb. But nuclear tests have been already successfully performed and data has been collected for computer simulation and subcritical tests. So the test site in Punggye-ri may well be no longer needed. At the same time, the DPRK received much more from the United States – the first ever summit with the US president, followed by the second summit and the meeting at DMZ. The DPRK not only managed to make the US give up its principles, but also gave an encouraging example to other countries under pressure from the West. 

Stratagem 21. The cicada casts off its skin of gleaming gold(金蟬脫殼)
This stratagem helps to create visibility, a screen to cover real actions. While the opponent is concentrating on this screen, one can carry out really important activity. 

ICBMs can be considered as this “screen”. ICBMs cannot be the main instrument of deterrence. The likelihood of North Korean ICBMs reaching US territory is too low to serve as a credible deterrent in its common sense. Considering advanced U.S. missile defense systems even a single strike would require the successful launch of several ICBMs. Mass-production of ICBMs in turn would require huge financial and time resources the DPRK may not currently have. At this stage, these missiles can be one of several deterrence instruments, if not a “screen”.

While the international community has focused on this ICBM “screen”, the tests of "smaller-scale" weapon systems have gone almost unnoticed. The DPRK is developing and testing really efficient weapons like KN-23 with quasi-ballistic trajectory, smaller range missiles which can deliver nuclear warheads and other systems, relying “…not on the chance of his [enemy] not attacking, but rather on the fact that we have made our position unassailable”
. 

Stratagem 23. Befriending a distant enemy to attack an enemy nearby(遠交近攻)
This stratagem, in my opinion, determines the entire policy of the DPRK in relation to the United States. The geographical location of two countries and huge difference in their military and technological potentials makes a direct military conflict between them the least likely. At the same time North Korea’s big neighbours – China and Russia may become a threat to the DPRK’s independence and sovereignty in future, which could eventually lead to conflict. Despite the rhetoric, the relations between the DPRK and China have never been smooth, and the DPRK always countered the attempts of China to increase its influence. At the moment, China has temporarily regained its lost influence on the DPRK due to the international sanctions regime. Current economic influence by China makes North Korean leadership work to prevent its attempts to influence political processes within the DPRK. In order to balance the influence of China, a country of the same scale is needed. Only the United States can be opposed to China today. Therefore, the DPRK seeks to normalize relations with the US, and ideally, to establish equal partnership. Along with these attempts North Korea uses other means, like the following stratagem: 

Stratagem 26. Cursing the acacia while pointing at the mulberry tree(指桑罵槐)
This tactics helps to warn an opponent using analogies and indirect effect on one through a direct effect on the other. The DPRK created its nuclear weapons for deterring not only the United States, but also its neighbors and any other country, which can pose threat. However, nuclear capabilities are demonstrated by the DPRK exclusively through signals and rhetoric addressed to the United States.

An article published by KCNA in 2017 is a reverse example. The author of the article titled “Is Russia Sightless or Is It Mimicking Blind”
 criticizes Russia’s skepticism about North Korean ICBM test. The fact of publication and criticism of Russia, which has been always neutral or friendly to the DPRK, were unexpected and unusual. It lets us suggest that the true purpose of the article was to convince the USA, not Russia, that the DPRK really possessed ICBMs. 

Stratagem 27. Feigning madness without losing the balance(假痴不癲)
It is the best stratagem characterizing the “Madman tactics” used by the DPRK from time to time. “Madness”, perceived as a disability or weakness can make the enemy to weaken control and switch his attention to stronger opponent. This tactics proved to be so efficient that the US and other countries used it for their own purposes. 

Pretending to be “mad”, the DPRK weakened the vigilance of the United States and Western countries and raised concerns in China and Russia. It should be noted that many use this tactics but not so many can recognize it from real madness and irrationality. This tactics helped the DPRK to succeed and turn imaginary power into real one. The DPRK declared that it had nuclear weapons when it did not have. At the same time KCNA threatened to turn the enemy territories into the “sea of fire”. The international community behaved like peasants from the famous ancient fable about a shepherd and wolves: they went on alert several times but then lost interest. They came to their senses only when the DPRK really created and demonstrated a workable nuclear device and the means of its delivery.

This tactics also works for international negotiations on Korean nuclear issue. Putting forward unfeasible and realistic requirements helps to conceal true strategic goals and gain time for their achievement.

Stratagem 28. Removing the ladder after the opponent has climbed onto the roof(上屋抽梯)
The purpose of this trap is to make the opponent come to your territory or join your game and then cut off the path to retreat and put him in a disadvantageous situation. 

Recent example of using this stratagem is North Korean tactics, which resulted in the first summit with the US. By playing on contradictions between China and US the DPRK achieved its goal – historic summit with Trump while keeping its nuclear weapons. At the same time this summit cut off the ways to retreat for the US president putting him in disadvantageous situation. Once he met with Kim Jong Un he can no longer ignore the DPRK. He has to move forward. However, if he makes concessions it will meet strong negative reaction in the US. If he continues sanctions and pressure it will push North Korea to resuming its nuclear and missile tests and finally the US president will be criticized again both by the US and NEA allies.  
Stratagem 30. Turning the guest into the host(反客爲主)
“Therefore the clever combatant imposes his will on the enemy, but does not allow the enemy's will to be imposed on him”
. One can take the control over the situation that is traditionally controlled by others and make others depend on him. 
Good example is the relations within the US-China-DPRK triangle and the role of the DPRK. Some observers have the impression that the DPRK is a hostage to the situation and a bargaining chip in the foreign policy and trade war games of China and the United States. In the eyes of others, the DPRK not only maneuvers between two big powers, but also manipulates them. Both opinions are right. According to eastern philosophy, the ascension is followed by descent; the rise is followed by decline; “five elements (water, fire, wood, metal, earth) are not always equally predominant”; and even “heaven signifies night and day, cold and heat, times and seasons”. Following these principles, all parties constantly seize the initiative from each other. When initiative is on the side of the DPRK it can influence China, the ratings of the US and ROK president and world stock markets.

Stratagem 36. Running away is the best stratagem(走爲上計)
According to Sun Tzu, “He will win who knows when to fight and when not to fight», and «though an obstinate fight may be made by a small force, in the end it must be captured by the larger force”
. According to generally accepted rules of war, in order to avoid a collision with a stronger enemy, the army must retreat and wait for a convenient moment. 
Earlier this year the North Korean government announced the termination of its voluntary moratorium on nuclear and missile tests and promised to demonstrate “a new strategic weapon”
. However, it so far refrains from drastic steps due to some foreign policy considerations. Firstly, the dialogue with the United States may be considered not stopped, but temporarily suspended only and the chance to resume negotiations grows with Trump’s chances of being re-elected as president. Secondly, agreements with China and Russia (and their efforts in the UN Security Council to lift sanctions against the DPRK) could be the reason. At first glance, such a DPRK tactic may be perceived as a retreat. However, retreat is not equal to defeat, and it means only a change in time and place of use of force.

Stratagems defined as tactics having traps and tricks, are perceived as something negative and contradicting Western morality (though it is disputable considering the history of Western countries). However, at war, whether it is economic, information, or a hybrid war, all means are good as well as in the case of promoting national interests. Moreover, cunning and ability to "win without fighting" turns out to be more ethical and humane than forceful methods of solving the problems of foreign policy. Despite our perception of the stratagems taking into account influence of this phenomenon on Asian countries is undoubtedly valuable for understanding their policy.(End)
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