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Abstract 
This paper critically assesses South Korean President Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy 
in the light of conflict transformation theory that synthesizes and further develops pre
-established theoretical assumptions about conflict management and resolution. The 
Sunshine Policy is often discredited due to its failure to change North Korea’s 
belligerent attitude and behaviour, but I argue that, in fact, it had considerable 
transformative effects on inter-Korean relations and South Korea’s perspectives 
toward North Korea by proactively engaging with Pyongyang through economic 
cooperation projects. However, the policy fell short of dismantling the Cold War 
structure on the Korean peninsula, primarily because it did not effectively 
address relations between the United States and North Korea, the epicentre of the 
destructive Cold War structure. 
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Introduction 

Since the end of the Cold War, Northeast Asia has undergone profound changes. Inter-Korean 
relations have also experienced drastic changes since the late 1990s, especially during and 
after the Kim Dae-jung (DJ) administration, during which South Korea redefined its national 
interests and sought a new national security strategy. The concurrent development of internal 
and external factors in and around South Korea resulted in an overall shift in South Korea’s 
foreign policy outlook, national identity, and the manner in which it conducted foreign affairs. 
Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy has played a catalytic role in accelerating these trends. 

With the inauguration of President Kim Dae-jung in February 1998, South Korea launched a 
new peace initiative and took bold measures to ease military tensions with the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) by fostering exchanges and cooperation. President Kim Dae
-jung declared that, as long as North Korea did not resort to military provocation, he would 
relinquish the old policy of advocating that Korea be unified through the absorption of the 
North. At the same time, he emphasized the importance of promoting exchanges and 
cooperation through the revival of the Basic Agreement on Non-aggression, Reconciliation, 
and Exchanges and Cooperation, which was signed in 1991. In sum, the Sunshine Policy 
represented a paradigm shift in South Korea’s policy toward North Korea. 

Nevertheless, Dae-jung’s policy has been fiercely criticized, mainly because it obviously failed 
to ameliorate North Korea’s attitude and its policy toward South Korea. As Chung-in Moon 
wryly observes, “The critics often deprecate the policy and portray it as a non-reciprocal 
appeasement in a one-sided love affair.”1 However, a close examination of the Sunshine Policy 
reveals that several of its components go beyond simple engagement and proactively aim to 
develop peaceful coexistence and cooperation.  

The principles as well as the strategies of the Sunshine Policy were congruent with a conflict 
transformation approach, especially in their attempts to build a new and constructive 
relationship through peaceful means by severing the chain of negative reinforcement 
between the two Koreas. Substantial research has been conducted on the Sunshine Policy by 
numerous scholars and practitioners, but most studies are basically descriptive reports or 
offer policy recommendations rather than analytical research based on theoretical 
frameworks. Some scholars examine the policy through the lens of identity, but none of them 
capture the transformative dimensions of the Sunshine Policy. When these dimensions are 
examined, the policy can be seen to represent an outgrowth of the philosophies and 
strategies of conflict transformation. 

The overall objective of this paper is to critically assess South Korea’s Sunshine Policy and to 
provide answers as to whether the engagement policy enhanced the process of conflict 
transformation on the Korean peninsula. I provide an empirical analysis of the transformative 
elements of the Sunshine Policy and the external and internal restraints that acted on its 
transforming effects. Using the newly emerging theoretical framework of conflict 
transformation, this paper aims to examine the Sunshine Policy in its entirety, addressing its 
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transformative components, as well as factors that the Kim Dae-jung administration failed to 
consider attentively when it formulated and implemented the policy. 

Since conflict transformation is currently better understood as an informed perspective on the 
empirical study of international relations rather than a fully fledged theory, the paper 
attempts to sharpen and identify the core components of the conflict transformation 
approach in order to make it testable. To construct a comprehensive theoretical framework, 
the paper takes an eclectic approach and draws primary elements of conflict transformation 
from the existing literature on peacebuilding approaches as well as from international 
relations theories. To elucidate significant conditions and social settings that affected the 
transformation of states’ attitudes and behaviours, I occasionally make reference to historical 
facts drawn from a German context, as Germany is generally regarded as offering an example 
of a state where conflict transformation processes have been successfully carried out.2 

Given North Korea’s political situation, the scarcity of any hard information with regard to the 
country’s activities may pose a methodological limitation to the research. The analysis of 
public discourse and activities is generally regarded as essential for a clear articulation of 
conflict transformation, and so problems in accessing the perspectives and activities of the 
North Korean population represent a secondary limitation when we attempt to clarify North 
Koreans’ attitudes and perspectives. Nonetheless, the paper is able to offer some insight into 
current conflict transformation discourses, and its findings will be useful to practitioners and 
policymakers who are looking to overhaul their engagement strategies with North Korea for 
the sake of peaceful transition on the Korean peninsula. 

Conflict transformation theory 

The mainstream literature on conflict intervention or peacebuilding usually centres on three 
principal discourses and they relate to management, resolution, and transformation. The 
terms conflict management, conflict resolution, and conflict transformation are often used 
separately and interchangeably. However, each theoretical framework is built upon different 
theoretical assumptions about conflict; thus, each focuses on different actors, and 
recommends different strategies for implementation. To map out a more comprehensive 
framework for understanding conflict transformation, this section will review the literature on 
conflict intervention approaches and establish some form of criteria which can be used as a 
set of transformative engagement strategies to provide an empirical analysis of the Sunshine 
Policy. 

Conflict management and conflict resolution 

Though some scholars argue that the term conflict management has a wider meaning than 
containment or settlement, the conflict management approach generally refers to outcome-
oriented strategies.3 The conflict management frame perceives conflicts as a negative force, 
and an eradicable consequence of incompatible values and interests, and/or competition 
among individuals and groups over scarce status, power, and resources.4 Within this frame, 
the alternative to violence can be settled through some sort of bargaining process which 
continues until all involved parties give consent to mutually agreeable conditions regarding 
the cessation of violence and how to redistribute the resources. 

Conflict management is usually proffered in the form of a political agreement between the 
conflicting parties, which might end or at least contain direct violence. The principal actors in 
this field are official, diplomatic, and governmental actors at Track I level. Most of the 
strategies they employ range from non-coercive measures such as good offices, fact-finding 
missions, facilitation, negotiation, and mediation to more coercive processes such as 
sanctions and arbitration.5 The conflict management approach has mostly been criticized 
because of its tendency to overlook the root causes of conflicts and its lack of a set objective 
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for longer-term peacebuilding.6 The critical problem of this resource frame is that, because 
the underlying causes of the conflict are not addressed or dealt with, they may well erupt 
again at a later point. 

To overcome the shortcomings of conflict management, conflict resolution has evolved to 
address the root causes of conflict through relationship-building and long-term resolution 
strategies.7 Conflict resolution begins by defining protracted conflict as a natural result of 
unmet human needs and it rejects the notion of competitive resource framing. The key is, 
thus, to make the parties aware of their underlying needs for identity, security, recognition, 
and participation, and then to encourage the parties to redefine their interests and positions.8 

Conflict resolution aims not to eliminate the conflict, but to resolve its destructive 
manifestations. Expressed bargaining positions are simply understood as more or less 
concrete expressions of unmet needs, desires, and fears, even though conflicts may be 
couched in terms of demands for resources.9 

Burton and others, have proposed that non-coercive and relationship-oriented strategies such 
as facilitation or consultation in the form of problem-solving workshops can help achieve 
conflict resolution.10 Engagement in this kind of discussion will usually help the conflicting 
parties to clarify their own needs, interests, and perceptions, and it can also diminish some of 
the hostility and mistrust that underlies a conflict situation.11 This area of practice is typically 
represented by Track II-level actors, a category which encompasses non-official and non-
governmental parties, including academic institutions; all forms of civil mediation; and non-
governmental organizations focused on international conflict resolution. The main criticism of 
the conflict resolution frame is that it does not necessarily bring a dispute or violence to an 
end.12 Another criticism is that conflict resolution leaves out the social structures and 
destructive cultural patterns that contribute to changing or unchanging patterns of violence.  

Unlike their counterparts in the schools of conflict management and resolution, analysts 
working within the conflict transformation frame do not see conflicts as problems to be 
resolved or even managed. Instead, they argue that conflicts offer opportunities for growth, 
adaptation, and learning.13 Yet the task of defining conflict transformation is not made easy by 
the fact that those who advocate the use of transformation procedures have a wide variety of 
views, not only about what should be transformed, but about how, when, and by whom 
transformation can be brought about.  

The one central thing that most analysts and practitioners agree on is that transformation 
approaches go beyond their management- and resolution-focused equivalents when coping 
with destructive and intractable conflicts.14 A commitment to conflict transformation implies 
that simply finding a solution to one set of conflicting interest and values is not enough. A 
transformation approach needs to bring about qualitative changes in some aspects of the 
conflict or its related socio-political structures.15 Since empirical studies that address conflict 
transformation mostly focus on empowering grassroots-level groups to address themselves 
directly to peacebuilding processes, comprehensive and dynamic features of conflict 
transformation are often undervalued or neglected. In the following section, key elements of 
conflict transformation will be examined to identify framework conditions which can be used 
to analyse whether the Sunshine Policy has transformative and sustainable peacebuilding 
elements. 

Short-term responsive and long-term strategic actions 

Since the early 1990s, an analytical focus on inter-relatedness and interdependence has 
emerged that acknowledges the dichotomy in conflict intervention studies. From the mid-
1990s onwards, we can observe a shift in the literature that stresses an interdisciplinary and 
complementary approach to conflict management. It emphasizes the need to combine 
conflict settlement strategies, such as mediation and negotiation, with conflict resolution 
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strategies, such as facilitation and consultation.16 The essence of the argument is that 
different types of intervention are appropriate at different levels as a conflict progresses or de
-escalates.  

Conflict transformation approaches, which arise from these hybrid frameworks, stress the 
need to resolve the dilemma between the short-term objectives associated with crisis 
management and the longer-term goals that focus on promoting peaceful relationships by 
addressing the underlying causes of conflicts. Paffenholz states that conflict transformation 
discourse aims to overcome overt forms of direct, cultural, and structural violence, as well as 
to transform unjust social relationships in an effort to promote conditions that can help to 
create cooperative and constructive relationships.17 

This view is conceptualized in detail in Lederach’s Transformational Platforms.18 What is 
required, he argues, is a change of focus. Lederach explains that conflicts are often “episodes” 
within a larger pattern of relationships that tend to reproduce more episodes over time. On 
the basis of this assumption, Lederach attests that conflict transformation should include 
processes that “1) provide adaptive responses to the immediate and future repetition of 
conflict episodes, and that 2) address the deeper and longer-term relational and systematic 
patterns that produce violent, destructive expressions of conflict.”19 

While conflict transformation addresses and finds solutions for imminent issues, this 
approach clearly assumes that major structural changes will always and inevitably be 
necessary conditions for a sustainable and transformative peace process. Only through such 
structural changes can it be ensured that conflicts will not be reproduced from similar sources 
in the future. As Mitchell explains, while the conflict resolution approach clearly allows for 
necessary structural change, conflict transformation assumes that an explicit commitment to 
some level of structural change, either political or socio-economic, is essential if a conflict is to 
be permanently transformed.20 The assumption here is that, without structural change, 
conflict resolution may result in temporary, “win-lose” outcomes for the conflicting parties.  

Multi-track participation 

While conflict transformation incorporates flexible approaches and aims to tackle the 
epicentre of each conflict, the approach is also concerned with empowering and connecting 
people. Reimann claims that the conflict resolution approach missed the opportunity to 
develop and build vertical relationships that encourage dialogue and cooperation between 
actors of unequal status.21 Conflict transformation takes up this opportunity and places 
emphasis on the engagement of people who operate at different levels within a conflict 
situation. Conflict transformation emerges, then, as a process and an outcome, and it 
necessitates multi-level participation in practice, engaging all social levels of all the parties 
from top decision-makers through social opinion leaders to grassroots constituents. 

Here, it is worth referring to the conceptual framework called The Progression of Conflict, 
formulated by Adam Curle. The matrix shows the progress of conflicts in terms of the levels of 
power that obtain between the parties involved, and the levels of awareness that exist in 
relation to their conflicting needs and interests.22 Conflict moves along a continuum from 
unpeaceful relationships, characterized by unbalanced power and low awareness, to peaceful 
relationships which involve balanced power and increasing awareness. The matrix (See Figure 
1) helps indicate which conflict resolution functions and activities may be appropriate at any 
given moment in a conflict’s progression.  

When the conflict moves from a confrontation phase, in which the conflict is no longer latent, 
to a negotiations phase, conciliation and more formal mediation processes can have primary 
roles in efforts to balance power between conflicting parties.23 Successful negotiations and 
mediation may lead to a restructuring of the system to increase justice and establish more 
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peaceful relations, and this is where the roles of Track III actors become more prominent in 
the dynamic process of conflict transformation.24 Yet, more importantly, to generate a 
continuous and dynamic process in conflict progression, all tracks must be interdependent 
and complementary when conflict is being handled (See Figure 2). 
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Figure 1. The progression of conflict. Source: Adam Curle, Making Peace.  

Figure 2. An integrated framework of conflict transformation. 



When these interdisciplinary characteristics of conflict transformation are understood, it is 
possible to deduce three important implications from the conflict transformation approach. 
First, conflict transformation must address, not only immediate problems, but also the 
broader destructive, relational, and structural patterns which continuously generate a series 
of negative interactions between conflicting parties. Second, conflict transformation requires 
flexibility in response to the complexity of a conflict, and this will involve incorporating both 
short-term solutions and long-term strategies, contingent upon the nature of the conflict, the 
parties involved, and the stage to which the conflict has progressed. Third, the timely 
involvement of relevant actors across the various levels of a society must be encouraged and 
allowed in conflict transformation efforts so that the whole society is able to gain an 
understanding that the peacebuilding process is everyone’s job.  

Transformative components of the Sunshine Policy 

Guided by a belief that peace work necessitates engagement in solid theoretical reflection, 
this article will go on to examine the Sunshine Policy through the lens of conflict 
transformation. This article’s primary concern relates to whether or not the Sunshine Policy 
effectively and consistently addressed the relational and structural issues that have 
aggravated the intractable situation on the Korean peninsula. In addition, we need to examine 
whether the Sunshine Policy pursued short-term conflict management and longer-term 
conflict resolution approaches in an appropriate and timely manner. The analysis here takes 
into consideration the role of the actors who were involved in and contributed to the process 
of conflict transformation. The analysis begins with a step-by-step examination of the 
Sunshine Policy which uses elements from the conflict transformation approach presented in 
the previous section. It employs the criterion set out above to assess how far the Sunshine 
Policy consisted of the factors that characterize the conflict transformation approach. 

Improving strained inter-Korean relations 

The “Sunshine Policy” was an umbrella term for the DJ government’s North Korea policy 
which had as its stated objective the intention to lay the “foundation for peaceful Korean 
unification by severing the vicious cycle of negative and hostile actions and reactions through 
peaceful co-existence and peaceful exchanges and cooperation”.25 The DJ government 
believed that proactive engagement with the North, rather than confrontation, was the only 
way to avoid another Korean war and to promote reconciliation on the Korean peninsula. DJ’s 
Sunshine Policy is often seen as an extension of the earlier engagement policy of the Roh Tae-
woo government’s Nordpolitik, but it is qualitatively different from previous efforts. While the 
Roh Tae-woo administration’s Nordpolitik sought to pressure the North by normalizing 
diplomatic relations with North Korea’s communist allies, Kim’s Sunshine Policy attempted to 
create an international as well as domestic environment conducive to opening and reforming 
the North.26 

The most prominent transforming element of the Sunshine Policy was its attempt to 
dismantle the Cold War structure on the Korean peninsula which has been a barrier to 
improved inter-Korean relations. Lim Dong-won, the architect of the Sunshine Policy, 
identifies three important factors for promoting the dissolution of the Cold War structure as 
inter-Korean rapprochement, cross-recognition of North Korea by the United States (US) and 
Japan, and the removal of North Korea’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD).27 The DJ 
government was interested in dismantling both the inner (inter-Korean) and outer 
(international) layers of the Cold War structure without ignoring the imminent threat of 
WMD.  

In a practical bid to improve relations with the North, the DJ government offered a helping 
hand toward Pyongyang by pursuing inter-Korean economic cooperation. First and foremost, 
the Mount Kumgang tourism project was initiated. In October 1998, the South Korean 
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conglomerate Hyundai and its North Korean business partner, the Korean Asia-Pacific Peace 
Committee (KAPPC), signed a contract to establish a tour programme to Mount Kumgang 
which is located in Kangwon province in North Korea. Furthermore, Hyundai Asan 
Corporation was established on 5 February 1999 as a subsidiary specializing in inter-Korean 
economic cooperation projects, including tourism, the establishment of an industrial park, the 
improvement of North Korea’s infrastructure, and sports and cultural exchanges.28 In return 
for its exclusive rights to operate the tour programme, Hyundai agreed to pay US $942 million 
to North Korea in monthly installments by 2005.  

Critics have relied on a strictly economic cost-benefit calculation to argue that the Mount 
Kumgang project caused more problems than could justify its contribution to inter-Korean 
reconciliation.29 In fact, Hyundai Asan accumulated unofficial losses of up to 1.35 trillion won 
($1.15 billion) and defaulted on its monthly payment to Pyongyang from 2001 until the DJ 
government stepped in with a rescue package in 2004.30 However, what sceptics miss is that 
the Mount Kumgang project was not set up merely as a tourism business to make profits. It 
was launched as the first step towards reducing tensions and building confidence between 
the two Koreas.31 It represented an investment in a more peaceful, secure future, but the 
effect was also immediate. While the resort was in operation, at a cost of about 1 billion won 
a month, South Korea was able to gain practical and psychological security because the North 
Korean government had to open its militarily fortified mountain and move its important 
military bases in order for the joint tourism project to proceed.32 

Furthermore, it catalyzed opportunities for inter-Korean trade, and it enabled reunions of 
separated family members, as well as a series of cultural exchanges between Seoul and 
Pyongyang.33 Above all, the Mount Kumgang project “opened the way for a landmark inter-
Korean summit held in Pyongyang on 13-15 June 2000”.34 By recognizing North Korea’s 
system, the DJ government showed its willingness to recognize two different legitimate 
sovereignties in Korea, and this unprecedented move by South Korea helped to construct an 
environment conducive to the development of a peace regime in the region.35 

President Kim Dae-jung and Chairman Kim Jong-il signed a historic Joint Declaration which 
specified five steps toward the peaceful reunification of the nation. While sceptics criticized 
the declaration as a mere scrap of paper that would not guarantee Pyongyang’s compliance, 
in reality, the summit initiated more economic and political contacts than ever between the 
two Koreas.36 Several events that enabled the reunion of separated families were held, the 
overland route through the demilitarized zone to Mount Kumgang was opened, and nine 
rounds of ministerial talks and other dialogue channels were established.37 The summit was 
greeted with euphoria in the South, and this noticeably dissipated the disdain and distrust 
that had marred relations with the North for decades.38 

Though the joint tourism project with the North and the inter-Korean summit failed to bring 
major changes at the level of individual leaders and citizens, they certainly created conditions 
that promoted a cooperative relationship between the two governments and they 
represented a paradigm shift away from the logic of conflict management toward the logic of 
recognition and dialogue. Given that any lasting transformation of the conflict must involve a 
change in the relationship between the adversaries, the DJ government’s persistent efforts to 
engage North Korea with an understanding attitude was undeniably consistent with a conflict 
transformation approach.39 

Attempts to overcome disparities 

In 2004, the Kaesong Industrial Complex (KIC), another fruit of the Sunshine Policy, was 
established just across the demilitarized zone (DMZ) in North Korea. In its narrowest sense, 
the KIC was a business venture in which participants were seeking profits and business 
advantages, but, in a wider sense, the KIC provided a channel for rapprochement between 
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the DPRK and South Korea. It could be viewed as a measure to reduce disparities between the 
two Koreas by empowering both states at a time when the gaps between them had been 
considerably widening. Like the extensive economic interchange between China and Taiwan, 
the KIC was expected to provide a bridge for communication and a catalyst for cultural 
interaction across a demilitarized zone.40 

The DJ government took several further drastic measures to facilitate inter-Korean economic 
exchanges and cooperation; these included the expansion of the list of comprehensive 
approval items, the deregulation of import permits and the upper ceiling on investment in the 
North, and the adoption of a negative list system on joint ventures, economic exchanges, and 
cooperation.41 The investment fields diversified beyond their traditional focus on textiles and 
clothing to including agriculture, fishery, and advertising. A telecommunications network 
between South Korea and Jangjun harbor in North Korea was also established for tourists 
visiting Mount Kumgang.42 

Humanitarian aid was implemented and its operations were justified in discourses that 
focused on national sentiment and human rights. President Kim commented that the solution 
to the North’s chronic food shortages did not lie with yearly food aid from outside but would 
be found in “comprehensive reforms in the delivery of quality fertilizers, agricultural 
equipment, irrigation systems, and other elements of a structural nature”.43 It was desirable 
for South Korea to provide assistance to resolve North Korea’s food crisis not only for reasons 
connected to humanitarianism and brotherly love, but also in the interests of promoting 
security on the Korean peninsula.44 This was why the DJ government also provided 
development aid in the fields of medicine, health, and agriculture in order to enhance 
fundamental living conditions in North Korea.45 Notably, the government allowed non-
governmental organizations to initiate their own campaigns for humanitarian aid to North 
Korea to enhance civilian participation in the inter-Korean exchange that used to be 
monopolized by the government.46 

All of the strategies identified here represented the DJ government’s attempts to overcome 
the structural imbalance between the two Koreas, to rectify structural discrepancies, and to 
actualize peaceful coexistence on the Korean peninsula.47 Adam Curle, who asserts that 
relational change is a prerequisite for the conflict transformation approach, defines the 
characteristics of peaceful relationships in terms of “equality or balance of capability, 
mutuality and the sense of equal degree of concern between people, and reciprocity in the 
sense of a balanced exchange of material and non-material goods.”48 Given the vast 
differences in the political, social, economic, and psychological profiles of the two states, Kim 
Dae-jung took a cautious yet pragmatic approach which favoured “economic first, politics 
later” in South Korea’s dealings with the North. The DJ government separated economy from 
politics where necessary to maximize flexibility. It also strove to further promote inter-Korean 
exchanges and cooperation by promoting a vision for a more balanced relationship with the 
North, which had the potential to become a foundation for a permanent peace regime on the 
Korean peninsula. 

Focusing on economic cooperation was also a strategic move to overcome psychological 
obstacles. In explaining the transformation of East-West relations in Europe, Ole Wæver 
discusses the way in which the German policy of Ostpolitik “minimized security by narrowing 
the field to which the security act was applied.”49 He explains that, by engaging with East 
European regimes in the context of the status quo, German Ostpolitik “removed some threats 
to and thereby some excuses for the regimes in the East” which regarded “most all interaction 
with the West as potentially dangerous and threatening.”50 Like Ostpolitik, the Sunshine Policy 
entailed a conscious attempt to build a new relationship with the North, grounded in an 
alternative identity that acknowledged North Korea as a necessary partner for reconciliation 
and cooperation. 
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In particular, the establishment of the Mount Kumgang Tour project and KIC in the centre of a 
militarily sensitive area must be seen, not just as instances of unprecedented economic 
cooperation in a conflict which had lasted for half a century, but also as initiatives designed to 
transform the confrontation zone into a place for communication and learning. Thanks to 
their exposure to North Korean society, a limited but growing number of South Koreans were 
able to change their perceptions and come to understand that North Korea’s threat was 
derived from its weaknesses, which arose from the instability of its system and its fears of 
absorption, rather than from its military strength.51 The Sunshine Policy and the inter-Korean 
summit obviously facilitated South Koreans’ strong desire to end unnecessary inter-Korean 
confrontation, and more importantly, they resulted in enhanced feelings of identification and 
brotherhood with North Koreans.52 

In fact, to some extent, the maintenance of an engagement option by the DJ government was 
possible because of this shift in perception from fear to kinship affinity which allowed South 
Korean citizens not to be gripped by their sense of crisis. Even North Korea’s admission that it 
had a nuclear weapons programme in October 2002 did not cause South Koreans to feel any 
direct threat, and this represented a marked shift from the responses to the first nuclear crisis 
in 1994.53 This change in South Koreans’ sense of the threat emanating from North Korea 
serves as further evidence of a shift in South Korean perception vis-à-vis the North in the new 
social setting emerging after the inter-Korean summit in 2000.  

In addition, the inter-Korean summit created an environment amicable enough to encourage 
other neighbouring countries to reconsider the status quo and their North Korea policies. The 
inter-Korean summit was followed by substantial progress in terms of changing US-North 
Korea relations. From 9-12 October 2000, the North Korean Vice Marshal, Jo Myong-rok, 
visited Washington to discuss the security issues that involved both countries. After the 
meeting, the US-DPRK Joint Communique was released.54 In the Communique, both 
governments recognized the changed security environment on the Korean peninsula created 
by the historic inter-Korean summit and decided to take steps to improve their bilateral 
relations and to enhance peace and security in Northeast Asia.55 Russia’s President Vladimir 
Putin also visited North Korea in July 2000, signalling a thaw in Moscow-Pyongyang relations, 
which had been icy since the Soviet Union established relations with South Korea in 1990. 
These diplomatic moves have placed even greater pressure on Tokyo to improve relations 
with Pyongyang.56 

The Sunshine Policy had made quite evident its potency as a force for the transformation of 
Cold War structures, the relationship between the two Koreas, and the relationship between 
North Korea and a host of other nations. Rounds of formal ministerial talks, normalization 
talks between North Korea and Japan, and summit meetings with the leaders of China and 
Russia offered remarkable signs that the Cold War structure had been weakened.  

Unfortunately, in subsequent years, the Sunshine Policy has been accused of being an 
appeasement policy and its reputation was tarnished by the 2000 inter-Korean summit 
payment scandal. Its critics alleged that the Hyundai group secretly paid $500 million to North 
Korea on behalf of the DJ government for the preparation of the summit. However, it was 
later revealed that the money was transferred for Hyundai’s exclusive rights over seven 
different inter-Korean economic projects for 50 years.57 The only illegal part of the transaction 
was that the National Intelligence Service of Republic of Korea provided convenient currency 
exchange services for the DJ government. The claim that the Sunshine Policy was a policy of 
appeasement was also insubstantial. The DJ government did not lose its moral ground, nor 
did it overlook North Korea’s military provocations in order to avoid confrontation with the 
North. From a conflict transformation perspective, the real limitations of the Sunshine Policy 
stemmed from rather more fundamental issues such as mutual distrust and animosity 
between Washington and Pyongyang and an ideological rift in South Korean society. 
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Limits and restraints on the Sunshine Policy 

Though the Sunshine Policy proactively sought to overcome the Cold War anomaly and to 
some extent break the impasse in both North-South relations and the North’s relations with 
the US, the policy was not astute enough to overcome the lingering residues of the Cold War’s 
structure and identity that inhibited the progress of conflict transformation on the Korean 
peninsula. This section will discuss the reasons why the Sunshine Policy failed to exert lasting 
and transformative effects. 

Non-responsiveness to the conflict’s epicentre 

If a policy is to be truly transformative, it should be able to provide “adaptive responses to the 
immediate and future repetition of conflict episodes *… by+ addressing *…+ deeper and longer-
term relational and systemic patterns”.58 However, the Sunshine Policy failed to address the 
repetitive patterns that had triggered similar conflict episodes, such as the issue of the 
Northern Limit Line (NLL) and North Korean nuclear provocations. The most contentious 
element of the Sunshine Policy related to whether or not it was successful in addressing the 
epicentre of the destructive Cold War structure—the relationship between the US and North 
Korea. If North Korea’s provocations were “presenting problems”, the primary cause of those 
issues was the never-ending blame game between the US and the DPRK.  

In particular, the process of reconfiguring South Korea’s policy toward the North resulted in 
intense diplomatic manoeuvring on the part of the United States. After coming to power in 
January 2001, the George W. Bush administration brought about a decisive shift in the US-
DPRK policy that had existed in the Clinton years. Tension reached its peak in January 2002 
when President Bush included the DPRK in the “axis of evil” he identified in his State of the 
Union address.59 North Korea’s response was furious, and the state criticized the speech as 
one that fell “little short of declaring a war” on the North. Bush’s “axis of evil” remark had a 
devastating effect in terms of reinforcing the Cold War structure and, from a conflict 
transformation perspective, the DJ government failed to manage the imminent crisis at this 
juncture in a way that would have contributed to achieving its long-term goal of structural 
change on the Korean peninsula. If we think of this incident as a conflict episode, to use 
Lederach’s term, the South Korean government should have recognized and dealt with US-
DPRK relations as an epicenter or context of the conflict, particularly after the Republican 
Party won the presidential election in 2000. 

Since the very people of the US Republican party had been denouncing the Agreed 
Framework for some time—openly criticizing the deal as “groveling appeasement and proof 
of Clinton’s weakness on foreign policy”,60  - the South Korean government had anticipated 
the adversarial attitude of the Bush government. Given that any change in perception or 
attitude involves a long-term process, and US support was crucial for the success of the 
Sunshine Policy, the DJ government could have better calibrated its policy, placing greater 
emphasis on the commonality of interests between the Sunshine Policy and the Bush 
administration in terms of “reduction of military tensions and economic reforms by the North 
Koreans.”61 It would have been even more astute of the South Korean government to have 
decelerated the pace of its engagement process with the North. However, the South Korean 
government expanded the Sunshine Policy without being able to improve US-DPRK 
relations.62 Due to a fundamental difference in approaches, Washington-Seoul disputes over 
North Korean policy further widened the cleavage between the two governments and 
consequently delayed the implementation of the agreements made between the two Koreas. 

The establishment of peaceful relations between conflicting parties is pivotal in conflict 
transformation because it creates an environment which can mitigate security dilemmas and 
eventually transform a destructive structure into a constructive one. However, the DJ 
government and the subsequent Roh Moo-hyun government which inherited the Sunshine 
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Policy fell short of creating the kind of international environment that would have guaranteed 
the security of North Korea, whether through bilateral talks or through the multilateral 
initiatives such as the Six-Party Talks which consequently led to the repetition of a similar 
crisis. The South Korean government, which stood as a party in the crisis, failed to undertake 
the kind of leading role that might have paved the way for a peaceful resolution of the issue 
of North Korean nuclear weapons programmes, which was intimately related to the 
deterioration of US-ROK relations.  

The South Korean government became so focused on the success of the Sunshine Policy that 
engagement with the North started to become an end in itself rather than one of the strategic 
plans for the peacebuilding process in the Korean peninsula. The government found itself in 
what Christopher Mitchell refers to as a “malign conflict spiral” in which various determinants 
begin to militate against efforts to change course.63 Acknowledging how important 
Washington’s stance toward Pyongyang was for successful engagement with the North, the 
South Korean government could have put more effort into carrying out delicate diplomatic 
manoeuvres between the US and North Korea. 

Conflicting identities 

With its primary objective of dismantling the Cold War structure, Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine 
Policy represented an effort both to change South Korea’s traditionally combative relations 
with the North and to secure peaceful co-existence. To achieve this objective, the South 
Korean government needed not only to improve US-DPRK relations but also to resolve the 
two conflicting identities of its own citizens. South Korean society was badly polarized along 
ideological lines, and the government needed to create a consensus on its North Korea policy 
among both progressives and conservatives; it also needed to resolve the state’s contested 
identity which was organized around the alliance security bond with the US and the 
nationalistic bond with North Korea. 

Wendt explains that issues of identity are fundamental to the protection of a sense of self and 
group needs,64 and so it is natural that people aligned with different identities should pursue 
and demand different outcomes to presenting issues.65 When a society is starkly divided by 
along identity lines, the challenge is to lower the level of negative reactivity and to enhance 
people’s capacity to address their own fears and misunderstandings as well as to understand 
others.66 To achieve these goals, a society needs to cultivate safe spaces within which people 
can be encouraged to reflect deeply on the nature of the situation, as well as their 
responsibilities, hopes, and fears. However, South Korean President Kim Dae-jung and his 
advisors did not make efforts to create new spaces, or a zone of respect and mutuality,67 
within South Korean society in the process of implementing the Sunshine Policy. 

South Korea’s polarized domestic politics and the government’s obsession with symbolic 
achievement undercut the effectiveness of the Sunshine Policy, the purpose of which, in the 
long run, was to bring about a transformation in North Korea’s identity as well as its 
behaviour.68 Unlike West Germany, which had used Ostpolitik to promote non-partisan, 
consensus-based gradual engagement with East Germany,69 the DJ administration tried to 
persuade the South Korean public by making use of its privileged institutional platform rather 
than building a consensus by seeking appropriate forms of interaction or exchange in an 
ideologically polarized society. Since the different identity groups in relation to North Korea 
were not called on to engage in proper interaction or exchange, polarization reasserted itself 
in even stronger forms after the glow of the inter-Korean summit had dimmed. 

Closed and delinked tracks 

Critically, the Sunshine Policy failed to further open up North Korea’ reclusive society. 
Although the policy did bring about drastic changes, North Korea’s authoritarian and 
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centralized system, as well as lack of coordination among tracks, represented significant 
challenges to the South Korean government’s effort to advance relations. While the Sunshine 
Policy received decent support from South Koreans, in Pyongyang, it was perceived with 
caution or even fear.70 Because of the defensive and opaque character of the North Korean 
regime, the Sunshine Policy struggled to reach Track II or Track III actors, and, for the same 
reason, it is difficult to find sources that verify whether the Sunshine Policy influenced or 
brought any changes in perspectives inside the North.  

The Daily NK, which tended to rely on North Korean defectors for its sources, suggested that 
most North Koreans were disappointed and frustrated with President Kim Dae-jung and his 
engagement initiatives vis-à-vis the North. Their hostility toward the dovish South Korean 
president, or any kind of conciliatory gestures from Seoul, grew from their belief that 
thousands of tons of food sent by the South Korean government were only being used to 
strengthen the North Korean People’s army.71 The defectors argued that the Sunshine Policy 
did not change the North’s aggressive and oppressive regime and only weakened the South’s 
national security. It is rather difficult to verify North Korean defectors’ claims, but their 
arguments imply that the Sunshine Policy was not largely welcomed by ordinary people in 
North Korea. 

Moreover, because of the political and historical dynamic of North-South relations, South 
Korea’s direct contribution to capacity building in North Korea was mostly blocked. Despite 
the prominent role that South Korea has been playing in assisting North Korean development 
under the Sunshine Policy, even economic development aid was rarely delivered in 
coordination with South Korea’s own economic planning goals. While the NGO community 
could play a unique role as a bridge between donor and recipient countries, and to some 
extent offered a context for interpreting the overall situation, the lack of vertical coordination 
between stakeholders on different tracks meant that there was little room for other actors in 
South Korea outside Track I to contribute to the Sunshine Policy’s confidence-building process. 

In addition, because the process of building a new relationship between adversaries is 
inevitably slow and time-consuming when North Korea’s totalitarian features add an extra 
layer of difficulty, an entire decade of pursuing an engagement policy provided insufficient 
time to generate desirable outcomes. Since the inauguration of Lee Myung-bak in February 
2008, South Korea’s government has suspended most of its cooperation projects and civic 
exchanges with the North on the basis that it plans to carry out an emphatic re-evaluation of 
the North Korea policy adopted by previous governments.72 This stance has been reiterated 
by the current Park Geun-hye government which has taken a hard line toward North Korea 
and has yet to resume inter-Korean talks.  

It cannot be denied that the North Korean regime’s rigidity was the main factor that hindered 
the Sunshine Policy from penetrating North Korean society and creating an environment that 
would allow the full engagement of diverse groups of people. However, from a conflict 
transformation perspective, it is also significant that the Lee and Park governments failed to 
understand that engagement with the North was supposed to be a mid- to long-term process 
intended to deal with deeper relational and structural patterns. Considering that there were 
several thousand South Korean visitors in the North dealing with various governmental and 
civic projects under the DJ and Roh governments,73 the engagement policy could have had 
profound effects if it had been implemented for a longer period of time. Therefore, despite 
the shortcomings in the Sunshine Policy’s efforts to cope with the US-DPRK relationship or 
South Koreans’ conflicting opinions regarding engagement with North Korea, we cannot 
definitely conclude that the problem of delinked and closed tracks illustrates the limitations of 
the Sunshine Policy itself. 
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Conclusion 

The Sunshine Policy fell far short of transforming the Cold War structure on the Korean 
peninsula and could not achieve full inter-Korean reconciliation. However, it has definitely 
brought about noticeable changes in some aspects of the socio-political system in which the 
conflict is embedded. If we remind ourselves that the core concept of conflict transformation 
involves a qualitative shift rather than a quantitative alteration in degree, the Sunshine Policy 
did induce some formidable transformations in Korean society.  

The most profound change it has brought, at least to the South, is that it has introduced the 
idea of war aversion.74 At present, most South Koreans reject war as a means to resolve 
North Korean issues, whether they are proponents or opponents of the engagement policy. 
This perception change was mainly brought about through the Sunshine Policy’s political 
reconciliation between the two Koreas and the inter-Korean summit, and it worked as the 
structural cornerstone for other regional powers’ bids to reconsider their containment policy 
toward the North. The policy also achieved attitudinal and cognitive changes, at least on one 
side, by increasing awareness of the nature of the conflict and the relationships involved in it, 
and this led to a change in South Koreans’ perceptions of North Koreans. One key effect of 
the policy was that South Korea’s major inter-Korean economic projects showed the potential 
of efforts to generate initial platforms for balancing capabilities and enhancing integration 
between the two Koreas. 

While a conspicuous shift was brought about by the Sunshine Policy, the group cohesion it 
produced was generated by nationalistic rhetoric rather than by mutual, interactive 
education, and this strained the US-ROK alliance and later hindered fundamental change in 
South Koreans’ collective identity vis-à-vis North Korea. As a result, a large portion of South 
Korea’s population still doubts North Korea’s willingness to integrate itself into the 
international community. The tendency of the DJ government to overcommit was another 
issue that eroded the policy’s original aspirations. When the DJ government did not put in 
enough effort to convince the Bush administration or to secure cohesion among domestic 
actors, Kim Dae-jung’s commitment to engagement soured public opinion on the Sunshine 
Policy and on the relationship with the US which was crucial for dissolving the Cold War 
structure. 

The conceptual framework of conflict transformation clearly proves useful for understanding 
which aspects of the DJ government’s Sunshine Policy exerted transformative effects and 
where its approach was short of being truly successful. In particular, the integrated model 
used in this paper draws attention to the hitherto neglected issue that forms the epicentre of 
the conflict. One of the main reasons why the Sunshine Policy could not achieve its ultimate 
goal of reconciling the two Koreas was because it lacked direction and specific plans to 
ameliorate the hostile relationship between Washington and Pyongyang. The conflict 
transformation approach also problematizes the view, set out in previous critiques of the 
policy, that the Sunshine Policy was mistaken in its assumption that direct engagement with 
the North is an appropriate step in efforts to transform destructive relations between the two 
Koreas. The existing literature on the Sunshine Policy has confused people about whether the 
DJ government’s approach toward North Korea was or was not adequate to the task of 
achieving its goal of building a peaceful relationship. An assessment of the policy based on 
the framework of conflict transformation makes clear which components of the policy 
deserve to be embraced and which areas need to be improved before future implementation. 
In this sense, a conflict transformation approach helps actors to move beyond the dichotomy 
between dovish or hawkish policies. 

This case study on the Sunshine Policy also contributes to the ongoing discussion about 
conflict transformation itself. Though it is sometimes effective to delimit a definition of 
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conflict transformation in order to avoid confusion over how it differs from other conflict 
management strategies, this study shows how important it is to emphasize that conflict 
transformation integrates diverse components from different approaches so that highly 
sophisticated and appropriate tools can be put to use in a timely manner when conflict 
occurs. In addition, besides the general criticism of conflict transformation, a serious gap in 
the conflict transformation literature appears to be that it has hardly ever been applied at the 
macro level where states are involved as conflicting parties. Because the conflict 
transformation approach tends to neglect or put less emphasis on power and interest, it often 
comes up with vague and abstract forms of analysis or interpretations of states’ behaviours 
when dealing with issues of state identity and security. If the conflict transformation approach 
takes the concept of power and interest into account more seriously, it will be a more 
congruent framework for documenting the nature of conflicts systematically. 

Lastly, regarding the policy of South Korea toward the North, after the Lee Myung-bak 
administration upended most of the engagement policies of his predecessors—Kim Dae-Jung 
and Roh Moo-hyun—nearly all diplomatic connections between the two Koreas have been 
suspended. In giving the ROK-US relationship primacy, while risking the relationship with 
North Korea, the current Park Geun-hye government confines itself to the same destructive 
structure where no party feels safe and secure. As the Iran Nuclear Deal has shown, under the 
Six-Party Talks, South Korea still has the potential to revitalize relations with North Korea and 
transform the security structure of the Northeast Asian region and beyond. The future South 
Korean administration must make and seize the opportunity to keep the dialogue going, so 
some new positive interactions may begin among the concerned states. 
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