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Contending American visions of North Korea:
the mission civilisatrice vs. realpolitik

Taesuh Cha

This article aims to situate US-DPRK relations in a broader historical and
theoretical context, i.e., part of the violent encounters between the West and
the “Rest” in modern times, in order to examine discursive causes of their
animosity and devise preliminary solutions to usher in peace and reconciliation
in the Korean Peninsula. Drawing on a postcolonial reading of the liberal
internationalist project and the global nuclear order, as well as a reflexive
realist critigue of US foreign policy toward the rogue states, this research
explores how two competing grand strategy discourses, the mission civilisatrice
and realpolitik, have constructed the epistemological problématique of
Washington’s approach to Pyongyang and contributed to internal tensions in it
over time. After analyzing the historical trajectory of America’s contrasting
understandings of the Korean question, I seek to offer their implications on
the dramatic change in the bilateral relations in the Trump era. By
interrogating Trump’s realist turn in grand strategy and its unexpected
influence on the two Cold War enemies’ mini-détente in 2018-2020, this article
asks how a genuine dialogue between the liberal, “civilized” center and the
illiberal, “barbarian” periphery can be materialized in an alternative normative
setting. In particular, I argue that Trump’s new realist trial posed a critical
question on how to depart from old ontological assumptions that frame the
dominant liberal internationalist/neoconservative approaches toward a more
dialogical and equal negotiation and compromise. A peaceful resolution of the
North Korean dilemma is inherently related to a larger reflexivist project that
promotes a thorough interrogation of the self-righteous US identity and a great
transformation of America’s imperialist monologue toward the Third World in
general.




