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Editorial

Dear readers,

Let me take this opportunity to welcome to you to this volume of our brand new journal, one which attempts to look at social reality from two leading perspectives: the philosophical and the political. This volume is a natural continuation of the previous edition that fits into the thematic composition on a number of recurring themes related to the Middle East politics, European matters, Russian politics, American foreign policy and continental philosophy, topics that have undoubtedly dominated our previous debates. We have also supplemented this volume with number of new matters related to Chinese foreign policy, the situation on the Korean Peninsula, foreign policy of the European Union, as well as the Syrian and Iraqi conflicts, with a particular emphasis on scrutinizing leading paramilitary organizations such as al-Qaeda, ISIS, al-Nusra Front, Hezbollah, and Hamas. Naturally, our authors also supplement the the discussions in this volume with deeper viewpoints on continental philosophy, contemporary art, and modern aesthetics. 

It is already an open secret that our authors tend to show a propensity to scrutinize unfolding change and transitional elements in the social reality that surrounds us from a very unique perspective that incorporates a vast plurality of theories, methods, and patterns that in turn will mitigate the effects of contemporary conflicts, improve various dimensions of modern decision making processes, and present a real opportunity to contribute to a number of conflict resolution strategies. Furthermore, our authors are also deeply interested in exploring uncharted territories of various philosophical debates in the contemporary world.

Papers authored by Hristiyana Stoyanova and Nieves Turégano Muñoz bring to the fore a number of developments in the fascinating world of European Union foreign policy, which looks very much in statu nascendi. Meanwhile, Koumparoudis Evangelos and Ilona Anachkova offer us deep insights into some of the most significant aesthetic developments in recent years, which have had an immense effect on the way our contemporary world has been shaped. Stavros Panayiotou explains to us the concepts of patristic tradition, criterialism, and Levinasian Quasi-Theological Conditions of the self. As for me, I will focus on a number of recent developments in Syria, Crimea, Eastern Ukraine, and Kaliningrad. 

And as an additional privilege, we have the honor of presenting our readers with two outstanding interviews conducted with world-class scholars, which will inevitably change your perspective on a number of significant developments in the contemporary world. The first one is with the leading IR scholar Professor Marcin Grabowski, of Jagiellonian University in Poland, who is an unquestionable expert in the field of International Relations with an emphasis on the Asia Pacific Region. The second interview was conducted with Professor Maria Dimitrova from Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski,” who is an expert on the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas and for many years cooperated with and translated Professor Zygmunt Bauman’s work.

All of this would not be possible without the help and suggestions of Professor Tamara Albertini, PhD Ilona Anachkova, Eliza Campbel, Abiola Bamijoko-Okungbaye, Delyana Boyadzhieva-Pietrzak, Professor Sophie Grace Chappell, Professor Maria Dimitrova, Deniz Ertin, Koumparoudis Evangelos, Gordon Freeman, Matthew Gill, Professor Marcin Grabowski, PhD Błażej Grygo, PhD Sami Mehmeti, Stavros Panagiotou, Joel Patomäki, Molly Prendergast, Francesco Trupia, Ivan Solakov, PhD Ivan Simić, Hristiyana Stoyanova, Nieves Turégano, and PhD Krzysztof Żęgota. This is why I would like to take this opportunity to thank each and every one of them for their hard work. This is a group of some of the most reliable, inspirational, and professional individuals I have ever had the privilege of working with, and they are all future leaders in their respective fields. I am humbled by their enthusiastic response to various initiatives launched by In Statu Nascendi. 

Last but not least, I would like to add to my thank you list Florian Bölter, Stephanie Dosch, Valerie Lange, Malisa Mahler, Christian Schön and all of the people from ibidem-Verlag responsible for printing this issue, who have helped us to reach out to our readers: thank you for your unyielding support—you have been great.

In Statu Nascendi is composed by the people, for the people and of the people, that is why we hope to attract more leading experts in their respective fields, as we want to be the first point of reference for academics from the best institutions in the world where they can share the fruits of their work with the outside world. Thus far, our team has managed to finish editing Volume 2 No. 2 (2019), which we plan to publish in September 2019. We have already started collecting scholarly papers, interviews, book reviews, political commentaries, comments, and polemics for the next issues in 2020. We encourage our prospective authors to take part in our great adventure and submit their proposals by the end of the summer of 2019. Meanwhile, we promise to accelerate our efforts to continuously improve the standard of our work to meet your high expectations. So please do not hesitate to contact us with your proposals—I promise that we will get back to you as soon as we can. 

 

Finally, let me also thank you for purchasing this volume. 

 

We hope that you enjoy it.

 

Yours sincerely,

 

Piotr Pietrzak

Editor-in-chief

In Statu Nascendi

Journal of Political Philosophy and International Relations

pietrzak_IR@hotmail.com

 

 


PART I: 
POLITICS & THEORY OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

 


Marcin Grabowski & Piotr Pietrzak

Interview with Marcin Grabowski, Ph.D., 
on the Ever-Changing Political Situation of the Asia Pacific Region in General, and the Political Backdrop of North Korea in Particular

This interview was conducted four months before the 2018 North Korea-United States summit in Singapore during which the US President Donald Trump met with North Korean Supreme Leader Kim Jong-un on June 12, 2018, after which Prof. Grabowski along with other members of the Institute of Political Science and International Relations of the Jagiellonian University expressed their opinions and shared with us their prognosis about the possibility of Korean unification through the prism of the United States’ grand strategy in South East Asia.

Piotr Pietrzak (PP) Good afternoon

Marcin Grabowski1 (MG) Good afternoon

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, on behalf of In Statu Nascendi, I would like to thank you for meeting me here. Today we will talk about the political backdrop in Asia in general and discuss North Korea in particular, as the situation in this country gets more dynamic day by day. Our today interlocutor does not need an introduction, but let us say a few words about Prof. Grabowski for the benefit of our broader audiences. This distinctive scholar has been associated with the Jagiellonian University for at least two decades, first as a student, then as a PhD researcher and finally in the academic capacity as one of the best lecturers at the Insititute of Political Science and International Relations, and a Director of International Security and Development Programme2, where he has influenced numerous students to pursue their academic passions in both Krakow and abroad. Prof. Grabowski has been on many exchanges, visiting such universities and centers of research as the Columbia University, George Washington University, and the University of California where he has completed a Global Leadership Program. So once again, without further ado, Prof. Grabowski could you please tell us a little bit about your in statu nascendi, your process of becoming a professor? Why did you choose your field of study?

(MG) Well, I am still an assistant professor, as it has been an ongoing process. I suppose, if I were about to give some broader story of myself, I need to say that many things have happened incidentally, starting with my studies at an IR program that coincided with my Chinese classes for about ten years (during my both MA and PhD studies). My interests back then have steadily drifted towards Asia, which resulted in my MA thesis being written about the bilateral relations between the United States and China. For this reason, as you have mentioned, I have been lucky enough to visit the Weatherhead East Asian Institute3 at Columbia University, where, on the one hand, I was working on my project under the guidance of my supervisor, and on the other I was lucky to meet two very prominent professors, who have helped me to deepen my interest in this region: one of them was Prof. Andrew J. Nathan4—interested in exploring the China issue through the prism of the bilateral relations between the United States and China. Moreover, at the same time, I got a second academic advisor Prof. Hugh Patrick5 who has been a co-director of APEC6 Study Centre at Columbia Business School and the director of Center of Japanese Economy and Business. As a co-director of the APEC Study Center and one of the founding fathers of APEC, Prof. Hugh Patrick drew my attention to more multilateral relations. 

In Poland, we tend to concentrate more on bilateral dimensions (I suppose apart from the European Union though, being a particularly hot topic at the time). Meanwhile, in the USA the interest was focused on APEC. As I have mentioned before, Prof. Hugh Patrick together with Prof. Peter Drysdale from the Australian National University and Prof. Kiyoshi Kojima7 from Japan, have been quite crucial for giving APEC some intellectual foundation. Thanks to these fantastic scholars that I met at Columbia University I got interested in broader Pacific issues, I managed to graduate my MA in Krakow and then I got a chance to study at the School of International Relations and Pacific Studies of the University of California in San Diego. During this time I was connected with an APEC Study Center at UCSD and its director Prof. Richard Feinberg. He was interested particularly in sub-regional integration so not only APEC but also ASEAN. Thanks to them I have broadened my horizons beyond the American Foreign Policy into sub-regional integration in Asia, and this is more or less what had brought me to the topic of ASEAN and East Asian integration. 

I had an opportunity to start my research in Asia thereafter, and I spent a very fruitful time at the Institute of South East Asian Studies in Singapore8. For the first time, I went there in 2008. At that time I had a chance to do my research at the APEC Secretariat based in Singapore as well as ASEF (Asia-Europe Foundation9 being the only physical emanation of this trans-regional cooperation between Europe and Asia (known as ASEM10). Then, I had a pleasure to conduct my research in other research centers; I was at the Korea Institute for International Economic Policy (for the first time in Seoul and, last year in 2017, I visited this institute in what it will be a new, future capital of South Korea that is in Sejong City). Afterwards, I went to Centre for Strategic and International Studies11 in Jakarta, and some other universities in the region, including an East Asian Bureau of Economic Research (EABER), based at the Australian National University in Canberra and led by the already mentioned professor Peter Drysdale, the second intellectual founding father of PAFTAD and APEC. All of this has given me a picture of this very intensified research in the topic of Asia Pacific integration. This, to some extent, is still very much underestimated field in Europe, I would say. Naturally, there is a number of leading Asian Studies Centers in Europe, but from my perspective, the US is far more advanced in this particular research. That is also the reasons why I have focused my research and my academic career on exploring this particular dimension.

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, thank you for this introduction to your academic interest, fascinations, and this short outline of the main differences between the American and the European traditions in this particular field. That, in turn, will allow our readers to deepen their insights into matters related to the Asia-Pacific. However, before we touch upon the specifics of more recent affairs, I would like to touch upon your recent publication, if you do not mind. I wonder whether the Age of Pacific was, indeed, intended to capture the moment of slow but steady transition of the global center of power towards the Asia-Pacific Region, or did you intend to direct our attention to other even more independent variable that have been overlooked in similar analysis of the recent shifts in the global architecture of power?

(MG) The global center of power has been visibly shifting towards Asia Pacific Region. I have discussed this issue in the book you have mentioned but also in some other papers. When it comes to this transition that you have mentioned, the main emphasis has been placed on the competition between the United States and China, for at least 20 years. According to some scholars, this issue constitutes a huge problem for the United States. and if there is a difficult period in relations between the United States and China, as it has been demonstrated in the 1990s in particular in 1995 and 1996 (during the third Taiwan Strait Crisis), favoured that point of view and during that time, on both sides of the Pacific, there were written numerous books, which stressed the problem of the possible conflict. In the USA at the time, I would refer you to such authors like Timperlake, Triplett12, Bernstein, Munro13 who have been warning that US-China relations can be a risk. Meanwhile, in China there is a famous book by Song Qiang, Zhang Zangzang, Qiao Bian, China Can Say No (Zhōngguó kěyǐ shuō bù)14 against the US imperialist policy. Then we have a period of collaboration. However, there is no doubt China’s relative power has been growing in comparison with American power, and if we refer to it, we can again find some people who were clearly warning against China’s growth. For this instance, Prof. John Mearsheimer, the big theoretician of offensive realism, who has been stressing the fact that the US should collaborate more closely with the European Union and with Russia to contain China15. To some extent, to the ongoing process, there might also be adapted to the theory called power transition theory16, which was created by A.F.K. Organski and then developed by Jacek Kugler.

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, would you agree that there is no consensus amongst the realist IR scholars when it comes to this increasingly growing China’s threat. Do we need to bring to the fore an example of Prof. Zbigniew Brzezinski was deeply underestimating the importance of the People Republic of China? As we remember, it took this scholar some two decades to admit that the pace of China’s growth had gone out of control and had surprised him deeply at the beginning of the 2000s. 

(MG) As you have mentioned Prof. Zbigniew Brzezinski did underestimate China, and I would agree with that assessment, I just want to clarify that probably he might have known that he was underestimating this country, as there was a reason behind it. This was visible especially if we consider the main intention behind his most renowned publication the Grand Chessboard published in the late 1990s. However, that was 20 years ago, and a lot has changed ever since. Of course, if we refer to the IMF data, China became the largest economy in the world in 201417, that means that whether we measure the world’s purchasing-power adjusted GDP, as of 2014 China will make up 16.48% (or $17.632 trillion), whilst the US will make up just 16.28% (or $17.416 trillion). Surely, if we look at this data through the prism of power transition theory, we will see that economic power at a certain point would naturally transform into military power. In the case of China, it has been transformed slowly, and we need to admit that this country is pretty much a responsible player in the global architecture of power. Although China has been spending more and more on its military, the spending can be seen as rather sustainable (around 2% of its GDP). Currently, depending on the source, China spends around 200 billion US dollar, which accounts for approximated 35% of the US spending. It is a huge gap, and China is unlikely even to attempt to acquire a military power to oust American supremacy soon. On the other hand, within a reasonable and foreseeable timeframe, we can expect that China will be able to at least challenge the US locally, for example in the South China Sea. 

(PP) Well, some experts may say that we have been already turned into reluctant witnesses of this tendency happening as we speak, as China (that according to the real GDP measures has been the second economy in the world), has done a lot to modernize its land forces, strengthen its army deployment capacity. Not to mention the fact that this country has also been building brand new four aircraft carriers, at the massive speed. If we add to this equation the fact that PRC has also been very particular to modernize its nuclear capacity, we can conclude that this country has already turned into a serious threat to the US’s interest not only locally but also in the entire transpacific region? What do you think about this assessment, Prof. Grabowski? 

(MG) As I have previously mentioned, based on the power transition theory, we may expect this way of behavior in China. It is a natural consequence for the country that has become so economically assertive. It is worth clarifying that China may be considered as the biggest economy in the world when it comes to the purchasing-power basis, but if we look at the real GDP, based on exchange rates, it would be still second. According to various calculations, the size of the Chinese military is between 2.1 and 2.25 million that means that China has a bigger military than the US that accounts for 1.5 million soldiers. However, the sole size of the military does not matter in this particular instance because we need to consider also an important role of the civilian contractors in the US military. All in all, if taken together both militaries are comparable in size. 

Broadening the issue, again the size is very often counterproductive when it comes to the military, as it is the quality that matters more. The quality is a problem that China has been already realizing when this country has started the program of the so-called four modernizations in the late 1970s under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping18. One of these programs was the modernization of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, resulting in the number of troops being gradually reduced from around 4 million to 3 million, and then to its current size. At the same time, thanks to the reduction in size, it was possible to increase the quality of Chinese military and accelerate other reforms after 1985 when Deng Xiaoping decided that the nuclear confrontation was not inevitable. This process has further accelerated again after the so-called George H. W. Bush19 shock after the First Persian Gulf War (2 August 1990–28 February 1991). The First Persian Gulf War has demonstrated that pretty well-equipped traditional army of Saddam Hussein (Iraqi army of Saddam Hussain) got defeated pretty easily by the Americans. It was a mobilization impulse for the Chinese military as the Chinese military was similar in terms of equipment or weapons to Iraqi army rather than the American army. Deng Xiaoping gave this advice to his successor Jiang Zemin20, who initiated what was called a high tech revolution in the military. It was a high tech revolution probably not in the American sense of understanding as especially fewer compliments of communication technology, information technology was introduced at the time, but again it was an early 21st century. The focus points were modernization effort, sophisticated training, etc., but I do not want to go into technical details here. Ultimately, the reduction in size, by half more or less, allowed China to build a pretty professional military, yet that still is far behind the American forces. 

Undoubtedly, one of the biggest successes of the PRC was the creation of an anti-access area denial (A2/AD) system21 that makes the American offensive forces less efficient in any territories surrounding China. It includes the South China Sea which is a disputed area with several Asian countries, especially Vietnam and the Philippines. This is a challenge for the US. On the other hand, as for a new type of weaponry, including aircraft carriers, it is to a large extent a fake. The Chinese aircraft carrier is mainly used for training and to demonstrate that China has it. Its real value and usefulness on the battlefield would be close to a zero. 

(PP) Don’t you think that we could contradict this thesis by bringing to equation Russia and its use of Admiral Kuznetsov22 during its intervention in Syria? As we remember, it was suggested at the time that this time-worn vessel was not even supposed to account for any particular combat value to Russia as the Russian navy military personnel had to supposedly do their utmost to pull it from the Northern Sea to the Mediterranean Basin. However, as it turned out, this aircraft carrier has proven to be quite instrumental in the recent battle of Aleppo contributing to the Bashar al-Assad regime’s victory against Free Syrian Army, al-Nusra, and ISIS militants. Therefore by extension, if we were about to draw a comparison here, we need to admit that China already has had one of the very similar aircraft carriers in its navy and is reportedly building another four of those, so even such a little fleet of these types of vessels may soon constitute a game changer to the maritime balance of power in the region and could put an end to the unquestionable US navy’s dominance in the Pacific. Prof. Grabowski, would you consider this development as a possible threat to the status quo?

(MG) I do not have doubts that China will be able to use aircraft carriers in the future and will be able to project its power to the open waters. However, at the moment China is not able to increase its power projection capabilities by the aircraft carriers it has been possessing. In the long run, it will happen, but of course, it is pretty costly. Taking into consideration how the US has been developing the technology of its own vessels’ production and that their last, new aircraft carrier, that I think is still not commissioned and is in the testing phase, the USS Gerald Ford23 has been built for around 20 years, I can expect that around 2030 or 2035 China would be able to increase its power capacity beyond the so-called green waters into the blue waters. Of course, apart from having a fleet of aircraft carriers, it is necessary to have the logistics capability to provide support for these naval vessels. The vessels on themselves are quite useless or are relatively vulnerable without all those accompanying ships, all the groups, etc. So again China has been facing many challenges. Generally speaking, the maritime capability of China is reluctantly backward.

China has been doing better in other types of the military than naval forces, especially in respect of intercontinental ballistic and missiles. Twenty years ago (moreover, 20 years is not long in terms of military technology, in fact, it is concise regardless of what we normally think), China has been using mostly liquid fuels in its Intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM) and started the development of Dongfeng 5 (DF-5)24 and Dongfeng 31 (DF-31)25, that are propelled by solid fuel. Currently, this is an important part of their arsenal, making it much less vulnerable to the first strike of hostile nuclear forces. Here can be observed pretty substantial progress. In the case of grand forces, China has been traditionally doing pretty well and finally as for the Air Forces, it has been trying to develop especially this Chengdu J-20 stealth multirole fifth generation fighter26 but once more seems that, for the moment, it is rather a training for both the constructors and the pilots, rather than a tool for especially aggressive operations.

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, you are obviously an expert when it comes to the matters related to Asia and Transpacific Relations, especially from the perspective of the US Foreign Policy, but would you agree that China these days shows a propensity to “switch” from using its hard power capabilities to its soft power arsenal in their attempt to pursue their national interest. If so do you think that the policymaker in Beijing is truly capable of appealing to both the traditional international relations actors such as states and international organizations as well as more unconventional, non-state actors by employing its charm offensive?

(MG) Regardless of what we normally hear, China has been leaning towards soft power for a pretty long time. I would say around 20 years. This country has used soft power tools already in the early 1990s. So it would be even almost 30 years. China has realized that, to a large extent, the international public opinion or international community influences chances for the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) survival. If I would tell the story, after the Tiananmen Massacre of June 198927 as you remember, China has become a pariah28 of the international community. As a consequence, European countries, Japan, and the United States imposed sanctions on China, and in the following three years we noticed a drastic drop in China’s gross domestic product (GDP) growth rate. It was not a negative growth as the Chinese economy was still growing in 1990, 1991, and 1992, however, much slower than before, and slower than later. 

As an answer to the situation, China has started to slash a way to get back to the international community, and it has used the soft power tools that it had at the time. One of these tools was not vetoing the UN resolution allowing the International Community to intervene in Iraq in the First Persian Gulf War29. The other tool was to broker an international peace process in Cambodia that has led to the Paris Peace Accords of 199130. In the next few years, we had a period of hesitation, and China has been using both soft power and hard power. I suppose Prof. Joseph Nye would call it a smart power, but I would not go so far, and for me, it was rather a hesitation. In mid-1990s China was more assertive especially in respect of possible Taiwanese independence, and it was also the case of the South China Sea.

Then, based on the collected experience, China has realized that there was a chance for this country to increase its position in South East Asia. This momentum was the Asian Economic Crisis. The Asian Economic Crisis has led to a drastic drop in the American position in the region. Moreover, the US was the country that blocked the Japanese initiative of Asian Monetary Fund creation31. The Japanese authorities consulted this initiative with their South Korean and Chinese counterparts at the time, and the US has opposed it very strongly during the APEC meeting in Vancouver32. International Monetary Fund (IMF), which is to a large extent controlled by the US, was also against this initiative. Ultimately, South East Asian countries that were most affected by the Asian Financial Crisis, especially Indonesia, Philippines, and Thailand, agreed on IMF conditions.

Interestingly, Malaysia had a different policy in this respect. Mahathir Bin Mohamad33 was not accepting these conditions of IMF34; it had frozen the capital outflow, the convertibility of ringgit (Malaysian Currency) upon the fear of its devaluation, etc. To these countries that were especially affected, China offered assistance by providing cheap loans, by not devaluating yuan35, by providing to certain extent economic aid. It was the moment when China got a stronger regional position. At that time the meetings in the formula of ASEAN Plus Three were initiated. That is when ten ASEAN countries along with South Korea, China, and Japan started to meet, to discuss such financial cooperation, like for instance Chiang Mai Initiative36. This initiative accounted for a set of bilateral currency SWAP agreements, ASEAN Bond Market Initiative and places for economic dialogue. 

At the same time, there were problems in the South China Sea, and China decided to adopt a much more conciliatory approach. In 2002, China together with ASEAN countries signed the Declaration of Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea renouncing the use of force. Subsequently, in 2005 the oil companies from Philippines, Vietnam, and China also have signed an agreement about China’s joint exploration of resources from the areas surrounding the Spratly Islands37 (the archipelago that lies off the coasts of the Philippines, Malaysia, and southern Vietnam). All in all, it was the moment when China strengthened its economic power and its soft power appeal and had started turning them both into its leverage in the region. Of course, China has been attracting other countries in the region by its economy, for a long time, even longer than I am mentioning here. For instance, the Đổi Mới (Eng: Renovation) the economic reforms that were started in Vietnam in 1986 were to some extent following the reforms of Deng Xiaoping38, even though at the same time Vietnam and China could be considered as enemies39.

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, from your description thus far, one may end up under the impression that the Chinese policymaker seems to be much keener to cooperate with much more open, predictable and therefore considerably more rational ASEAN countries from the south than for instance with countries such as North Korea, the country governed by Kim Jong-un40 person known for his hawkish behavior, notorious isolationism and unpredictability. If so could you try to explain, how should President Xi Jinping41react to this bad behavior of his counterpart from the north, especially when we take into account the most controversial aspects of his internal and external policies42? 

(MG) If I were about to refer briefly to South East Asia, I need to admit that China has been collaborating with the countries from this region, but we should remember that the US has still been playing a bigger role in IR in the region than China. The US has a formal alliance with Thailand and the Philippines (even though there are some problems). When Rodrigo Duterte43 became the Philippine president in 2016, bilateral relations become tense. But shortly after the US elected Donald J. Trump, and with this coincidental outcome (as both politicians seem to be sharing similar values and ways of achieving their political objectives in their respective countries) the Philippines has come back in the US sphere of influence. Then Vietnam has been anti-Chinese virtually ever since the 1960s or 1970s especially after the Vietnam War and signing of a treaty of friendship with the Soviet Union in 197844. Naturally, Singapore would be pro-American. Malaysia has been hesitating, so depending on the period. Myanmar (Formerly Burma), Laos, and Cambodia are pro-Chinese countries. However, the US has been doing a lot to collaborate closely with Myanmar after this democratic transformation process has started45. The situation in South East Asia is not so obvious, and China has been investing quite a lot in terms of money (...) in terms of diplomatic efforts. At the same time, we need to remember about the conflict in the South China Sea which has been a problem in relations between the ASEAN countries and China. Coming back to North Korea, the situation seems pretty obvious. China was, like the Soviet Union, a natural ally of North Korea. After the Second World War, for some time, North Korea was doing pretty well economically. As you may know, in the early 1960s, in 1962, the comparison of the GDPs between North Korea and South Korea would give prevalence to North Korea.

(PP) Not anymore…

(MG) Yes, in 1962 the GDP per capita in North Korea was twice higher than in South Korea. Currently, the South Korea’s GDP would be 100–120 times bigger I guess46, so it shows a massive difference. Gradually, in the 1960s and 1970s support both from the Soviet Union and China was more and more limited. This was one of the reasons why Kim Il-sung, back then a leader of North Korea, announce the idea of Juche47, meaning self-reliance regarding political, economic and military terms. So Juche was not a nickname of Kim Il-sung as some people were saying. Since then the relations between North Korea and China were friendly and positive, but they were not as close as we would normally imagine. In 1992 China established its diplomatic relation with South Korea and North Korean leaders were perceiving it as a betrayal. At the same time, China was still investing in North Korea, and it was trying to encourage the North Korean authorities to initiate the China model of special economic zones. In the meantime, North Korea faced a challenging period, there was the death of Kim Il-sung in 1994, and as you know, the country was experiencing severe drought leading to extreme hunger. Back then, North Korea was still supported by South Korea, and if you look at the data from the late 1990s the support from its southern neighbor was bigger than the support from China. China was only doing business with North Korea to some extent, but not supporting this country. 

If we look at Kim Jong-il48, he was pretty much attracted to this collaboration with South Korea within the initiative of Kim Dae-Jung49, called sunshine policy. The sunshine policy had become popular when in the year 2000 there was the first inter-Korean Summit50. Kim Dae-Jung met Kim Jong-il, and it has led to serious financial projects, like a vast Industrial Complex at Kaesong51 in North Korea. The South Korean jaebol Hyundai has been the most important investor and have managed the complex, in which North Korean workers have been working. In that period there were also created some infrastructural projects like railways, roads, stations, etc., but also some projects, which purpose was to promote tourism (please see the Mount Kumgang project), and to connect divided families. 

Admittedly, South Korea had experienced a long-lasting period of a totalitarian government, and while democratizing at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s to prevent long-ruling presidents, South Korea decided that there would be only one term allowed for a president. The term of Kim Dae-Jung’s has ended very soon (1998–2003), but his successor Roh Moo-hyun (2003–2008) was continuing this policy of getting closer to North Korea. The policy was known as peace and prosperity then. However, the Roh Moo-hyun’s successor (Lee Myung-bak) started to implement a much harsher policy towards North Korea, and it made relations unstable. Ever since the Second Nuclear Test in 2009, the relations between both countries have been rapidly deteriorating. The subsequent tests, missiles test, and even maritime confrontations52 occurred. Next to the Yeonpyeong Island (located at disputed Korean sea border at the coastline of the Yellow Sea)53, in 2010, South Korean ships were sunk by a North Korean torpedo and as far as I remember forty-six seamen were killed in this incident. 

Therefore, the relations between both countries have deteriorated, and again North Korea sought China’s assistance in this dispute. Taking into account Chinese perspective, it is in their interest to play an important role in Korea, simply because the policymakers in Beijing did not want a unified Korea dominated by the USA. Interestingly, if we look at South Korea in the early 21st century, the South Koreans did not want it either. For instance, they have perceived George Walker Bush as an obstacle for unification with North Korea, so Chinese and South Koreans, in this case, had similar points of view. China was like I have said before blocking collaborative relations with North Korea but there was a lot of economic initiatives coordinated by Jang Song-thaek.

Jang Song-thaek was an uncle of the current leader of North Korea Kim Jong-un, and as you know, he was executed shortly after Kim Jong-un became a leader of North Korea. The reasons, on the one hand, are not easy to understand in Europe, but when we take into account this dynasty politics, he was a threat to the leader. He was the second most influential person in the country, and he was controlling the military. However, he was also the person whom Chinese investors knew to bribe. Moreover, after Jang Song-thaek was executed the bribery vacuum has appeared, as China got used to this connection, so for some time, there was a problem with financial, economic cooperation. It has been being rebuilt already. China has been the biggest importer of coal from North Korea, and China has been pretty much ambivalent regarding sanctions.

As we know, Donald Trump had been asking Xi Jinping to impose sanctions on North Korea, and to some extent, China has been doing so, because having an unpredictable nuclear power near its borders is not China’s goal. Also, we need to remember that China also sees a growing number of people from North Korea wanting to leave North Korea and migrate to China, crossing the Yalu River54 and getting to China. The stability in North Korea has also been a problem for China and would be beneficial if China presses North Korea to behave more properly in an international environment. Of course, analysts would say that North Korean leaders behave pretty rationally as when they face problems with a possible defense against the United States. Before the testing of the nuclear weapons, they were trying to play the negotiations game, and China, of course, was engaged as (for instance) an initiator of Six-party talks55. Then after 2006, they became more assertive, and this is to get more financial support from the West. I would say the result was counterproductive and for the moment, the rationality of North Korea is doubtful. It is understandable in terms of the possession of nuclear weapons; North Korea should have nuclear weapons. It is the lesson which might be learned from the observation of what was happening in Libya after closing its nuclear program, or the situation in Iraq; North Koreans were afraid that being a member of the axis of evil would lead to the possible destruction of their country. Ultimately, in this respect, this has been a rational policy.

(PP) I am sorry to interrupt your train of thought, Prof. Grabowski, but what you are saying is strongly supported by such defensive realists like Prof. Kenneth N. Waltz who in his famous article “Why Iran Should Get the Bomb. Nuclear Balancing Would Mean Stability56” in which he suggested that allowing Iran to acquire nuclear weapons would have a stabilizing effect on the political backdrop of the Middle East and the entire structure of global power. So in fact, extending this argument to North Korea makes your hypothesis very plausible.

(MG) Apart from that, China and North Korea to some extent were collaborating with Iran because of acquiring oil and selling weapons. There is a similarity with the situation of both countries in the way they were running their nuclear program. I would suggest that North Korea is located in in the relatively peaceful region. Iran has Israel close to its border, the country that is unequivocally interested in putting a categorical halt to any further development in the Iranian nuclear program. As you know, there were actions against the scholars working on a nuclear program in Iran; there was a computer virus implanted to hamper the development of Iran’s nuclear program by destroying nuclear centrifuges. In the case of North Korea they have managed to acquire nuclear weapons, and now they are relatively safe. We should not expect the first strike on North Korea from external countries, because its response may include a nuclear response. If we look at Iran, there is a much more difficult situation in this country. If Iran was a subject of foreign aggression, it has no tools to defend itself in a non-conventional way. For the moment, at the time of Barack Obama presidency, this country was safe, as the 44th President of the United States was relatively happy with the deal with Iran. As we know, Donald Trump has a different approach, and this is risky. If I were a part of the authorities of Iran, I would consider continuing the program. Of course, one would have to calculate what is better, and what is not, therefore, take into account, for instance, the predicament of the international sanctions regime, and so on. With the connectivity of the actors in the system, we assume that all great powers placed in the system are predictable. Theoretically, the US would not start a war with Iran without a legitimate reason.

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, as we have established the notion of legitimate reason tends to be applied rather selectively by the US decision makers. As far as we remember, such a notion did not stop George W. Bush from pursuing his hawkish policies such as sending the US troops to Iraq in 2003; neither did it stop other American presidents from engaging in more or less unilateral military interventions on the foreign soil, without the UN Security Council’s authorization. Would you agree that when we considering that President Donald J. Trump has also gained a reputation of a very unpredictable leader, one can be truly afraid of his intentions even though his closest allies try to reassure us that this politician should not be seen as a warmonger? However, what if the unpredictability of the US president would meet with the unpredictability of the North Korean leader. Could that result in a massive turmoil either locally in North East Asia or in the events that could have triggered the global conflict?

(MG) We could expect such a situation. However, I do not expect the US to act unpredictably. Despite Donald Trump’s declarations, observing the US Foreign Policy, Asian policy in the last decades, we could see similar behaviors of presidents. However, in reality, they were not willing to engage in hot conflict. Bill Clinton was warning North Korea, analyzing an option to bomb Pyongyang’s nuclear facilities. George Walker Bush was aggressive, reluctantly pursuing relations also with countries that were mentioned as cold competitors of the United States, such as China. Barack Obama had pretty good relations with North Korea. Meanwhile, Donald J. Trump, despite his anti-China rhetoric, in political and military terms is trying to have excellent, constructive relations with the region. Maybe he is playing an unpredictable person. It may be a good approach towards Kim Jong-un, but I doubt it. Under certain circumstances, Donald J. Trump may be another bad guy, and then we would, unfortunately, go to a dangerous game. A chicken game it was once called. However, at the same time, I do not expect Donald J. Trump to neglect his advisors to this extent. We do have a predictability in the region. When we look at the people who are responsible for Pacific vector in the US foreign policy, who are running Bureau of Assistant to Secretary of Defense responsible for Asian-Pacific Issue, etc., they are reluctantly responsible, high-quality people. So I do not expect any dramatic change in the situation. Of course, accidents happen, and then the reality changes. 

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, how about if we add to equation China, Russia, as well as other countries active in the Six-Parties talks held in respect of North Korea? 

(MG) Of course, Six-Party talks, initiated in 2003, were a joint initiative of the US, Japan, China, Russia, and two Koreas. As we remember, China played a dominant role there. Russia was pictured as a massive supporter of North Korea but did not necessarily play this role. Generally, Russia has started its pivot to Asia at the time of President Putin, long before the US has announced it. In the 1990s, Russia was still westward oriented thanks to the so-called Zapadniki57 group that was dominating foreign policy planning, of course, if there were any foreign policy planning in Russia at the time. It was Vladimir Putin, who has started to search for influence in the Asia Pacific, and if we look at the outcomes, he was quite successful. On the other hand, we have to remember that Russia has limited resources in the Asia-Pacific region. It is not like during the Cold War up to the late 1980s when the Soviet Union had, I think, 25 divisions deployed in this region. It was extremely costly, and the number of troops was reduced. Currently, you see only six up to eight million Russians living in the Pacific region in Russia, and that is little.

(PP) 8 million out of 142 million Russians, I would even say it is very little…

(MG) This number is comparable to the population of Hong Kong or Singapore, and if I can use this expression, it is limited. However, Putin wanted to play a role in the region. He was participating in the First East Asia Summit in Kuala Lumpur (2005)58 as a guest at the time. Then President Putin hosted an APEC summit in Vladivostok, and it was a pretty successful initiative. Russia collaborated with some other initiative with China like Shanghai Five59 in 1996, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization60 in 2001 after the transformation of Shanghai Five. Then we need to take into account China’s initiatives like BRICS61, or the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank62. Finally, after sanctions resulting from the Russian aggression on the Crimean Peninsula in 2014, Russia signed a set of agreements with China.

 At the same time, geopolitically, historically, Russia and China are competing with each other as the two continental powers. They are competing for resources in Central Asia, where Russia has been losing its monopolistic position, and that creates many challenges for those countries. In history they were competing; they were afraid of each other. Russia was afraid of China. That is why it wanted to build this Baikal-Amur Railway63 and to connect it with Transsiberian Railway. In the 1990s there was a Yellow Scare in Russia. Some scholars and politicians were announcing that there are already 1.5 million Chinese in Russia’s the Far East, which would be 20% of a total population in this region. Of course, it is a desirable alternative for Chinese of Heilongjiang Province64 and the people inhabiting close-by provinces in this part of China that account for 40 millions of people. This lands could be used wisely by China. 

The mentioned argument brings us exactly to the question of whether Russia can play a constructive role. Well, the harsh truth is that I do not think Russia is strong enough to influence the region. It is rather used by China, than being the player, it is rather played. If you look at all of these signs of Russian initiatives—they were somehow associated with the weakness of China. After the Tiananmen sanctions, Jiang Zemin65 and Boris Yeltsin66 have intensified cooperation in nuclear and military sectors. In 1996 after the Taiwan Strait Crisis67, when China had a problem, Jiang met Yeltsin, and they have announced the doctrine of the multilateral or multipolar world, to oppose the US dominance. Then George W. Bush and his policy towards Taiwan was inspired, and again to collaborate with Russia. Etc. On the other hand, I would say that at the same time China has been increasing its position in central Asia at the expense of Russia. So in this respect, Russia is a minor player. Its population is ten times smaller than the population of China. Its military may become comparable, it is smaller in size, but in quality, it is comparable, of course excluding the nuclear arsenal as Russia has been a part of triangular competition amongst the US, China, and Russia.

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, do you think that because of the way the West has reacted to the recent events in Ukraine the US along with the European Union have pushed Russia to direct its attention more towards East Asia or even further towards Pacific, as the Kremlin may have realized that Russia does not fit to the Western tradition, and instead of adjusting their international conduct they may felt inclined to refocus its attention to countries that may actually understand them better or just don’t ask uncomfortable questions? Can we say with confidence that Russia for the first time in two decades is taking good advantage of the Primakov doctrine?

(MG) Russia, indeed, was to some extent searching for a place where it could develop. However, the problem with the expansion to the Far East is that everybody wants to expand there. Traditionally Russia has had some good partners in Asia, mostly it was India. As you may remember, during the Cold War, the Soviet Union was collaborating with India, and throughout the 1970s and 1980s, China and Pakistan were collaborating with the United States. Regarding military purchases, India would be still an important partner of Russia due to the fact that it has been purchasing many weapons. South East Asia has been hesitating. However, Russia is playing a pretty minor role there. Of course, it has engaged in collaboration with ASEAN, and some original initiatives, such as BRICs or Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, which in both cases are either controlled by China. If you will look at North East Asia, definitely the scale of collaboration, an economic collaboration between Russia and China has increased dramatically in this couple of years. It was mostly thanks to this large gas contract. At the same time, this is a success for Russia as it has guaranteed itself a big contract and a demand for gas and failure because the price reportedly is much lower than Russia expected.

 If we look at other forms of collaboration, other forms of Russia’s engagement in the Far East, especially in South East Asia, I do not see any significant change in this part of the world. Of course, Russia tries to keep to build and reinforce its position in Central Asia by for instance the Eurasian Economic Union68, but again is facing China’s competition. This Chinese competition was visible in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and Central Asia Energy policy. Russia was a monopolist in the region after 2009, after 2010. Currently, there are pipelines through Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan to China, and there is a duopoly in the region. So Russia is rather losing than its influence increases. Therefore, I would not say that this pivot to Asia has been successful for Russia. Of course, Russia has no choice, and to some extent, Russia has moved towards Asia. However, I do not think that the Russians themselves and President Putin especially have this in mind. I would say that Putin is still westward oriented, even though temporarily he is not understood, from his point of view, or merely playing not according to the rules and being punished for it. I think it would be more beneficial for Russia to collaborate with the West69.

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, so if we take into account China and Japan, which of these countries can be an answer to the problems with the North Korea’s irresponsible behavior? 

(MG) It is China because Japan has a minor role in the region. Japan in an inward orientated regarding the military. Of course, after Shinzo Abe reinterpretation of the article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, Japan can use its self-defense forces in collective self-defense. However, it does not change the situation too much. Japan is trying to maintain relations with North Korea, mostly because of all those historical issues, including Japanese abductees in North Korea70. Japan is trying to get back their families; also families born in Korea, and in this respect, they are collaborating. However, generally, their role is minimal. So China is the only country that can influence North Korea. China is the country that could provide the solution for the North Korean challenge. We should remember that North Korea has been surprisingly doing pretty well economically in the last 5–6 years. Moreover, again to some extent, it is thanks to China and the fact that China has been consuming a lot of North Korean coal. Also, we need to take into account the fact that the current sanctions are a threat to North Korea.

(PP) Prof. Grabowski, I have just one last question if I may: could you tell me who holds the key to resolving North Korean problem, is it China or Japan that seem to be extra motivated to bring this policy to life, especially considering that the North Korean ballistic missiles very often fly above the Japanese’s civilians’ heads these days? Do you think that China may feel inclined to try to assist Japan in this case kindheartedly, or are we naïve to suggest such a scenario considering the scale and scope of their mutual antagonisms? 

(MG) Japan has a bigger motivation but no means. So if you have no means, you cannot resolve this issue on your own. China has visibly influenced North Korea by conducting either assertive policy (not necessarily China would love to do it, due to the fact that, in the long run, it would favour Japan) or supporting a gradual transformation of the initial economic model of North Korea. Kim Jong-un, in particular, seems to be very interested in the second scenario, to transform the North Korean economy based on Chinese example. In facts, that would practically be a classic example of the use of one’s soft power. (From China’s perspective) You attract others, even if the other is North Korea in this example. Being attractive is always something that increases your soft power.

(PP) Thank you very much for this interview, Prof. Grabowski, it has been a pleasure. I wish you all the best from all of the readers of In Statu Nascendi and hope to see you soon.

(MG) Thank you, Mr. Pietrzak; it was a pleasure for me as well. 
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The Syrian Conflict (2011–ongoing): How a Perfectly Winnable Uprising Has Ended Up as a Ferocious Proxy War of Global Importance

This article is dedicated to the memory of Farhad Zulfiqar, one of the brightest, most inspirational and kindest individuals I have ever met, who dedicated his life and every effort to helping civilians in war-torn Syria. It was a great honor and privilege to get to know you, my friend. Let your beautiful soul rest in peace, and let your example bring peace, stability, and prosperity to the people of the Middle East.
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