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Why​ ​the​ ​sudden​ ​collapse​ ​of​ ​North​ ​Korea​ ​would​ ​be​ ​hell​ ​on​ ​Earth 

By​ ​Harry​ ​Kazianis​ ​for​ ​​The​ ​Week​,​ ​3-22-17 
 

There​ ​is​ ​no​ ​nation​ ​on​ ​the​ ​planet​ ​more​ ​dangerous​ ​than​ ​North​ ​Korea​ ​—​ ​and​ ​that's​ ​putting​ ​it​ ​charitably. 

 

The​ ​leader​ ​of​ ​the​ ​so-called​ ​"hermit​ ​kingdom,"​ ​Kim​ ​Jong​ ​Un,​ ​is​ ​the​ ​master​ ​of​ ​his​ ​own​ ​personal​ ​hell​ ​six 

decades​ ​in​ ​the​ ​making.​ ​It​ ​includes​ ​labor​ ​camps​ ​described​ ​by​ ​a​ ​North​ ​Korean​ ​defector​ ​as​ ​worse​ ​than 

Auschwitz​ ​and​ ​a​ ​population,​ ​brainwashed​ ​into​ ​thinking​ ​the​ ​Kim​ ​family​ ​is​ ​a​ ​god,​ ​with​ ​no​ ​hope​ ​for​ ​a 

brighter​ ​future​ ​or​ ​any​ ​chance​ ​of​ ​freedom. 

 

To​ ​make​ ​matters​ ​even​ ​worse,​ ​Kim​ ​is​ ​now​ ​armed​ ​with​ ​nuclear​ ​weapons​ ​that​ ​most​ ​experts​ ​think​ ​can​ ​hit​ ​not 

only​ ​South​ ​Korea​ ​and​ ​Japan,​ ​but​ ​in​ ​the​ ​next​ ​few​ ​years,​ ​the​ ​U.S.​ ​homeland.​ ​By​ ​2020,​ ​some​ ​scholars​ ​believe 

North​ ​Korea​ ​could​ ​have​ ​enough​ ​atomic​ ​material​ ​for​ ​100​ ​nuclear​ ​bombs. 

 

But​ ​in​ ​all​ ​fairness,​ ​there​ ​is​ ​one​ ​event​ ​possibly​ ​even​ ​more​ ​perilous​ ​than​ ​Pyongyang​ ​showing​ ​itself​ ​capable 

of​ ​launching​ ​a​ ​nuclear​ ​attack​ ​on​ ​Asia​ ​or​ ​America.​ ​Oddly​ ​enough,​ ​it​ ​is​ ​something​ ​many​ ​experts​ ​over​ ​the 

last​ ​few​ ​weeks​ ​have​ ​been​ ​rooting​ ​for​ ​—​ ​the​ ​collapse​ ​of​ ​North​ ​Korea's​ ​government. 

 

On​ ​the​ ​surface,​ ​the​ ​downfall​ ​of​ ​Pyongyang​ ​would​ ​seem​ ​like​ ​an​ ​unquestionable​ ​good​ ​thing,​ ​the​ ​death​ ​of​ ​a 

totalitarian​ ​state​ ​that​ ​should​ ​have​ ​long​ ​ago​ ​been​ ​tossed​ ​into​ ​the​ ​dustbin​ ​of​ ​history.​ ​However,​ ​just​ ​a​ ​quick 

walkthrough​ ​of​ ​what​ ​could​ ​happen​ ​in​ ​an​ ​uncontrolled​ ​collapse​ ​sends​ ​shivers​ ​down​ ​the​ ​spine​ ​of​ ​anyone 

who​ ​has​ ​studied​ ​the​ ​subject​ ​in​ ​detail​ ​—​ ​a​ ​topic​ ​that​ ​has​ ​been​ ​grossly​ ​underexamined​ ​in​ ​popular​ ​media 

considering​ ​the​ ​stakes. 

 

While​ ​a​ ​full​ ​review​ ​of​ ​the​ ​possible​ ​ways​ ​the​ ​North​ ​Korean​ ​state​ ​could​ ​meet​ ​its​ ​end​ ​is​ ​worthy​ ​of​ ​its​ ​own 

separate​ ​treatment,​ ​the​ ​dangers​ ​after​ ​a​ ​sudden​ ​collapse​ ​are​ ​quite​ ​clear. 

 

For​ ​our​ ​purposes,​ ​let​ ​us​ ​assume​ ​an​ ​internal​ ​event​ ​has​ ​caused​ ​the​ ​Kim​ ​family​ ​dynasty​ ​to​ ​come​ ​to​ ​a​ ​quick 

death.​ ​There​ ​is​ ​no​ ​central​ ​government​ ​and​ ​allied​ ​forces​ ​comprised​ ​of​ ​South​ ​Korea​ ​and​ ​the​ ​United​ ​States 

are​ ​moving​ ​across​ ​the​ ​38th​ ​parallel​ ​to​ ​ensure​ ​order.​ ​What​ ​could​ ​be​ ​so​ ​bad? 

 

Well,​ ​for​ ​starters,​ ​there​ ​would​ ​be​ ​immediate​ ​concern​ ​over​ ​who​ ​has​ ​control​ ​over​ ​not​ ​only​ ​of​ ​Pyongyang's 

nuclear​ ​and​ ​atomic​ ​materials,​ ​but​ ​its​ ​perhaps​ ​much​ ​larger​ ​chemical​ ​and​ ​biological​ ​weapons​ ​stockpiles​ ​as 

well. 

 

While​ ​sometimes​ ​an​ ​afterthought,​ ​North​ ​Korea's​ ​chemical​ ​and​ ​biological​ ​weapons​ ​might​ ​be​ ​a​ ​much​ ​a 

bigger​ ​threat​ ​than​ ​its​ ​nuclear​ ​program.​ ​Most​ ​research​ ​points​ ​to​ ​Pyongyang​ ​having​ ​large​ ​quantities​ ​of 

chemical​ ​weapons​ ​—​ ​on​ ​display​ ​recently​ ​in​ ​the​ ​apparent​ ​assassination​ ​of​ ​Kim​ ​Jong​ ​Nam,​ ​the​ ​half-brother 

of​ ​Kim​ ​Jong​ ​Un​ ​—​ ​as​ ​well​ ​as​ ​a​ ​biological​ ​weapons​ ​programs​ ​capable​ ​of​ ​killing​ ​millions.​ ​U.S.​ ​and​ ​allied 

forces​ ​would​ ​surely​ ​need​ ​to​ ​mount​ ​an​ ​unprecedented​ ​intelligence​ ​effort​ ​to​ ​not​ ​only​ ​locate​ ​almost​ ​all​ ​of 

these​ ​materials​ ​but​ ​protect​ ​themselves​ ​from​ ​chemical​ ​or​ ​biological​ ​weapon​ ​attacks​ ​by​ ​forces​ ​who​ ​could​ ​be 

still​ ​vying​ ​for​ ​power.​ ​Allied​ ​forces​ ​would​ ​also​ ​need​ ​to​ ​ensure​ ​that​ ​no​ ​weapons​ ​of​ ​mass​ ​destruction​ ​left​ ​the 

country​ ​—​ ​a​ ​non-proliferation​ ​nightmare​ ​of​ ​the​ ​worst​ ​kind. 

 

As​ ​if​ ​potential​ ​loose​ ​weapons​ ​of​ ​mass​ ​destruction​ ​were​ ​not​ ​enough,​ ​there​ ​is​ ​an​ ​even​ ​more​ ​basic​ ​problem​ ​— 

that​ ​of​ ​a​ ​shattered​ ​society.​ ​How​ ​does​ ​one​ ​put​ ​back​ ​together​ ​a​ ​people​ ​broken​ ​by​ ​almost​ ​seven​ ​decades​ ​of 

being​ ​ruled​ ​as​ ​if​ ​they​ ​were​ ​slaves?​ ​How​ ​will​ ​the​ ​average​ ​North​ ​Korean,​ ​who​ ​only​ ​knows​ ​the​ ​Kim​ ​family, 

react​ ​to​ ​the​ ​end​ ​of​ ​the​ ​regime?​ ​Would​ ​some​ ​take​ ​up​ ​arms​ ​against​ ​those​ ​who​ ​would​ ​be​ ​there​ ​to​ ​ensure 

order?​ ​Is​ ​civil​ ​war​ ​a​ ​possibility?​ ​One​ ​thing​ ​is​ ​quite​ ​clear:​ ​It​ ​could​ ​take​ ​decades,​ ​but​ ​more​ ​likely 

generations,​ ​to​ ​wipe​ ​away​ ​the​ ​scars​ ​of​ ​psychological,​ ​emotional,​ ​and​ ​surely​ ​spiritual​ ​torture​ ​that​ ​was 

suffered. 

 

Then​ ​there​ ​is​ ​China.​ ​Beijing​ ​would​ ​obviously​ ​be​ ​a​ ​player​ ​in​ ​any​ ​future​ ​of​ ​North​ ​Korea,​ ​especially​ ​as​ ​its 
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largest​ ​trading​ ​partner,​ ​providing​ ​Pyongyang​ ​with​ ​much​ ​of​ ​its​ ​food​ ​and​ ​energy​ ​needs.​ ​In​ ​fact,​ ​many 

national​ ​security​ ​experts​ ​in​ ​China​ ​are​ ​quick​ ​to​ ​point​ ​out​ ​that​ ​the​ ​Chinese​ ​Communist​ ​Party's​ ​greatest 

international​ ​worry​ ​is​ ​the​ ​collapse​ ​of​ ​the​ ​North​ ​Korean​ ​state.​ ​They​ ​fear​ ​a​ ​united​ ​Korea​ ​would​ ​become​ ​a 

major​ ​player​ ​in​ ​Northeast​ ​Asia,​ ​allied​ ​with​ ​America​ ​and​ ​armed​ ​with​ ​Washington's​ ​best​ ​weapons​ ​and 

troops.​ ​And​ ​if​ ​millions​ ​of​ ​refugees​ ​started​ ​coming​ ​across​ ​the​ ​border​ ​into​ ​China,​ ​President​ ​Xi​ ​Jinping 

might​ ​send​ ​his​ ​own​ ​forces​ ​into​ ​North​ ​Korea​ ​—​ ​where​ ​a​ ​superpower​ ​showdown​ ​between​ ​Washington​ ​and 

Beijing​ ​could​ ​be​ ​in​ ​the​ ​offing. 

 

And​ ​last,​ ​the​ ​sheer​ ​cost​ ​of​ ​rebuilding​ ​and​ ​reintegrating​ ​the​ ​North​ ​back​ ​into​ ​a​ ​united​ ​Korea​ ​would​ ​likely​ ​be 

in​ ​the​ ​trillions​ ​of​ ​dollars.​ ​Who​ ​would​ ​pay​ ​such​ ​costs?​ ​While​ ​South​ ​Korea​ ​is​ ​certainly​ ​an​ ​economic 

powerhouse,​ ​rebuilding​ ​and​ ​integrating​ ​North​ ​Korea​ ​into​ ​the​ ​south​ ​would​ ​be​ ​a​ ​historic​ ​undertaking​ ​—​ ​far 

greater​ ​than​ ​the​ ​merger​ ​of​ ​East​ ​and​ ​West​ ​Germany​ ​after​ ​the​ ​end​ ​of​ ​the​ ​Cold​ ​War. 

 

Back​ ​in​ ​2013,​ ​a​ ​defector​ ​described​ ​North​ ​Korea​ ​as​ ​a​ ​"gulag​ ​masquerading​ ​as​ ​a​ ​country"​ ​—​ ​perhaps​ ​the 

perfect​ ​description​ ​for​ ​the​ ​most​ ​imperfect​ ​of​ ​regimes.​ ​But​ ​while​ ​the​ ​people​ ​of​ ​North​ ​Korea​ ​clearly​ ​deserve 

better,​ ​free​ ​of​ ​what​ ​can​ ​only​ ​be​ ​described​ ​as​ ​the​ ​vilest​ ​forms​ ​of​ ​state-sanctioned​ ​terror​ ​ever​ ​devised,​ ​a 

spontaneous,​ ​uncontrolled​ ​collapse​ ​could​ ​cost​ ​millions​ ​of​ ​people​ ​their​ ​lives.​ ​All​ ​the​ ​more​ ​reason​ ​for​ ​the 

Trump​ ​administration​ ​to​ ​act​ ​cautiously​ ​in​ ​the​ ​months​ ​to​ ​come. 

 

Response​ ​Options: 

● Summarize​ ​the​ ​author’s​ ​argument,​ ​and​ ​then​ ​respond​ ​by​ ​either​ ​agreeing​ ​and​ ​adding​ ​on, 
disagreeing​ ​with​ ​reasons,​ ​or​ ​complicating​ ​with​ ​further​ ​questions.​ ​Below​ ​is​ ​a​ ​“They​ ​Say,​ ​I​ ​Say” 
template​ ​to​ ​help*: 

The​ ​general​ ​argument​ ​made​ ​by​ ​author​ ​X​ ​in​ ​her/his​ ​work,​ ​_______________,​ ​is​ ​that​ ​_______________. 
More​ ​specifically,​ ​X​ ​argues​ ​that​ ​_______________.​ ​She/he​ ​writes,​ ​“​ ​_______________.”​ ​In​ ​this​ ​passage,​ ​X​ ​is 
suggesting​ ​that​ ​_______________.​ ​In​ ​conclusion,​ ​X’s​ ​belief​ ​is​ ​that​ ​_______________. 

In​ ​my​ ​view,​ ​X​ ​is​ ​wrong/right,​ ​because​ ​_______________.​ ​More​ ​specifically,​ ​I​ ​believe​ ​that 
_______________.​ ​For​ ​example,​ ​___________.​ ​Although​ ​X​ ​might​ ​object​ ​that​ ​__________,​ ​I​ ​maintain​ ​that 
_______________.​ ​Therefore,​ ​I​ ​conclude​ ​that​ ​_______________. 

 

*Courtesy​ ​of​ ​Cathy​ ​Birkenstein,​ ​co-author​ ​with​ ​Gerald​ ​Graff​ ​of​ ​​They​ ​Say,​ ​I​ ​Say 
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