Chinese revisionism
in Korean corridor
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China s role in
region will continue
to remain defining
element in Korean

Peninsula
olitics in the Korean
Peninsula is witnessing

rapid changes, with both

Koreas coming together

after decades of mutual iso-
lation and division. Pledging a ‘no
more war' scenario, the historic
Panmunjom declaration, released at
the third inter-Korean summit on
April 27, promises a “new era” of
national reconciliation, peace and
prosperity. Expectations in the
Korean corridors are high on the
prospects and outcome of the forth-
coming meeting between Donald
Trump and Kim Jong-Un,

Welcoming the inter-Korean lead-
ership meet between Kim Jong-un of
North Korea and Moon Jae-in of
South Korea, Beijing had stated that
the summit was a “positive out-
come” which would be beneficial for
enhancing “reconciliation” and
“cooperation” between the Koreas,
Stating that North Korea and South
Korea “belong to the same nation™,
China added that it would like to
plav a “positive role” in the future
dialogue, denuclearisation effort and
the political settlement of the penin-
sula issue. It goes without mention-
ing that China's role as a resident
power in the region will be signifi-
cant in shaping the future of the
Korean Peninsula. Since the Korean
War's inception on June 25, 1950,
China's role has been the most
important single factor not only in
dividing the Koreas but also in lead-
ing the non-Western bloc in global
affairs. Yet, it needs to be seen how
far China has protected its own
interests as a key power after the
Panmunjom summit. The
Panmunjom declaration mentions
China's role only in passing in a
guadrilateral format. The declara-
tion gave special importance to the
role of the US in a trilateral format
with the Koreas apart from the
quadrilateral format involving
China with the Koreas. Does this
imply that China's role and influ-
ence in the peninsula has eroded in
contrast to Trump’s new outreach to
the Koreas?

Beijing has reason to worry since
the credit for the third inter-Korean
summit goes more either to Moon
Jae-in's “responsible” foreign policy
or to Trump's smart outreach policy
with the Koreas even though some

might argue that Pyongyang’s con-
sent to have an inter-Korean meet
with Seoul is a result of American
“maximum pressure” strategy. The
forthcoming Trump-Kim meeting
further indicates that US diplomacy
is working. China's primary worry
concerns capricious  American
diplomacy, where Trump might like
to have a bilateral understanding
with Kim, taking South Korea into
confidence. China fears that a trilat-
eral understanding involving North
Korea-South Korea-United States
might be the order of the future in
the Korean Peninsula. Nevertheless,
it would be premature to state that
the inter-Korean peace process is
unfolding more with American
assent than Chinese consent. The
Koreas have taken China into some
sort of confidence long before
approaching the Trump administra-
tion for any prospects of peace and
reconciliation. If the two “informal
meetings"” that were held between
Kim Jong-un and XiJinping recently
in Beijing and Dalian respectively
have any clue to offer, China still
maintains the edge as a resident
power in the peninsula. It also acts
silently to shape Korean Peninsula
politics in times to come, especially
with the cooperation of its tradition-
al ally North Korea. China's strate-
gic understanding with North Korea
may have weakened in recent years
due to the international pressure
over Pvongvangs repeated missile
and nuclear tests, but the Sino-North
Korean political contacts and under-
standing are strong enough to shape
the politics of the region in times to
come. China continues to be North
Korea's largest trading partner and
would be the key economic partner
for the return of normal economic
conditions in North Korea with the
possible removal of sanctions in the
post-Panmunjom summit. Likewise,
the prelude to the Panmunjom sum-
mit was the “four cardinal prinei-
ples”™ — deterring war in the penin-
sula, its denuclearisation, promotion
of peace and dialogue, and improve-
ment of inter-Korean relations —

that China and South Korea restated
during Moon Jae-in's visit to China
in December 2017. These figure high-
ly in the Panmunjom declaration,
reflecting the Chinese balancing
approach towards the Koreas and
the region itself.
Sino-South Korean relations must
have gone through a low phase after
the deployment of THAAD, but nei-
ther China nor South Korea has
abandoned each other as partners in
the region. Rather, as a constant his-
torical power in the peninsula,
China is remodelling its policies and
postures subtly in the Korean corri-
dors, with new content and condi-
tions to its customary Korean Peni-
nsula policy China's customary or
traditionalist policy towards the
peninsula would be witnessing cer-
tain c¢hanges in the post-
Panmunjom summit with possibly a
new revisionist policy

The most important basis of
Beijing's traditionalist policy
towards the Korean Peninsula is
the China-North Korea Treaty of
Friendship, which was signed on
July 11, 1961. This treaty has been
extended from time to time, extend-
ing to 2021, Articles Il and VI of the
treaty still guarantee China's role
as a protector of North Korea, it
also assures the role as a Key
“strategic ally” and, most impor-
tantly, as a peace-maker in the
peninsula. North Korea would not
really move ahead to forge any sub-
stantial understanding either with
South Korea or with the US, virtu-
ally breaking away from this
accord. Even though it appears
from the Panmunjom declaration
that China's role has been margin-
alised in the current context, the
fundamentals of the declaration
endorse more the Chinese histori-
cal essence than the American
essence in the Korean Peninsula.
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