
C
onventional wisdom says that if North Korea were
ever to use its nuclear weapons, it would be an act of
suicide. But brace yourself for what deterrence

experts call the “theory of victory”. To many who have stud-
ied how nuclear strategies actually work, it’s conceivable
North Korea could escalate to a nuclear war and still sur-
vive. Tuesday’s missile test suggests once again it may be
racing to prepare itself to do just that - but only if forced
into a corner.

Every missile North Korean leader Kim Jong Un launches
comes at a high cost. North Korea doesn’t have an unlimit-
ed supply, and they aren’t easy or cheap to build. So when
Kim orders his strategic forces to launch, it’s safe to assume
it’s a move calculated to achieve maximum political, techni-
cal and training value. Tuesday’s launch of a ballistic missile
over Japan and into the open Pacific Ocean, once again
blowing past warnings from the United States and its allies,
is a prime example. There is a solid strategy hidden in each
launch. From Kim’s perspective, here’s what it looks like.

How the North Could Survive
North Korea has never suggested it would use its nuclear

weapons to attack the United States or its allies completely
out of the blue. But, like Washington, it has stated quite
explicitly that if it is either attacked or has reason to believe
an attack is imminent, it has the right to launch a retaliatory
or even a pre-emptive first strike. The trigger for North
Korea could be unusual troop movements in South Korea,
suspicious activity at US bases in Japan or - as the North has
recently warned - flights near its airspace by US Air Force B-
1B bombers out of their home base on the island of Guam.

If Kim deemed any of those an imminent attack, one
North Korean strategy would be to immediately target US

bases in Japan. A more violent move would be to attack a
Japanese city, such as Tokyo, though that would probably
be unnecessary since at this point the objective would be
to weaken the US military’s command and control.  Going
nuclear would send the strongest message, but chemical
weapons would be an alternative.

North Korea’s ability to next hit the US mainland with
nuclear-tipped missiles is the key to how it would survive in
this scenario. And that’s why Kim has been rushing to per-
fect and show them off to the world. “The whole reason
they developed the ICBM was to deter American nuclear
retaliation because if you can hold an American city or cities
at risk the American calculation always changes,” said Vipin
Narang, an associate professor of political science at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and a nuclear strate-
gy specialist. “Are we really willing to risk Los Angeles or
Chicago in retaliation for an attack on a US military base in
the region?” he asks. “Probably not.” 

That, right there, is Kim’s big wager. If “no” actually is the
answer, then North Korea has a chance though slim and
risky - of staving off a full-scale conventional attack by the
United States to survive another day.

Use ‘Em or Lose ‘Em
Kim isn’t paranoid. He has good reason to fear an attack

by the United States. It’s highly unlikely Washington would
unilaterally start a war. But if it did, North Korea would face
a far stronger and better equipped enemy able to - literal-
ly - bring the fight right to Kim’s front door. A successful
US first strike could within hours or days take out North
Korea’s leadership, or at least seriously disrupt its chain of
command, and destroy a good portion of the country’s
fighting power.

So North Korea has a very strong incentive to escalate
fast, before all is lost. Under Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il -
Kim’s grandfather and father - North Korea relied on con-
ventional artillery just north of the Demilitarized Zone to
keep Washington at bay, figuring the US wouldn’t make any
moves that might risk an attack on South Korea’s capital,
Seoul, and the tremendous casualties and destruction that
would bring.

Kim, fearing “decapitation strikes”, has brought missiles
and nukes into the mix for an added layer of protection. His
strategy is to neutralize Washington’s military option by
holding both Seoul and an American city hostage while
building up his own ability to withstand a first strike or a
massive wave of retaliation. To do that, North Korea is
developing an array of missiles that can be launched by
land or from submarines and easily hidden and transported
to remote, hard-to-detect sites.

Reasonably enough, countries with big arsenals are gen-
erally considered less likely to feel the need to use them or
lose them. North Korea is believed to have an arsenal of
perhaps several dozen nuclear weapons, growing by maybe
a dozen or so each year. That’s a lot, but some analysts
believe it may take a few hundred to cure Kim of the itchy
trigger finger syndrome.

The ‘Madman Strategy’
In deterrence circles, ambiguity is considered a must. But

confusion can be deadly. In any confrontation, it’s best that
an opponent knows better than to cross the line - but not
to know exactly where that line is. That fosters caution.
Confusion, on the other hand, creates the incentive to make
a move either out of frightened self-defense or confident
opportunism. — AP 

H
eavily pregnant and confined to a squalid
Bangladeshi refugee camp, Ayesha Begum does not
regret that her husband will miss the imminent birth

of their sixth child as he fights alongside Rohingya militants
in Myanmar. Begum, 25, joined the exodus of Rohingya flee-
ing troubled Rakhine State in recent days as fresh violence
erupted between Myanmar’s security forces and militants
fighting for the stateless Muslim minority. 

But like many, her husband stayed behind in Myanmar to
join the growing ranks of Rohingya men answering the call
to arms against security forces, say relatives and community
leaders. “He took us to the river and sent us across,” Begum
told AFP in Kutupalong camp, describing crossing the Naf
River by boat with her children into Bangladesh. “He bid us
farewell, saying if I live he’d see us soon in a free Arakan
(Rakhine state) or else we’ll meet in heaven,” she added,
breaking down in tears.

The Rohingya largely eschewed violence despite years of
suffocating restrictions and persecution. That dramatically
changed last October when a nascent Rohingya militant
group launched surprise attacks on border posts. Myanmar’s

military reacted with a violent “clearance operation” to
sweep out the militants. The UN says that crackdown could
have amounted to ethnic cleansing. Despite the sweeps,
violence continued as remote villages were hit by near-daily
killings of perceived state collaborators attributed to opera-
tives of the Arakan Rohingya Solidarity Army (ARSA).

The militants struck again on a large scale on Friday, with
scores attacking around 30 police posts in pre-dawn raids,
killing at least a dozen security force members using knives,
homemade explosives and some guns. This time the securi-
ty response has seen more than 100 people, including some
80 militants, confirmed killed and prodded thousands of
Rohingya civilians to dash for Bangladesh. But the country,
which already hosts tens of thousands of refugees from the
Muslim minority in the Cox’s Bazar area, has refused entry to
any more.

Those unable to sneak in are stranded along the “zero
line” border zone, where Bangladeshi officials have noticed a
conspicuous absence of men among the civilians crowding
the checkposts. “We asked them what happened to their
men. They said they all stayed back to fight,” a Border Guard

Bangladesh (BGB) commander told AFP, speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity.

‘Fight or die’ 
At the border Rohingya elder Shah Alam, a community

leader from Rakhine state, said 30 young men from three vil-
lages in his district joined ARSA “for our freedom”. “Do they
have any other choice? They chose to fight and die rather
than be slaughtered like sheep,” he told AFP. The previously
unknown militant group has claimed responsibility for the
attacks in October and more recent strikes against
Myanmar’s security forces, urging fellow Rohingya to join
the fight.

Myanmar’s Aung San Suu Kyi has accused the group of
atrocities including using child soldiers, allegations the mili-
tants deny. The government department directly run by Suu
Kyi - the State Counsellor’s Office - has classified the ARSA as
“terrorists” and released a flurry of statements and grim pic-
tures of civilians allegedly shot dead by militants. But ARSA’s
rallying cry is being answered in Rohingya camps across
Bangladesh, despite some doubts over whether their ragtag
units - seemingly mainly armed with knives and homemade
weapons - can defeat Myanmar troops.

But one young rebel told AFP his Rohingya comrades
were determined to fight on, despite the odds. “There are
hundreds of us hiding in the hills. We took an oath to save
Arakan, even if it is with sticks and small knives,” said the
rebel, who declined to give his name, near the border in
Bangladesh. Many of those Rohingya displaced by the vio-
lence say they barely escaped with their lives.

They describe Buddhist mobs and security forces shoot-
ing unarmed civilians and burning down homes, an abuse
repeatedly documented in Rakhine since the upswing in
conflict. For many, it was the final straw. “Young people are
fed up,” said one prominent Rohingya activist in Bangladesh
who asked to remain anonymous. “They grew up witnessing
humiliation and persecution, so the current consensus
among the Rohingya community is unless you fight, they’re
not going to give us any of our rights.”

Outside a camp in Cox’s Bazar two young Rohingya
men were anxious to join the fight, describing it as “farj” - a
religious duty - to join the “freedom fighters” in Rakhine.
“We don’t have any options. Our backs are on the wall.
Even the teenagers in our villagers have joined the fight,”
one of the men told AFP, vowing “to cross the border on
the first chance”. Just one of Hafeza Khatun’s three sons
crossed with her into Bangladesh last month, the older
two staying back to fight. But her youngest joined them a
week later at his mother’s blessing, returning to battle
Myanmar’s security forces “who would kill us anyway”
without resistance, she said. “They are fighting for our
rights. I sent my sons to fight for independence. I sacri-
ficed them for Arakan,” she said. — AFP 
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Rohingya men answer call to arms 

W
hen Congressional Republicans return from
recess next week without anything to show for
their party’s unified control of Washington, it will

be time for them to attempt something radical: a return
to regular order in both houses of Congress. Regular
order refers to the normal legislative process in which bills
are introduced in their relevant committees, subjected to
public hearings, debated, amended, and approved,
before moving to the floor toward a vote by the full
House or Senate.

Though Congress has steadily drifted away from mak-
ing bills into law through the traditional procedures, the
deterioration of legislating standards reached farcical
heights this summer. As Republicans raced to fulfill their
seven-year promise to repeal and replace Obamacare
before leaving Washington for August, they bypassed
committees in favor of a leadership-directed process in
which legislation was being written in secret by a small
group of staffers. This produced a bizarre situation in
which not only were key senators unaware of what was in
a bill they were about to vote on, they were even unclear
on who was writing it.

Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell’s hope was
that skipping the traditional steps of legislating would
allow Republicans to send bills to President Trump’s desk
on priorities such as healthcare and tax reform in rapid
succession. McConnell believed it to be necessary
because of the narrow window a new president has to
enact major agenda items between his inauguration and
the first midterm election season. 

The justifications Republicans gave for abandoning
regular order typically involved pointing out that both
McConnell’s predecessor, Harry Reid, eroded Senate tradi-
tions to empower the majority party and limit debate
when Democrats controlled the Senate, and that current
Sen. Minority Leader Chuck Schumer has been deter-
mined to deny Trump any legislative victories, making
bipartisan deal-making a pipe dream.

But as tempting as it may be for Republicans to seek
ways around the cumbersome process of passing legisla-
tion, returning to regular order would improve policy out-
comes, make for better politics, and ultimately benefit the
cause of conservatism. The failed effort to pass healthcare
legislation was a perfect demonstration of how a prob-
lematic process can lead to bad policy. In pushing a
healthcare bill through the House, Republicans avoided
full hearings and voted on a bill without a final score from
the Congressional Budget Office (CBO). 

Healthcare policy involves many complex interactions
and tradeoffs. In the mad dash to pass anything they pos-
sibly could, Republican leaders introduced a rough com-
bination of policies without giving them adequate
thought. For instance, creating an opening for insurers to
get out of some, but not all, Obamacare regulations poses
risks to the stability of insurance markets.

A more functional process, in which legislation was
debated at the committee level, opened up to a wide
range of ideas, and subjected to testimony and input
from experts, could have allowed for more time to study
some of the potential effects of various proposals, and led
to a more refined and well-thought out piece of legisla-
tion. It could have improved the final product and helped
build consensus among Republicans and built confidence
in the process among the public. Politicians and voters
are much more likely to support a bill if they have some
input in the final product and if they feel the process that
produced it was fair.

Governance 
Short-circuiting this process leaves the majority party

open to attacks about governance that are especially
effective because they are non-ideological. Starting with
their successful campaign in the 2010 midterms,
Republicans made the process that was used to pass
Obamacare politically toxic for Democrats. They assailed
the lack of transparency, back room deal-making, and the
general impression that the law was rammed down peo-
ple’s throats when they didn’t understand it. This helped
Republicans win Senate seats in states, such as
Massachusetts, where voters may not have opposed
Obamacare on limited government grounds.

Likewise, Republican secrecy surrounding the drafting
of the healthcare bill allowed Democrats to effectively
raise suspicions about the legislation, arguing that
Republicans were trying to hide their agenda from the
public because they couldn’t defend it in the open. This
helped drive support for the Republican Senate plan to as
low as 12 percent.

Defenders of the current GOP approach have argued
that it is unrealistic to expect any bipartisan cooperation
from Democrats, especially on charged issues such as
healthcare. This is why Republicans pursued the process
of reconciliation, which would have enabled them to pass
a bill with a narrow majority of 51 votes. But even if
Republicans ultimately had to go this route, there’s no
reason why it would preclude them from holding hear-
ings, working through the committees, waiting for CBO
scoring, and having a more open debate. — Reuters 
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A group of Muslim Rohingyas in Ghumdhum, Cox’s Bazar weep as Bangladesh border guards (not pictured) order
them to leave their makeshift camp and force them out of the country on Monday. — AP 




