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The Two Koreas and the Responsibility of 
the International Community 

By Sophie Qu 

The conflict in the Korean peninsula should not be the exclusive concern 
of the East Asian region nor the American powers. In an increasingly 
globalized world, the challenges to human rights and world peace is a 
transnational responsibility. It is a concern for the entire international 
community, particularly in this case as the commission has mentioned, 
because of the international community’s past involvement in the division 
of the Korean peninsula (United Nations Human Rights Council 16). Yet, 
it appears that despite what we have learned from history, such as the 
horrific atrocities that occurred in Nazi Germany and Rwanda, the rest of 
the world seems willing to sit idly by with regard to the continuing abuses 
in North Korea.  

The reality of human rights abuses in North Korea has already been 
established time and time again. Yet, no serious, collective efforts and 
action at the international level has yet to emerge from these discussions, 
reports and investigations.  

The very recent publication of a comprehensive report by the United 
Nations Commission of Inquiry on human rights in the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea establishes credible evidence and knowledge 
of the situation in North Korea. With knowledge of the unparalleled 
conditions, the international community now has no excuse for its 
inaction. Although the global community faces many challenges such as 
issues of state sovereignty, it must remember the many human lives at 
stake and the fundamental right to life that every individual has regardless 
of nation borders. A nation’s sovereignty cannot be prioritized over its 
people’s basic human rights: it is an honour given only for the purpose of 
protecting its citizens.  

Additionally, and more importantly, the report allows for the broader 
public to be informed and made aware of the situation in North Korea. 
This is in line with its own recommendations for the international 
community to raise concerns and support initiatives, as well as ensure that 
its comprehensive content remains under international spotlight (United 
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Nations Human Rights Council 21). These recommendations contain 
some of the report’s more reasonably feasible suggestions. Establishing 
an informed global society is the first step to mobilizing the international 
community’s efforts and resources. Furthermore, such knowledge and 
awareness of the situation with regard to North Korea has demonstrated a 
level of inadequacy as seen with the recent case of Dennis Rodman. The 
media attention given to Rodman’s visit to North Korea with luxury 
goods against United Nations Security Council sanctions highlights a 
clear lack of awareness and demonstrates exactly how uninformed the 
public is with regard to the entire situation (Charbonneau).  However, 
even if the international community were more aware, it still faces many 
challenges as a result of the nature of international law. The case of the 
conflict in North Korea points toward many of the weaknesses of 
international law including the limits of its jurisdiction with unwilling 
nations, and problems such as the principle of state sovereignty.  

Evidently, the responsibility of the international community has been 
stressed, yet not all the recommendations made by the UN Commission of 
Inquiry are feasible. The report’s call for changes to be made by the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea include some highly unlikely and 
idealistic propositions given the state’s past resistance and lack of 
cooperation: “place the Ministry of Public Security under transparent 
democratic oversight” and “dismantle all political prison camps and 
release all political prisoners” (United Nations Human Rights Council 16-
17). International intervention and recommendations for significant 
institutional restructuring in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
are impossible given North Korea’s lack of compliance, and aggressive 
responses as well as the limits of international law.  

However, despite the unlikely reality of this call for changes, the 
international community should focus on the reasonable efforts it can 
make within its purview, as mentioned earlier. This means a commitment 
to informing the public to updates on events and progress, as well as 
increasing awareness. Private discussions among nations should shift 
toward a public sphere and focus on more transparent and accountable 
international dialogue. Additionally, nations also have the power to 
refrain from repatriating individuals back to North Korea, and providing 
aid where possible, as the commission’s report advocated (United Nations 
Human Rights Council 21).  
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Given the complexity and sensitivity of the conflict on the Korean 
peninsula, the international community has many difficulties in its future. 
Despite such challenges, however, every effort must be made toward 
achieving peace and stability in the name of justice as well as human 
rights, by focusing on the power, ability and resources that the 
international community does have. This is an opportunity to prove that 
the international community has learned something from the past, and 
that it will not tolerate such gross injustices. A failure to do so would 
render the global public complicit to such gross human rights violations.  
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