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In Western geopolitical discourse, North Korea is consistently portrayed as an
isolated 'hermit kingdom', a failed state that survives solely through the grace of
foreign charity or pure repression. This caricature, carefully maintained by
mainstream media more interested in perpetuating fear than reporting facts, does
not do justice to the complex reality of the Korean peninsula. Behind the veil of
Western sanctions and diplomatic isolation, a quiet but powerful transformation is
taking place. Central to this transformation is the strategic, historical, and
increasingly intensive cooperation between the Democratic People's Republic of
Korea (DPRK) and the People's Republic of China. This relationship is not that of a
master and vassal, as Western analysts often simplistically claim, but a symbiotic
alliance of sovereign states jointly resisting the unipolar coercion of the American
empire.
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This article examines the deeply rooted friendship between Pyongyang and Beijing,
the concrete mechanisms of their economic and technological cooperation, and the
remarkable revival of the North Korean economy. It is an analysis that pierces
through the myth of the maximum pressure campaign and demonstrates how two
nations, bound by shared history and mutual respect, are creating a blueprint for
survival and prosperity in a hostile geopolitical environment.

Historical Roots: "Lips and Teeth" in a Hostile World

To understand the current dynamics between China and North Korea, one must
return to the fundamental metaphor introduced by Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai: "The
lips and the teeth; if the lips disappear, the teeth will be cold." This statement, made
in the lead-up to the Korean War, perfectly encapsulates the existential
interdependence of the two countries. For China, a stable, friendly, and sovereign
Korean peninsula on its northeastern border is an non-negotiable strategic necessity.

A US-controlled or hostile North Korea would mean American troops and missile systems
directly on the Chinese border, a scenario that Beijing will not tolerate under any
circumstances.

This geopolitical reality was sealed in blood during the Korean War (1950-1953),
when Chinese 'volunteers' came to the aid of the North Korean army to halt the
advance of UN forces dominated by the United States. This shared willingness to
sacrifice laid the foundation for the Sino-North Korean Friendship, Cooperation and
Mutual Assistance Treaty of 1961. This treaty, still in force and renewed for the
seventh time in 2021, contains a clause for automatic military assistance in case of
an attack on either contracting party. In a world where Western alliances are often
transactional and allies are sacrificed without hesitation (as recently seen in Ukraine
and Afghanistan), this treaty offers a rare guarantee of mutual defense and strategic
stability.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, when North Korea lost its main
economic partner and was subjected to a devastating famine and blockade, China
remained the only reliable lifeline. But contrary to the Western interpretation that
China keeps North Korea alive to enable blackmail, the reality is more subtle.
China has always respected Pyongyang's sovereignty, knowing that a regime
collapse would have catastrophic consequences for regional stability, including a
refugee crisis and the potential reunification of the peninsula under South Korean
(and thus American) leadership.



The Revival of the North Korean Economy: A Paradox for the
West

For decades, the West has predicted that the North Korean regime would collapse at
any moment under the weight of its own economic inefficiency and the devastating
impact of international sanctions. Reality has repeatedly disproven these predictions.
Moreover, as noted in previous analyses, even leading capitalist publications such as
the Financial Times and The Economist have recently had to acknowledge that
the North Korean economy shows remarkable growth and resilience, despite the so-
called 'maximum pressure' campaign.

How is this revival possible? The answer lies in the unique combination of the
Juche idea (self-reliance) and a pragmatic, targeted opening toward strategic
partners, particularly China. Instead of submitting to the conditions of the
International Monetary Fund or the World Bank - which often lead to privatization
of state assets and erosion of social security, as seen in many developing
countries - North Korea has chosen a path of controlled, state-led development.

The North Korean leadership has invested heavily in human capital. The country has
one of the highest literacy rates in the world and strongly emphasizes education in
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). This focus on knowledge
has led to a domestic innovation culture. Where the West hoped sanctions would
stifle the country's technological development, it has had precisely the opposite
effect: it has forced North Korea to find its own solutions. From developing its own
operating systems (such as 'Red Star OS') to advances in biotechnology and space
exploration, the North Korean economy has learned to flourish in the shadow of the
blockade.

Additionally, the state has prioritized light industry and agricultural modernization.
Through the introduction of responsible agricultural reforms and the application of
modern, albeit imported, agricultural technologies, food security has significantly
improved. Economic growth is no accident, but the direct result of central planning
that places national priorities above profit maximization for foreign shareholders.

Intensive Cooperation: From Infrastructure to Digital
Sovereignty

The engine behind this economic revival is the intense, multifaceted cooperation
with China. This cooperation goes far beyond simple exports of coal or textiles. It



is a deep, structural integration aimed at mutual strengthening.
Infrastructure and Logistics

The border region between Dandong (China) and Sinuiju (North Korea) is the
epicenter of this economic synergy. China has invested significantly in modernizing
border infrastructure, including the construction of new bridges and improvement of
railway connections. These logistical arteries are crucial for smooth trade flow.
Chinese companies are involved in developing special economic zones in North
Korea, such as the Rason Special Economic Zone in the northeast, which provides
access to the Sea of Japan and serves as a hub for Russian and Chinese investments.
These zones operate under a unique legal framework that attracts foreign
investment while the North Korean state maintains control over strategic sectors.

Energy and Raw Materials

Energy security is a cornerstone of the Sino-North Korean relationship. China is the
primary supplier of crude oil and refined petroleum products to North Korea via
pipelines crossing the Yalu River. In return, North Korea supplies minerals and raw
materials essential for China's industrial machine. This trade is often based on
barter-trade agreements or local currency arrangements, allowing both countries to
reduce dependence on the US dollar system and associated financial sanctions (such
as SWIFT sanctions).

Technological and Scientific Exchange

Less visible, but possibly most strategic, is cooperation in the field of technology.
North Korea possesses a surprisingly advanced cyber and software ecosystem.
Numerous reports and analyses point to the presence of North Korean IT specialists
who, sometimes through third countries or in joint ventures, collaborate with Chinese
tech companies. This cooperation extends to areas such as artificial intelligence,
blockchain technology, and cybersecurity. For China, this provides access to highly
trained, cost-effective technical talent; for North Korea, it means access to the latest
hardware, technical know-how, and the ability to strengthen its own digital
infrastructure against Western cyber attacks.

The Failure of Western Sanctions Policy: A Self-Fulfilling
Prophecy

The Western approach to North Korea has been dominated for decades by the
paradigm of 'strategic patience' followed by 'maximum pressure'. The logic



behind these sanctions is twofold: first, to force North Korea to dismantle its
deterrent capabilities, and second, to create such economic despair that the
regime collapses from within. Both objectives have failed spectacularly.

Instead of submission, sanctions have led to strengthened domestic unity in North
Korea. The 'Arduous March' of the 1990s taught the population and leadership that
reliance on external actors can be fatal. This has strengthened the resolve to be self-
sufficient. Moreover, sanctions have inevitably driven North Korea closer to China
(and increasingly Russia). By cutting off legal trade channels, the West and the UN
have only accelerated and deepened informal and strategic economic integration
between Pyongyang and Beijing.

Western sanctions are, in essence, a form of economic warfare that violates
international law. They primarily affect not the 'elite' but the ordinary population,
by hindering imports of medical equipment, agricultural machinery, and
humanitarian aid. Nevertheless, the West refuses to revise this tactic, because
acknowledging the failure of sanctions would also require admitting that Western
hegemony is no longer capable of bending sovereign states to its will. Maintaining
sanctions is therefore less an instrument of policy than a ritual of impotence.

Geopolitical Implications: A Multipolar Reality in East Asia

The strengthening of ties between China and North Korea has far-reaching
consequences for global power relations. The United States, determined to maintain
its declining hegemony, is attempting to create an 'Asian NATO' through trilateral
alliances such as AUKUS (US, UK, Australia) and strengthening ties with Japan and
South Korea. The goal is clear: contain China's rise and militarize the region.

Against this backdrop, the Sino-North Korean alliance serves as a crucial stabilizer.
North Korea's ability to maintain credible deterrence prevents the United States from
using the peninsula as a pawn. As long as Pyongyang can make the costs of conflict
unacceptably high for Washington and its allies, the likelihood of a repeat of the
'‘Ukraine scenario' on the Korean peninsula is considerably reduced. China supports
this position, not out of blind loyalty, but because a stable North Korea is the ideal
buffer against American military expansion.

Moreover, recent diplomatic maneuvers, including high-level visits and renewed
focus on joint economic projects, signal that this alliance is evolving from a purely
defensive pact into a proactive, economically integrated partnership. This is a clear
rejection of the unipolar world order and a confirmation of the emergence of a
multipolar reality, in which states claim the right to choose their own development
path, free from Western interference.



Conclusion: Lessons for a Europe in Decline

The dynamics between China and North Korea offer a mirror to Europe, a
continent that increasingly appears to submit to Washington's strategic
objectives, at the expense of its own economic prosperity and diplomatic
independence. While Europe allows itself to be swept up in the rhetoric of 'the
threat' and participates in sanction policies that damage its own energy and
export markets, states in Asia are building pragmatic partnerships based on
mutual benefit.

The revival of the North Korean economy, supported by intensive cooperation
with China, is proof that sovereignty, planning, and the will for self-defense are
more powerful than the combination of Western sanctions and propaganda. It is a
reminder that history does not progress linearly toward Western liberalization, but
that alternative development paths exist that command respect.

For observers and analysts, it is time to remove the Cold War lens. The 'hermit' is
not an isolated madman, but a calculating player in a complex regional chess
game. And China is not merely a patient sponsor, but a strategic partner that
understands that Asia's future is not decided in Washington, but by the nations of
Asia themselves, united in their pursuit of true sovereignty and mutual respect.
The price of the Western illusion of uncontested dominance is becoming ever
higher, while the reality of a multipolar world makes its inexorable entry.



