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Crisis instability on the Korean peninsula entails
risks of both inadvertent and nuclear escalation
from North Korea during a crisis or limited
military conflict.

The pressure to escalate is exacerbated by the
significant asymmetry in military capabilities
between North Korea on one side and the U.S. and
South Korea on the other.

The military doctrines and postures of all three
adversaries, as well as the geography of the penin-
sula and limits on North Korean intelligence and
surveillance will continue to affect Kim Jong Un’s
incentives for a nuclear first-strike.

INTRODUCTION

The number of North Korean missile tests the
last couple of years has spiked dramatically. To
bolster its nuclear forces, North Korea claims
to have successfully launched both a reconnais-
sance satellite and the country’s first nuclear-
armed submarine in the fall of 2023. Although
it remains to be seen to what extent they are
operational, these developments indicate a ra-
pid advancement of the North Korean weapons
programme. Additionally, North Korea recently
abandoned its past policy of reunifi-
cation with the South.! This has led some ana-
lysts to suggest Kim Jong Un’s behaviour since
the failed Hanoi summit in 2017 indicates that
it is not a question of #f, but rather when, he will
2o to war.?

There is undoubtedly conflict potential on
the Korean peninsula, but recent communi-
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cation by the regime does not equate to a deci-
sion by Pyongyang to solve its problems with
military power. However, what inevitably fol-
lows North Korean provocations is further ten-
sion and unease in Seoul, Washington, Tokyo
and beyond about the potential of a conflict
breakout. What is the danger of such a conflict
going nuclear? The answer is that it is quite
low, though unfortunately higher than many be-
lieve. Key features of the relationship between
North Korea and the United States-South Korea
alliance create a significant risk of escalation

in a crisis or limited military confrontation. All
the while, the potential of a crisis or limited war
erupting is present.

Compared to established nuclear powers,
emerging nuclear weapons states in asymmetric
adversarial relationships — like North Korea —
face stronger incentives for pre-emption and
prevention through nuclear use, and dilemmas
that can rationally favour the use of nuclear
weapons. This carries implications for both
the practice of deterrence and risks of nuclear
escalation. Theoretically, there are two paths to
North Korean nuclear use that stand out as re-
levant, namely inadvertent or deliberate escala-
tion.? Pyongyang may escalate inadvertently as
a response to a perceived attack on its nuclear
forces, even if South Korea or the U.S. never
intended for the act to cross this threshold.
Alternatively, Pyongyang could escalate deli-
berately — likely desperately — for coercive or
instrumental purposes, such as trying to force
its adversaries to back down in a conflict.

The pressure dynamics behind inadver-
tent escalation are undoubtedly present on the
Korean peninsula.* The peninsula is charac-
terized by a long-standing and acute security
dilemma, all parties’ doctrines and capabilities
indicate they place a premium on offensive mi-
litary action, and the ‘fog of war’ would likely
hit North Korea very quickly if a conflict broke
out. As for incentives for deliberate escalation,
it is plausible that North Korea will experience
incentives to escalate for both instrumental and
coercive purposes. North Korean prospects of
military victory in a conventional war with the
U.S. and South Korea are negligent. If a con-
flict breaks out, a nuclear weapons launch may
present itself as the one and only option left on
the menu for an outgunned North Korean

leadership with very limited prospects for
survival.

Spiralling in the name of self-defence

The decisive source of escalation pressure for
North Korea is an ongoing, intense security
dilemma. It is driven by perceptions of insecu-
rity on both sides, and subsequent difficulty of
distinguishing between offensive and defensive
actions by an adversary:® Escalation pressure is
created by mistrust and worst-case assumptions
about an adversary’s motivations and intentions.
There are good reasons to assume both sides
and all parties to this adversarial triad see their
own actions as primarily defensively motivated,
and as necessitated by what they interpret as
the other side’s unreasonable and belligerent
behaviour. All three continuously justify their
actions with references to self-defence. North
Korea does so far more aggressively, but that is
not to say the state’s security concerns are any
less acute.

Whether it is joint U.S.-South Korean
military drills and cooperation, or North Korean
weapons developments and missile launches, a
similar pattern emerges. North Korea is quick
to point out it feels severely threatened and
must continue to bolster its military capabili-
ties.® The responses usually find themselves
somewhere between enraged propaganda and
missile launches but has also included the
blowing up of a North-South cooperation faci-
lity and the recent staging of a tactical nuclear
strike exercise against South Korea.” The U.S.
and South Korea — strongly supported by neigh-
bouring states like Japan and the international
community at large — condemn the North’s
provocations and underline their alliance com-
mitments to one another, emphasising that the
road to peace, stability and adherence to inter-
national law lies in deterrence and defence
cooperation.® South Korea is investing heavily
in conventional weapons and defence systems
to offset North Korean nuclear and missile de-
velopments.® The U.S. and South Korea deepen
their military cooperation and broaden the
scope of military exercises. Accordingly, North
Korea ups the ante of its nuclear programme,
and the spiral dynamic continues.

The incompatibility of strategic interests
between North Korea vis-a-vis South Korea
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and the U.S. is striking. An established sense of
insecurity and historical baggage have
cemented perceptions in Pyongyang, Seoul and
Washington of the ‘other side’ as belligerent

in this long-standing conflict. The Korean War
practically ended with an armistice in 1953, but
technically the North and South are still at war,
and South Korea and the U.S. have been close
allies ever after. The relationship has steadily
taken turns for the worse after Kim Jong Un
gradually assumed power from 2006 until for-
mally becoming North Korea’s supreme leader
in 2010.

For South Korea, the North is an existential
threat on its doorstep. It is no surprise that to be
formally at war with a nuclear neighbour pro-
duces a strong sense of insecurity. Particularly
when coupled with continued firing drills in
its direction and statements from the North
denouncing South Korea’s political leadership
as traitors and a ‘puppet regime’ for the U.S.,
regularly promising its annihilation in conflict.
Since the conservative administration of Yoon
Suk Yeol replaced that of former president
Moon Jae-In in 2022, South Korea has taken a
harder stance towards its neighbour and re-
lations with North Korea has deteriorated
further.

The moment North Korea developed
ICBMs possibly capable of hitting targets in
North America, it was no longer just another
regime in contempt of U.S. allies and values,
but a severe, direct and growing security threat
to American interests and citizens. Since Kim
Jong Un assumed power, threat perceptions
of North Korea both for U.S. administrations
and the American public has been high.'°
South Korea and the U.S. is explicitly aiming
for denuclearization of the peninsula. For
Pyongyang, denuclearization is unacceptable.!!

For Kim Jong Un, his main strategic goal is
likely to preserve the regime, his own life and
family legacy — in other words, stay alive and
in power. The North Korean nuclear arsenal,
his so-called ‘treasured sword’, is a life insu-
rance policy. North Korean communication
regularly references fear of regime change
operations, contending that: ‘... without the
nuclear shield, the DPRK would have ended
up like Iraq long ago’.!? By threatening to turn
Seoul into a ‘sea of fire’ and sharing pictures

of himself picking American cities as strategic
nuclear targets, Kim wants to deter any attempt
at a regime change campaign.

The North Korean missile and nuclear pro-
grammes has been attributed to the stability-
instability paradox; a wish by the regime to
make use of its nuclear leverage for blackmail,
brinkmanship and revisionist aggressions wit-
hout serious repercussions.' In the latest U.S.
Annual Threat assessment, explanations of
North Korean test activity the last few years
line up with such an interpretation, stating that
Kim Jong Un continues his: ‘... efforts to en-
hance North Korea’s nuclear and conventional
capabilities targeting the United States and its
allies, which will enable periodic aggressive
actions to try to reshape the regional security
environment in his favor”.'* There is no doubt
North Korea uses the leverage of its nuclear
arsenal for shorter-term purposes to push its
political goals and press for sanctions relief.
However, the overarching, long-term goal when
reading between the lines of the often exaggera-
ted rhetoric of North Korean propaganda, self-
defence is a — if not the — recurring theme."

As Kim Jong Un has consolidated power,
state funds have poured into the nuclear wea-
pons programme. His modus operandi further
serves to underline his image as aggressive,
unpredictable and unreasonable — not qualities
in a state leader one typically associates with
strategic stability and a stable balance of terror.
Still, North Korea has never referred to its nu-
clear deterrent as part of an offensive strategy.'®
Rather, its official doctrine underscores self-
defence, territorial integrity, and sovereignty.'’
Assuming Kim Jong Un’s behaviour is strate-
gic, he is not risking the state economy — and
with it the chance of internal instability — on
the altar of continued expansion of his nuclear
deterrent solely for the purpose of undertaking
aggressive actions under its shield."® One co-
uld also argue that we should have seen more
instances of lower-level military aggressions
from North Korea if this was the sole strategic
rationale behind it. A more logical explanation
is that the North Korean nuclear programme
and vehement messages from the regime may
in fact, at least in part, be reflections of a
genuine perception of insecurity.
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Asymmetry exaggerates

The significant asymmetry in military capability
with its adversaries augments North Korea’s
sense of insecurity. As the military and tech-
nological underdog in the relationship with the
U.S. and South Korea, Pyongyang is highly
likely to experience severe escalation pressure
in a limited war with the other two. Primarily,
this is due to the security dilemma dynamics as
described above combined with a highly asym-
metric military balance.

The U.S. and South Korea have conventio-
nal military capabilities with potential to threa-
ten the North Korean nuclear arsenal, as well
as the capability to successfully launch a swift
regime change operation. North Korea main-
tains the military capability to cause great harm
to South Korea, but the nuclear option is what
constitutes a threat to the very existence of the
South Korean state. Despite North Korea now
being able to reach the U.S. homeland with an
ICBM, such a strike would never be enough
to topple the American state or to win a war
against it. As such, North Korea poses no exis-
tential threat to the U.S. An asymmetry would
not independently constitute a source of esca-
lation pressure, if not combined with the diffi-
culty of distinguishing between aggression and
defensive acts, and low level of mutual trust.

Warfare history of the 21% century indicates
that the U.S. is able to respond quickly, with
overwhelming military force, to an adversary
that is no match for it conventionally. The
explicit threat in the U.S. National Defense
Strategy saying there is no scenario where
Kim’s regime survives after using nuclear
weapons against the U.S. or an ally', is a cre-
dible one. The North Korean leadership knows
it does not have the military power to avoid
defeat in war with the U.S. and South Korea.
Furthermore, the regime is acutely aware they
would by all accounts not survive it. This le-
aves Kim Jong Un with some difficult dilem-
mas both in peacetime and when planning for
war.

The Kim regime also faces a dramatic asym-
metry in economic terms. North Korea’s gross
national income (GNI) in 2022 was estimated
to only 3.4 percent of South Korea’s®, with
1.43 and 42.9 million won respectively. As a re-
sult, the military balance between North Korea

on the one side and South Korea and top global
economy U.S. on the other is overwhelmingly
skewed in favour of the latter pair. While South
Korea has been able to invest heavily in upgra-
ding its conventional capabilities the last ten
years, the North’s military is in steady decline
and can only modernize selectively.?!

Not only has the U.S. shown itself to have
the ability to conquer adversarial regimes, but
it has also become evident for dictators around
the world it is willing to do so. North Korea
tested its first nuclear device in 2006. As the
regimes of Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya all fell
to U.S. military force, concerns of a forced
regime change operation grew in Pyongyang.?
In all, North Korean fear of a surprise attack
would be well-founded due to the gaping asym-
metry in military capability with the U.S. and
South Korea, both individually and combined.
The fear of regime change could also explain
why U.S.-South Korea military exercises, parti-
cularly those involving live-fire and large troop
mobilizations, is a catalyst of North Korean
outrage.”

In peacetime, it is unlikely but conceivable
that Kim could be convinced an American-
South Korean surprise attack with the goal
of regime change is underway or imminent.
Washington and Seoul could act defensively
or design a proportional response to what they
deem a provocation by North Korea, for exam-
ple a military exercise. Kim Jong Un could
misinterpret the exercise as covert preparations
for regime decapitation. In such a scenario, the
fear of quick, definitive defeat could provoke
a nuclear response in desperation and hope the
costs incurred will deter continuation.

Should military hostilities break out, a con-
flict could degrade North Korea’s ability to
respond below the nuclear threshold quickly. A
U.S.-South Korean campaign is likely to pre-
emptively target or inadvertently threaten North
Korean critical nuclear infrastructure, including
command and control, or the weapons them-
selves. If conventional options do not suffice,
and his nuclear option is threatened, Kim would
soon be presented with a use-it-or-lose-it di-
lemma. Similarly, if no conventional option can
keep U.S. and South Korean forces at bay, nu-
clear use might present itself as the only viable
option to stay in the conflict and hold off defeat.
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A nuclear tightrope

A contributing factor to escalation pressure is
the doctrines and postures of both sides, who
all show a preference for offensive action. For
a small state with far inferior conventional ca-
pabilities, the resort to nuclear weapons may
present itself as the only option to ensure the
state’s future security and survival. Accordingly,
North Korea appears to have adopted a nuclear
posture in which nuclear weapons may be em-
ployed in a conventional conflict in an attempt
to de-escalate, known as an asymmetric esca-
lation posture.** In fact, the Kim regime has a
declared first-use policy and regularly signals it
to the outside world.*

However, there are few indications North
Korea has actually adopted some of the riskiest
procedures associated with this doctrine, like
high-alert readiness or delegation of launch
authority.”® Nuclear use is not Kim’s prefer-
red choice. It would constitute a huge risk for
the regime, and prospects of nuclear use de-
escalating a conflict with Washington and Seoul
are meagre. More likely, nuclear use would
convince American and South Korean decision-
makers that Kim is too dangerous to be left
alive, and that giving in would set a dangerous
precedent that would undermine U.S. and South
Korean interests in the long term.

Nevertheless, the combination of an
American-South Korean reliance on counter-
force developments and action on one side, and
a North Korean asymmetric escalation posture
on the other, creates escalation pressure for the
latter. South Korea has developed conventional
counterforce options that mimic those of nu-
clear weapons in order to counter North Korean
nuclear threats. Its strategy relies on three key
elements to deter North Korean aggression,
namely advanced missile defence, the so-called
‘Kill Chain’ — which aims to neutralize North
Korean nuclear weapons through strikes with
conventional weapons — and Korean Massive
Punishment and Retaliation, where South
Korea threatens to kill North Korean leaders
in the event of a nuclear attack.?’ In total, this
triad aims to deter through both punishment and
denial, by making sure incoming North Korean
missiles can be detected and destroyed, their
infrastructure compromised, as well as posing

a credible threat to liquidate the North Korean
leadership.

Pyongyang’s lack of military partnerships
is a challenge for North Korea, who must deter
both regionally and intercontinentally — alone.
Patron states like China and Russia are not
allies Kim can trust to rely on in a military
confrontation with South Korea and the U.S.,
as he cannot expect either to be willing to bear
unnecessary costs of protecting him.?® For
China, North Korea primarily functions as a
buffer zone against American military presence
in the South. The instability resulting from
Pyongyang’s nuclear developments has over
time become a headache for Beijing, who much
prefers a defused status quo on the Korean
peninsula. It is indicative that despite North
Korea being the most heavily sanctioned state
in the world, until May 2022, Russia and China
have since 2006 refrained from using their veto
power to stop the UNSC resolutions aimed at
crippling the North Korean economy.”

The geography of the Korean peninsula is
likely to make the security dilemma even more
acute for North Korea. First, North Korea is
locked in on all sides on land and at sea, and it
constitutes a very compact theatre of war. The
implication for warning and response time is
that any decision in or right before a war with
the U.S. and South Korea would likely have
to be made in haste by the North Korean lea-
dership. Furthermore, the geography lays some
heavy constraints on North Korea with respect
to the basing of nuclear weapons, and per now
the arsenal, and subsequently survivability and
second-strike capability, is vulnerable.

North Korea also faces challenges in intel-
ligence, surveillance, and nuclear command
and control.* These are reinforced by the previ-
ously mentioned limited warning and response
time. In conflict, situational understanding is
expected to deteriorate quickly. In turn, the role
of human cognitive biases can heighten, subse-
quently raising the risk of impulsive and poorly
founded decision-making.’! For now, it seems
that Kim has prioritized to avoid an unautho-
rized launch in favour of mitigating his ‘acute
time-urgent vulnerability’ by delegating launch
authority.*> However, the U.S. and South Korea
can swiftly disrupt North Korea’s awareness,
and situational understanding in Pyongyang
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would likely degrade very quickly if a con-
flict broke out. While nuclear control appears
relatively secure, Kim Jong Un’s uncertainty
post-conflict breakout may nevertheless lead to
rash nuclear choices. Poor command and con-
trol would be a source of confusion, especially
if communication is severed and leadership
succession is unclear.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The possibility of North Korean nuclear esca-
lation in a contingency with the U.S. and South
Korea is, all things considered, low. Kim Jong
Un’s main strategic imperative is to preserve his
life, regime and family legacy. Only under the
direst of circumstances would nuclear use pre-
sent itself as furthering this goal. However, the
risks of such circumstances arising are not ne-
gligible. Today, a path towards a less ‘combus-
tible’ situation is unclear. There is no mutually
acceptable solution between the two Koreas.
The North will not give up the leverage of hol-
ding the South a nuclear hostage, and naturally
the South will continue to pursue capabilities
to counter it. The U.S. cannot change the fun-
damental problem at hand. As a result, we can
expect a continued arms race and tension on the
peninsula.

With an international political environment
marred by wars in Europe and the Middle East,
and increasing geopolitical competition bet-

ween the U.S. and China, the prospects for lo-
wering tensions between U.S.-South Korea and
North Korea are more limited than ever. There
are indications the Pyongyang-Beijing rela-
tionship is warming under the Sino-American
rivalry providing North Korea with more room
for manoeuvre.* Russia’s war in Ukraine le-
aves North Korea in a favourable situation
economically, as the Kremlin seeks weapons
and have few other friends to turn to. North
Korea may be a risk to international security,
but as more pressing matters take centre-stage,
the situation the Korean peninsula could recei-
ve less attention. Kim may step up his provoca-
tions in the effort to further advance his nuclear
programme, get attention, press for sanctions
relief, and to make himself an attractive mili-
tary partner for Moscow.

There is a certain predictability to the dy-
namic in the relationship between North Korea
and U.S.-South Korea, which President Joe
Biden summarized shortly after he entered offi-
ce: North Korean missile tests are just ‘business
as usual’.** Overall, tensions the last decade
nevertheless seem to have steadily heighte-
ned, particularly so since 2017. All the while
Kim’s regime is seen as a major threat and pos-
sibly an unpredictable aggressor in Seoul and
Washington, and the North Korean regime sees
unilateral denuclearization as tantamount to
strategic knee-capping, it leaves something to
be desired for strategic stability.

"ﬁ.‘ © Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Oslo 2024. ISSN 1894-4795



IFS Insights 2/2024

Nuclear dilemmas to die for

END NOTES

1

10

1

Rodong Sinmun. (2023, December 31st). Report

on 9th Enlarged Plenum of 8th WPK Central
Committee KCNA Watch. https://kcnawatch.org/
newstream/1704027054-512008976/report-on-9th-
enlarged-plenum-of-8th-wpk-central-committee /
Carlin, R. L. & Hecker, S. S. (2024, January 11th). Is
Kim Jong Un Preparing for War? 38 North. https://
www.38north.org/2024/01/is-kim-jong-un-preparing-
for-war/

On escalation dynamics, see Posen, B. R. (1991).
Inadvertent Escalation: Conventional War and Nuclear
Risks. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press,

p. 12-24; and Narang, V. (2014). Nuclear Strategy in
the Modern Era: Regional Powers and International
Conflict. New Jersey: Princeton University Press.
Lilleaas, C. (2021). Emerging Pressures: Risks

of Inadvertent Escalation with Emerging Nuclear
Powers [Master’s thesis, University of Oslo].

UiO Duo Vitenarkiv, p. 77-80. http://urn.nb.no/
URN:NBN:no-93921

Posen, B. R. (1991), p. 12.

Choi, S. H. (2023, November 24th). North Korea’s
Kim says satellite launch was exercise of right to
self-defence. Reuters. https://www.reuters.com/
world/asia-pacific/north-koreas-kim-says-satellite-
launch-was-exercise-right-self-defence-2023-11-24/;
DPRK Ministry of Foreign Affairs. (2023, May 24th).
Southeast Asia Should Not Be Reduced to Proxy War
Theatre for U.S. KCNA Watch. https://kcnawatch.org/
newstream/1684938915-254262649/; KCNA Watch
(2014, April 4th). Self-defense Is DPRK’s Legitimate
Exercise of Sovereignty: Rodong Sinmun. https://
kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451896588-706107567/;
Kobara, J. (2023, September 1st). North Korea drills
for South occupation in message to U.S., Seoul. Nikkei
Asia. https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/N-Korea-at-
crossroads/North-Korea-drills-for-South-occupation-in-
message-to-U.S.-Seoul

U.S. Department of Defense. (2023, November 13th).
Defense Vision of the U.S.-ROK Alliance [Press
release]. https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/
Release/Article/3586528/defense-vision-of-the-us-rok-
alliance/;

Bowers, I. & Hiim, H. S. (2021). South Korea,
Conventional Capabilities and the Future of the Korean
Peninsula. War on the Rocks. https://warontherocks.
com/2021/02/south-korea-conventional-capabilities-
and-the-future-of-the-korean-peninsula/

Bialik, K. (2018, June 11th). 5 facts about how the
U.S. and its allies see North Korea. Pew Research
Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/short-
reads/2018/06/11/5-facts-about-how-the-u-s-and-
its-allies-see-north-korea/; Pellerin, C. (2017). DIA
Director Testifies on Top Five Global Military Threats.
U.S. Department of Defense. https://www.defense.
gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/1190834/dia-
director-testifies-on-top-five-global-military-threats/;
Jones, J. M. (2009, June 18th). Americans View North
Korea as Greater Threat Than Iran. Gallup. https://
news.gallup.com/poll/120941/americans-view-north-
korea-greater-threat-iran.aspx

KCNA. (2018, December 20th). It Would Be Better

to Search for New Way Rather than Facing Barrier

on Old Way. KCNA Watch. https://kcnawatch.org/
newstream/297579/it-would-be-better-to-search-for-
new-way-rather-than-facing-barrier-on-old-way/

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19
20

21

22

23

DPRK Ministry of Foreign Affairs. (2022,

November 28th). Russia Holds that DPRK’s
Self-Defensive Military Action is to Deter U.S.
Provocation. KCNA Watch. https://kcnawatch.org/
newstream/1669606328-300044022 /russia-holds-that-
dprk%e2%80%99s-self-defensive-military-action-is-to-
deter-u-s-provocation/

Kapur, S.P. (2017). Stability-Instability Paradox. In The
SAGE Encyclopedia of Political Behavior (pp. 799-80).
Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, Inc. http://dx.doi.
org/10.4135/9781483391144.n364
ATA-2023-Unclassified-Report.pdf (dni.gov): Office of the
Director of National Intelligence, 2023, p. 20

Lilleaas. (2021), p. 42; KCNA. (2006, October 4th).
DPRK Foreign Ministry Clarifies Stand on New Measure
to Bolster War Deterrent. KCNA Watch. https://
kenawatch.org/newstream/1451884697-748113772/
dprk-foreign-ministry-clarifies-stand-on-new-measure-
to-bolster-war-deterrent/; Uriminzokkiri. (2015, March
31st). US Harsh Sanctions against DPRK Will Entail
Catastrophic Consequences. KCNA Watch. https://
kenawatch.org/newstream/1450686061-884810913/
us-harsh-sanctions-against-dprk-will-entail-catastrophic-
consequences/; Naenara. (2019, October 27th).
KAPPC Chairman’s Statement. KCNA Watch. https://
kenawatch.org/newstream/1572206578-356092106/
kappc-chairmans-statement/

Allard, L, Duchétel, M. & Godement, F. (2017,
November 22nd). Pre-empting defeat: In search of
North Korea’s nuclear doctrine. European Council on
Foreign Relations [Policy brief], p. 5. https://ecfreu/
publication/pre_empting_defeat_in_search_of north_
koreas_nuclear_doctrine/

KCNA. (2013, April 1st). Law on Consolidating

Position of Nuclear Weapons State Adopted.

KCNA Watch. https://kcnawatch.org/
newstream/1451896124-739013370/law-on-
consolidating-position-of-nuclear-weapons-state-
adopted/

DePetris, D. (2021, September 17th). When assessing
North Korea’s missiles, keep a cool head. NK News.
https://www.nknews.org/2021/09/when-assessing-
north-koreas-missiles-keep-a-cool-head/

U.S. DoD. (2022). 2022 Nuclear Posture Review, p. 12.
Lee, J. (2023, July 28th). North Korea economy shrank
for third year in 2022, South Korea'’s central bank says.
Reuters. https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/
north-korea-economy-shrank-third-year-2022-souths-
cbank-2023-07-28/

Bowers, I. & Hiim, H. S. (2021). Conventional
Counterforce Dilemmas: South Korea’s Deterrence
Strategy and Stability on the Korean Peninsula.
International Security, 45(3), pp. 7-39. https://doi.
org/10.1162/isec_a_00399; Office of the Secretary of
Defense. (2017). Military and Security Developments
Involving the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.
US Department of Defense [Report to Congress], p. 9.
https://media.defense.gov/2018/May/22/2001920587/-
1/-1/1/REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-
SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-
DEMOCRATIC-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-KOREA-2017.PDF
Way, C. and Weeks, J. (2014). Making it Personal:
Regime Type and Nuclear Proliferation. American
Journal of Political Science, 58(3), pp. 705-719, p. 710.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24363516

Panda. (2020), p. 90.

ﬁﬁ‘ © Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Oslo 2024. ISSN 1894-4795


https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1704027054-512008976/report-on-9th-enlarged-plenum-of-8th-wpk-central-committee/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1704027054-512008976/report-on-9th-enlarged-plenum-of-8th-wpk-central-committee/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1704027054-512008976/report-on-9th-enlarged-plenum-of-8th-wpk-central-committee/
https://www.38north.org/2024/01/is-kim-jong-un-preparing-for-war/
https://www.38north.org/2024/01/is-kim-jong-un-preparing-for-war/
https://www.38north.org/2024/01/is-kim-jong-un-preparing-for-war/
http://urn.nb.no/URN:NBN:no-93921
http://urn.nb.no/URN:NBN:no-93921
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/north-koreas-kim-says-satellite-launch-was-exercise-right-self-defence-2023-11-24/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/north-koreas-kim-says-satellite-launch-was-exercise-right-self-defence-2023-11-24/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/north-koreas-kim-says-satellite-launch-was-exercise-right-self-defence-2023-11-24/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1684938915-254262649/southeast-asia-should-not-be-reduced-to-proxy-war-theatre-for-u-s/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1684938915-254262649/southeast-asia-should-not-be-reduced-to-proxy-war-theatre-for-u-s/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451896588-706107567/self-defense-is-dprks-legitimate-exercise-of-sovereignty-rodong-sinmun/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451896588-706107567/self-defense-is-dprks-legitimate-exercise-of-sovereignty-rodong-sinmun/
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/N-Korea-at-crossroads/North-Korea-drills-for-South-occupation-in-message-to-U.S.-Seoul
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/N-Korea-at-crossroads/North-Korea-drills-for-South-occupation-in-message-to-U.S.-Seoul
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/N-Korea-at-crossroads/North-Korea-drills-for-South-occupation-in-message-to-U.S.-Seoul
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3586528/defense-vision-of-the-us-rok-alliance/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3586528/defense-vision-of-the-us-rok-alliance/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3586528/defense-vision-of-the-us-rok-alliance/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/02/south-korea-conventional-capabilities-and-the-future-of-the-korean-peninsula/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/02/south-korea-conventional-capabilities-and-the-future-of-the-korean-peninsula/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/02/south-korea-conventional-capabilities-and-the-future-of-the-korean-peninsula/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2018/06/11/5-facts-about-how-the-u-s-and-its-allies-see-north-korea/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2018/06/11/5-facts-about-how-the-u-s-and-its-allies-see-north-korea/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2018/06/11/5-facts-about-how-the-u-s-and-its-allies-see-north-korea/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/1190834/dia-director-testifies-on-top-five-global-military-threats/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/1190834/dia-director-testifies-on-top-five-global-military-threats/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/1190834/dia-director-testifies-on-top-five-global-military-threats/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/120941/americans-view-north-korea-greater-threat-iran.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/120941/americans-view-north-korea-greater-threat-iran.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/120941/americans-view-north-korea-greater-threat-iran.aspx
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/297579/it-would-be-better-to-search-for-new-way-rather-than-facing-barrier-on-old-way/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/297579/it-would-be-better-to-search-for-new-way-rather-than-facing-barrier-on-old-way/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/297579/it-would-be-better-to-search-for-new-way-rather-than-facing-barrier-on-old-way/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1669606328-300044022/russia-holds-that-dprk%e2%80%99s-self-defensive-military-action-is-to-deter-u-s-provocation/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1669606328-300044022/russia-holds-that-dprk%e2%80%99s-self-defensive-military-action-is-to-deter-u-s-provocation/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1669606328-300044022/russia-holds-that-dprk%e2%80%99s-self-defensive-military-action-is-to-deter-u-s-provocation/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1669606328-300044022/russia-holds-that-dprk%e2%80%99s-self-defensive-military-action-is-to-deter-u-s-provocation/
http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781483391144.n364
http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781483391144.n364
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2023-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451884697-748113772/dprk-foreign-ministry-clarifies-stand-on-new-measure-to-bolster-war-deterrent/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451884697-748113772/dprk-foreign-ministry-clarifies-stand-on-new-measure-to-bolster-war-deterrent/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451884697-748113772/dprk-foreign-ministry-clarifies-stand-on-new-measure-to-bolster-war-deterrent/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451884697-748113772/dprk-foreign-ministry-clarifies-stand-on-new-measure-to-bolster-war-deterrent/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1450686061-884810913/us-harsh-sanctions-against-dprk-will-entail-catastrophic-consequences/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1450686061-884810913/us-harsh-sanctions-against-dprk-will-entail-catastrophic-consequences/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1450686061-884810913/us-harsh-sanctions-against-dprk-will-entail-catastrophic-consequences/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1450686061-884810913/us-harsh-sanctions-against-dprk-will-entail-catastrophic-consequences/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1572206578-356092106/kappc-chairmans-statement/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1572206578-356092106/kappc-chairmans-statement/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1572206578-356092106/kappc-chairmans-statement/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/pre_empting_defeat_in_search_of_north_koreas_nuclear_doctrine/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/pre_empting_defeat_in_search_of_north_koreas_nuclear_doctrine/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/pre_empting_defeat_in_search_of_north_koreas_nuclear_doctrine/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451896124-739013370/law-on-consolidating-position-of-nuclear-weapons-state-adopted/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451896124-739013370/law-on-consolidating-position-of-nuclear-weapons-state-adopted/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451896124-739013370/law-on-consolidating-position-of-nuclear-weapons-state-adopted/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451896124-739013370/law-on-consolidating-position-of-nuclear-weapons-state-adopted/
https://www.nknews.org/2021/09/when-assessing-north-koreas-missiles-keep-a-cool-head/
https://www.nknews.org/2021/09/when-assessing-north-koreas-missiles-keep-a-cool-head/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/north-korea-economy-shrank-third-year-2022-souths-cbank-2023-07-28/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/north-korea-economy-shrank-third-year-2022-souths-cbank-2023-07-28/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/north-korea-economy-shrank-third-year-2022-souths-cbank-2023-07-28/
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00399
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00399
https://media.defense.gov/2018/May/22/2001920587/-1/-1/1/REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-DEMOCRATIC-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-KOREA-2017.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2018/May/22/2001920587/-1/-1/1/REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-DEMOCRATIC-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-KOREA-2017.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2018/May/22/2001920587/-1/-1/1/REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-DEMOCRATIC-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-KOREA-2017.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2018/May/22/2001920587/-1/-1/1/REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-DEMOCRATIC-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-KOREA-2017.PDF
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24363516

IFS Insights 2/2024 8 Nuclear dilemmas to die for

24 Narang, V. (2014).

25 Narang, V. and Panda, A. (2020) North Korea: Risks
of Escalation. Survival, 62(1), pp. 47-54. https://doi.
org/10.1080,/00396338.2020.1715064; Narang, V.
(2015) Nuclear Strategies of Emerging Nuclear Powers:
North Korea and Iran. The Washington Quarterly,
38(1), pp. 73-91. https://doi.org/10.1080/016366
0X.2015.1038175

26 Lilleaas. (2021), p. 67; Panda. (2020), p. 227, pp.
244-245.

27 Bowers, |. & Hiim, H. S. (2021). Conventional
Counterforce Dilemmas: South Korea’s Deterrence
Strategy and Stability on the Korean Peninsula.

28 Scobell, A. & Chambers, M. R. (2009). North Korea'’s
nuclearization and the fallout from the subcontinent. In
Nuclear Proliferation in South Asia: Crisis Behaviour
and the Bomb. New York: Routledge, pp. 183-211, p.
189.

29 United Nations Security Council. (2022, May 26th).
9048th Meeting [Record], S/PV.9048. Security
Council Report. https://www.securitycouncilreport.
org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/SPV%209048.pdf

30 Feaver, P. D. (1992). Command and Control in
Emerging Nuclear Nations. International Security, 17(3),
pp. 160-187, pp. 162-163, 168, 174, 178. https://doi.
org/10.2307/2539133; Narang, V. and Panda, A. (2017,
September 15th). Command and Control in North
Korea: What a Nuclear Launch Might Look Like. War
on the Rocks. https://warontherocks.com/2017/09/
command-and-control-in-north-korea-what-a-nuclear-
launch-might-look-like/

31 Delpech, T. (2012), p. 88-91.

32 Feaver. (1992), p. 181; Panda. (2020), p. 229-230.

33 Lee, S. (2022, March 2nd). North Korea is Joining
China and Russia in Confronting the US. 38 North.
https://www.38north.org/2022 /03 /north-korea-is-
joining-china-and-russia-in-confronting-the-us/

34 Bicker, L. (2021, March 24th). North Korea missiles:
Biden says launch ‘not provocation’. BBC. https://
www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-56504040

ﬁﬁ‘ © Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Oslo 2024. ISSN 1894-4795


https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2020.1715064
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2020.1715064
https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2015.1038175
https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2015.1038175
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/SPV%209048.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/SPV%209048.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/SPV%209048.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2307/2539133
https://doi.org/10.2307/2539133
https://warontherocks.com/2017/09/command-and-control-in-north-korea-what-a-nuclear-launch-might-look-like/
https://warontherocks.com/2017/09/command-and-control-in-north-korea-what-a-nuclear-launch-might-look-like/
https://warontherocks.com/2017/09/command-and-control-in-north-korea-what-a-nuclear-launch-might-look-like/
https://www.38north.org/2022/03/north-korea-is-joining-china-and-russia-in-confronting-the-us/
https://www.38north.org/2022/03/north-korea-is-joining-china-and-russia-in-confronting-the-us/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-56504040
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-56504040

IFS Insights 2/2024 9 Nuclear dilemmas to die for

Ili'll - © Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Oslo 2024. ISSN 1894-4795



IFS Insights 2/2024 10 Nuclear dilemmas to die for

Ili'll - © Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Oslo 2024. ISSN 1894-4795



IFS Insights 2/2024 11 Nuclear dilemmas to die for

Ili'll - © Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Oslo 2024. ISSN 1894-4795



IFS Insights 2/2024 12

Nuclear dilemmas to die for

IFS INSIGHTS

IFS Insights aims to provide a flexible on-
line forum for articles, comments and wor-
king papers within the fields of activity of
the Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies.
All views, assessments and conclusions are
the author’s own. The author’s permission
is required for any reproduction, wholly or
in part, of the contents.

Publisher:
Director/Professor Kjell Inge Bjerga

THE NORWEGIAN INSTITUTE FOR
DEFENCE STUDIES

The Norwegian Institute for Defence
Studies (IFS) is a part of the Norwegian
Defence University College (FHS). As an in-
dependent university college, FHS conducts
its professional activities in accordance with
recognised scientific, pedagogical and ethi-
cal principles (pursuant to the Act pertai-
ning to Universities and University Colleges,
section 1-5).

Director: Kjell Inge Bjerga

Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies
Building 10, Akershus fortress

P.0. Box 1550 Sentrum

NO-0015 OSLO

Email: info@ifs.mil.no
ifs.forsvaret.no/en

Photo: Pyongyang Times

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Cecilie Lilleaas has an MPhil in Peace and
Conflict Studies from University of Oslo,
2021. She is part of IFS’ Security in Asia
programme, and her research focuses on
deterrence, crisis stability and escalation
dynamics.

"ﬁ.‘ © Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Oslo 2024. ISSN 1894-4795



