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Abstract of Thesis

External Instability and Domestic Vulnerability: The Evolution of South Korea’s
Discourse on Nuclear Weapons

The debate in South Korea regarding whether and how the country should acquire
nuclear weapons reached new momentum and activity under the Moon Jae-in and Yoon
Suk-yeol administrations. While mainstream understanding of South Korea’s nuclear
debate has highlighted the impact of external threat and U.S. credibility, this thesis
examines the role of domestic politics and its interaction with the external threat
environment to shape the nuclear discourse among South Korean elites. A comprehensive
analysis of the interplay between the external threat environment (North Korean
capabilities and behavior and the role of the United States) and domestic politics (the
degree of the president’s political vulnerability and the effectiveness of the government’s
security policies) finds that the nature of South Korea’s nuclear debate fluctuated in
response to changing internal and external conditions.

The nuclear debate under the Moon administration is divided into three periods
based on various levels of external threat and domestic political conditions. The first
period (July 2017 to January 2018) involved growing tensions on the Korean Peninsula,
which shaped perceptions of an unstable and uncertain external environment.
Domestically, President Moon enjoyed high public support as he pursued numerous
reform policies and a balanced approach toward security challenges. Thus, the nuclear
debate was active but unable to influence or undermine the government’s political
agenda. The second period (January 2018 to June 2019) was characterized by high-level

summitry between the leaders of South Korea, North Korea, and the United States. The
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relatively stable external environment and continued domestic support for the Moon
administration’s security policies led to a dormant nuclear debate. However, the third
period (June 2019 to May 2022) was marked by a stalemate in inter-Korean relations, a
resumption of North Korean missile tests, and growing domestic vulnerability for
President Moon as his government faced various public scandals. In response, the nuclear
debate was revived, and nuclear proponents used the nuclear issue as a tool of criticism
against the government’s policies toward North Korea.

The nuclear debate under the Yoon administration is divided into two periods. The
first period (May 2022 to March 2023) was shaped by escalating North Korean
provocations and geopolitical fragmentation as the Yoon administration pursued various
deterrence-focused measures alongside the United States. However, President Yoon faced
declining public approval ratings within a month of entering office and several domestic
challenges that complicated the government’s political priorities. The nuclear debate was
active as proponents used the issue of nuclear armament as a tool of advocacy, but the
debate was unable to induce shifts to the government’s security policies. The second
period (April 2023 to January 2024) occurred in the aftermath of the announcement of the
Washington Declaration between Presidents Biden and Yoon. Despite rising instability in
South Korea’s external environment, the nuclear debate was relatively inactive due to the
government’s continued vulnerability in domestic politics.

This thesis argues that analysis of South Korea’s nuclear debate should
incorporate both external threat perception and domestic politics to accurately and

comprehensively understand the variables at play.
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Chapter One: Introduction

For decades, a portion of the South Korean public and elites have argued for the
government to pursue nuclear options to bolster the country’s security posture. The range
of arguments related to a nuclear South Korea has included strengthening the U.S.
nuclear deterrence commitment, redeploying U.S. tactical nuclear weapons to South
Korea or a nuclear-sharing agreement with the United States similar to the NATO
arrangement, and the development of an independent South Korean nuclear weapons
program. As Figure 1.1 highlights, public opinion supporting a nuclear South Korea
during the Moon Jae-in and Yoon Suk-yeol administrations fluctuated between a low of

54.8 percent in 2018 and a peak of 70.2 percent at the beginning of 2022.

Figure 1.1. South Korean Public Support for an Independent Nuclear Weapons Program
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Source: The Asan Institute for Policy Studies.*

1J. James Kim, Kang Chungku, and Ham Geon Hee, “Transitioning Attitudes on North Korea: Perceived
Threat and Preferred Response,” The Asan Institute for Policy Studies, April 21, 2023,

https://www.asaninst.org/contents/transitioning-attitudes-on-north-korea-perceived-threat-and-preferred-
response/.
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It is important to note that the debate among the political elites on the necessity
and feasibility of acquiring nuclear weapons has not always aligned with public opinion.
In 2016, 64 percent of security and nuclear experts surveyed by Segye Ilbo opposed
redeploying U.S. tactical nuclear weapons to South Korea and an independent South
Korean nuclear weapons program.? The discourse among journalists, academics, think
tank specialists, and former government officials indicates the evolving view of the
political elites in South Korea regarding the country’s security posture and necessary
tools to secure invulnerability against uncertain geopolitical shifts. Analyzing South
Korean elite opinion and the nuclear debate at the elite level allows for a more
comprehensive understanding of South Korean views on nuclear weapons.

Literature Review

The main body of literature examining South Korea’s nuclear debate focuses on
the impact of the external threat environment and the credibility of the U.S. defense
commitment as primary drivers. The majority of existing literature argues that public
perceptions regarding the North Korean threat and insecurity stemming from South
Korea’s regional security environment are the main drivers of South Korea’s high public
support for nuclear weapons and the presence of a robust nuclear debate.® The
advancement in North Korea’s threat is thus viewed as directly proportional to the

increasing public debate on nuclear development. Sangyong Son and Man-sung Yim

2 Kim Cheong-joong, Yeom Yu-seob, and Lee Dong-soo, “64 Percent of Security and Nuclear Experts
Oppose a South Korean Nuclear Program,” Segye Ilbo, February 23, 2016,
https://www.segye.com/newsView/20160223004137.

3 Mun Suk Ahn and Young Chul Cho, “A Nuclear South Korea,” International Journal 69, no. 1 (2014):
26-34; Rajaram Panda, “Should South Korea Go Nuclear,” Asia-Pacific Review 22, no. 1 (2015): 148-176;
Kyung Suk Lee, “The Microfoundations of Nuclear Proliferation: Evidence from South Korea,”
International Journal of Public Opinion Research 35, no. 4 (2023): 1-12.
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furthered such explanations by noting that China’s nuclear weapons program and the
threat posed by Japan’s superior nuclear latency—in addition to the North Korean
threat—contributed to South Korean support for nuclear weapons.*

In addition, the mainstream understanding of South Korea’s discourse on nuclear
weapons highlights the role of the United States as a critical factor in shaping
discussions. Various literature points to the questioning of the credibility of the U.S.
nuclear umbrella and uncertainty about U.S. politics as key reasons for the active nuclear
debate in South Korea.® Lauren Sukin provided an alternative explanation as related to
the U.S. defense commitment by arguing that increasing the credibility of the U.S.
nuclear security guarantee increases South Korea’s proliferation desires due to concerns
of entrapment or unwanted escalation.®

Recently, the countervailing literature has incorporated an analysis of domestic
political conditions. In addition to external factors related to North Korean capabilities
and global changes, Moon Chung-in and Shin Young-deok argued that the empowerment
of pro-nuclear forces in South Korea also resulted from domestic pull factors such as the
weakening taboo surrounding public discussions of independent nuclear armament, an
upward trend in public opinion in favor of a nuclear South Korea, and growing views that
South Korea possesses the technical capacity to build nuclear weapons in a timely

manner.’ Furthermore, some reports have argued that nuclear populism partially explains

4 Sangyong Son and Man-sung Yim, “Correlates of South Korean Public Opinion on Nuclear
Proliferation,” Asian Survey 61, no. 3 (2021): 1-30.

® Duyeon Kim, “How to Keep South Korea From Going Nuclear,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 76, no.
2 (2020): 68-75; Eric Brewer, Toby Dalton, and Kylie Jones, “Mind the Gaps: Reading South Korea’s
Emergent Proliferation Strategy,” The Washington Quarterly 46, no. 2 (2023): 141-160.

6 Lauren Sukin, “Credible Nuclear Security Commitments Can Backfire: Explaining Domestic Support for
Nuclear Weapons Acquisition in South Korea,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 64, no. 6 (2020): 1011-1042.
" Chung-in Moon and Young-Deok Shin, “‘South Korea Going Nuclear?’: Debates, Driving Forces,

and Prospects,” China International Strategy Review 5 (2023): 157-179.



why political leaders and elite circles have engaged with and elevated the nuclear
discourse within South Korea.®

The abovementioned literature identifies critical factors that have shaped South
Korea’s nuclear debate, but they do not sufficiently explain the fluctuations and evolution
of South Korea’s nuclear discourse. Particularly at the elite level, the nuclear debate has
not evolved linearly or directly proportional to any one condition. The elite-level nuclear
debate in South Korea (hereinafter referred to as simply “nuclear debate”) must be

examined with an understanding and analytical framework of domestic politics.

Theoretical Framework

Two variables shape the activity and momentum of the nuclear debate within
South Korea. The external threat environment of the Korean Peninsula is an important
determinant of the level of activity of the nuclear debate. As North Korea advances its
capabilities and increases threats of crisis on the Korean Peninsula, media editorials and
policy circles respond with increased calls for direct action by the government to manage
escalating tensions, including with nuclear weapons. The United States also plays a
crucial role in the peninsular environment as not only an influential actor in inter-Korean
developments but also the provider of security protection and nuclear capabilities to
South Korea. However, the external environment is not a sufficient explanation for
understanding the manner in which South Korea’s nuclear debate and its direction of

momentum has progressed.

8 Stephen Herzog and Lauren Sukin, “The Dueling Nuclear Nightmares Behind the South Korean
President’s Alarming Comments,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, January 25, 2023,
https://carnegieendowment.org/2023/01/25/dueling-nuclear-nightmares-behind-south-korean-president-s-
alarming-comments-pub-88879.
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South Korea’s domestic politics must also be considered in order to understand
the full scope and nuances of the nuclear discourse. For the purposes of this thesis,
domestic political conditions are analyzed in terms of the degree of the leadership’s
political vulnerability and public perceptions regarding the effectiveness of the
government’s security policies. Domestic conditions not only determine the center of
gravity within the nuclear debate but also shape the momentum of nuclear arguments and
how pro-nuclear supporters utilize the nuclear issue to influence the government’s
policies.

High public approval ratings and support for the government in both domestic and
foreign affairs expand the government’s ability to pursue bold policy initiatives and
assume greater flexibility in its management of key issues. The gravity of the nuclear
debate focuses on realistic and risk-averse proposals for nuclear armament against a
politically strong president while prioritizing risk-acceptant options such as indigenous
nuclear development toward a politically weak president. Furthermore, public
perceptions of the government’s effectiveness in managing the country’s security
environment either empower or weaken the arguments put forth by nuclear supporters.
Within both domestic conditions, whether the president is conservative or progressive
ultimately determines if nuclear supporters will utilize the nuclear issue to persuade or
criticize the leadership and its handling of key domestic and foreign challenges.

The dependent variable is the activity and momentum of South Korea’s nuclear
debate, shaped by the interplay between external and internal factors. The level of activity
within the nuclear debate is calculated along two parameters. The primary methodology

created to measure the activity of the nuclear debate is the quantity of Korean-language



opinion editorials posted to South Korea’s major conservative news outlets (Chosun Ilbo,
Joongang Ilbo, and Donga Ilbo) that support a nuclear South Korea and the quantity of
opinion editorials posted to South Korea’s major progressive news outlets (Hankyoreh,
Kyunghyang Shinmun, and OhmyNews) that oppose the consideration of nuclear options
for South Korea. Figure 1.2 presents the number of pro-nuclear and anti-nuclear editorials
posted to the six media outlets during the Moon and Yoon administrations. In total, ninety
editorials on South Korea’s top conservative news websites argued for nuclear
acquisition, and thirty-six editorials on South Korea’s top progressive news websites
argued against nuclearization across the eighty-month period. In addition to the quantity
of compiled news editorials, the content of each article is analyzed to unpack the types of
nuclear arguments presented by advocates. Media analysis of which arguments were most
presented by pro-nuclear supporters allows for a concrete and qualitative understanding

of the center of gravity within the nuclear debate.

Figure 1.2. Nuclear Debate as Quantity of Opinion Editorials on Nuclear Options
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Second, an examination of the level and type of attention the nuclear debate
garnered from the major political parties in South Korea will assess whether government
and political officials acknowledged the merits of a nuclear pathway, as well as the extent
to which the nuclear debate impacted the political strategies of certain politicians. The
engagement by government officials or members of the ruling and opposition parties with
the nuclear debate indicates the strength and influence of the elite-level discussions.
Furthermore, the types of responses made by government officials and whether they
emboldened or restrained the nuclear debate highlight the importance of governmental
legitimation.

This thesis will conclude that the nuclear debate is not constant, nor does the
discourse evolve in a linear manner. Rather, the nuclear debate fluctuates in terms of both
activity and momentum depending on changes to internal and external conditions. A sole
examination of the nuclear debate as a product of South Korea’s external environment is
insufficient in analyzing the nuances of the discourse. This thesis will incorporate the lens
of South Korean domestic politics, contributing a deeper analysis of South Korea’s
nuclear debate and a comprehensive examination of internal and external factors shaping

the elite-level nuclear discourse to existing literature.



Chapter Two: The Nuclear Debate During the Moon Jae-in Administration

The inauguration of the Moon Jae-in administration in May 2017 marked the
return of progressive political leadership after ten years of conservative rule in South
Korea. Despite the Moon administration’s pledge to pursue reconciliation with North
Korea and establish a peace regime on the Korean Peninsula, nuclear advocates
continued to press for the progressive government to consider policies of nuclear
acquisition.

The nuclear debate under the Moon administration is divided into three periods.
The first period, defined by tit-for-tat escalation between South Korea, North Korea, and
the United States, experienced an external threat environment of growing crisis resulting
from unpredictable decision-making by the North Korean and U.S. leadership. The Moon
administration would manage the external turbulence with a balanced diplomatic strategy
of carrots and sticks amid high public support for the government’s handling of other
domestic priorities. This led to an active nuclear debate centered around the argument of
redeploying tactical nuclear weapons, but a debate that was unable to induce tangible
policy changes within the government.

The shift to summitry between the three countries at the beginning of 2018
marked the second period of unprecedented engagement and high-level summit meetings,
reducing tensions surrounding the Korean Peninsula and leading to high public support
for the Moon administration’s policies toward North Korea. Despite growing political
contention surrounding several domestic policies pursued by the Moon administration,

high public support for the government’s diplomatic endeavors with North Korea and an



external environment no longer characterized by escalatory tensions led to a dormant
nuclear debate.

However, the abrupt ending of the U.S.-North Korea summit in Hanoi without an
agreement between the two countries ushered in a period of stalemate in which tensions
on the Korean Peninsula increased once again. Various domestic developments, including
controversy surrounding the Moon administration’s reform agenda and foreign policy
priorities, led to a revived nuclear debate that shifted toward arguments for developing an
independent nuclear weapons program.

July 2017 to January 2018: Period of Tit-for-Tat Escalation

The period between July 2017 and January 2018 was characterized by heightened
inter-Korean tensions as a result of numerous North Korean missile tests, escalatory
rhetoric between North Korea and the United States, and efforts by the Moon
administration to balance between diplomacy and deterrence in its policies toward the
North. High public support for President Moon and his political priorities prevented the
nuclear debate from impinging on the government’s efforts, but the debate nonetheless
captured the attention of political elites and conservative politicians amid volatile and

unpredictable external developments.

External Threat Environment

During the period between North Korea’s first successful test of an
intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) and its announcement of a moratorium on long-
range testing, South Korean perceptions of the external threat environment surrounding

the Korean Peninsula were high. North Korea’s advancing military capabilities and



escalatory rhetoric, as well as the role and behavior of the United States, were the

primary drivers of the perceived instability of the threat environment.

North Korean Capabilities and Behavior

On July 4, 2017, North Korea tested its first [CBM capable of reaching the
mainland United States. North Korean state media confirmed the country had acquired a
new capability for its nuclear deterrent, noting that “the whole U.S. mainland [was]
within the striking range of the DPRK.”® The United States confirmed that the Hwasong-
14 ICBM had a flight time of 37 minutes—the longest to date—and South Korea
confirmed a range of approximately 930 kilometers for the missile’s flight distance.°
That same month, North Korea tested a second Hwasong-14 ICBM with a longer range
and flight time than its first test-launch, highlighting a steady advance in its missile
technologies and capabilities.

North Korea’s sixth nuclear test on September 3 demonstrated a hydrogen bomb
that registered the most powerful blast by a North Korean nuclear test to date. North
Korean media announced that Kim Jong-un had overseen the hydrogen bomb being
loaded into an ICBM, signifying North Korea’s focus on developing a nuclear-capable

ICBM.* On November 29, North Korea test-launched its new Hwasong-15 ICBM and

declared the completion of its nuclear force. In less than five months, North Korea had

9 “ICBM Test-Launch Is Demonstration of Juche Korea’s Invincible Might: KCNA Commentary,” Korea
Central News Agency, July 5, 2017, https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/276947/icbm-test-launch-is-
demonstration-of-juche-koreas-invincible-might-kcna-commentary/.

10 Terri Moon Cronk, “U.S., South Korea Conduct Exercise Following North Korean Missile Launch,”
Department of Defense, July 5, 2017, https://www.defense.gov/News/News-
Stories/Article/Article/1237914/us-south-korea-conduct-exercise-following-north-korean-missile-launch/;
Lee Joo-hyeong, “Take Appropriate Countermeasures If ICBM,” Kookbang Ilbo, July 5, 2017,
https://kookbang.dema.mil.kr/newsWeb/20170705/12/ATCE_CTGR_0010010000/view.do.

11 «“Kim Jong Un Gives Guidance to Nuclear Weaponization,” Rodong Shinmun, September 3, 2017,
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1530446543-704838017/kim-jong-un-gives-guidance-to-nuclear-

weaponization/.
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increased its missile flight time by 14 minutes, flight distance by 17 kilometers, and
maximum altitude by 1,673 kilometers.'?> With the expanded range of North Korea’s
missile capability and simultaneous progress in nuclear technology, the country had
demonstrated its ability to threaten both U.S. and South Korean cities.

North Korean behavior and rhetoric regarding its nuclear capabilities escalated
alongside rising tensions between the United States and North Korea. On August 8,
President Trump stated that North Korea would be met with “fire and fury like the world
has never seen,” which led to North Korean General Kim Rak Gyom releasing a
statement that the country was considering military strikes against Guam.'® Coupled with
North Korean threats to attack Seoul and public discussions in Washington regarding the
option to launch pre-emptive attacks against Pyongyang, escalating rhetoric between the
United States and North Korea led to broad public concern in South Korea regarding the
possibility of a crisis on the Korean Peninsula.

After President Trump warned to “totally destroy” North Korea in a speech at the
UN General Assembly, Kim Jong-un directly responded by stating he would “consider
with seriousness exercising of a corresponding, highest level of hard-line countermeasure

in history.”?* The unprecedented nature of Kim’s direct response to Trump and threats of

12 Calculations are based on data provided by the North Korean state media. See “Report of DPRK
Academy of Defence Science,” Korea Central News Agency, July 4, 2017,
https://kecnawatch.org/mewstream/1499169714-728196590/report-of-dprk-academy-of-defence-science/;
“Kim Jong Un Guides Test-fire of ICBM Hwasong-15,” Korea Central News Agency, November 29, 2017,
https://kecnawatch.org/newstream/283577/kim-jong-un-guides-test-fire-of-icbm-hwasong-15/.

13 Scott Neuman, “Trump Says U.S. Will Meet North Korean Threats With Fire And Fury,” NPR, August 8,
2017, https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/08/08/542299360/trump-says-u-s-will-meet-north-
korean-threats-with-fire-and-fury. For North Korea’s official statement, see “KPA Will Take Practical

Action: Commander of Strategic Force,” Rodong Sinmun, August 11, 2017,
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1530446622-101783572/kpa-will-take-practical-action-commander-of-

strategic-force/.
14 «“Full Text of Kim Jong-un’s Response to President Trump,” New York Times, September 22, 2017,

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/22/world/asia/kim-jong-un-trump.html.
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corresponding measures against U.S. threats led to uncertainty regarding an external

confrontation that would inevitably involve South Korea.

The Role of the United States

Meanwhile, President Trump’s unconventional leadership style and worldview
contributed to South Korean concerns regarding its external security environment.
Donald Trump entered office in 2017 with a transactional and mercantilist view toward
alliances in which U.S. allies had been taking advantage of the United States and must
increase their burden-sharing contributions. The Trump administration defined its
“America First” approach toward U.S. foreign policy as a strategy of “principled realism”
that prioritized U.S. national interests and values, emphasizing that the United States
would maintain its global leadership but encourage other countries to do their fair share.®
Concerns regarding U.S. unilateralism led allies around the world, including South
Korea, to openly wonder if their respective alliances with the United States would
weaken under Trump’s leadership.

With regards to South Korea, President Trump criticized the Korea-U.S. Free
Trade Agreement (KORUS FTA) as a “horrible deal” that needed to be renegotiated or
terminated and called on South Korea to increase its financial contributions to U.S.

defense systems in the country.'® President Trump’s visit to South Korea in November

2017 highlighted his commitment to maintaining the U.S.-South Korea alliance and

15 “President Donald J. Trump at the United Nations General Assembly: Outlining an America First Foreign
Policy,” White House, September 20, 2017, https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-
statements/president-donald-j-trump-united-nations-general-assembly-outlining-america-first-foreign-

policy/.
16 Stephen J. Adler, Jeff Mason, and Steve Holland, “Exclusive - Trump Vows to Fix or Scrap South Korea

Trade Deal, Wants Missile System Payment,” Reuters, April 28, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-
usa-trump-southkorea-exclusive/exclusive-trump-vows-to-fix-or-scrap-south-korea-trade-deal-wants-
missile-system-payment-idUSKBN17U09M/.
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signaled reassurance amid growing South Korean anxieties about U.S. leadership.
However, concerns remained regarding potential gaps between the U.S. and South
Korean governments in political priorities and desired approaches toward the North. The
unpredictable nature of the Trump administration and criticisms of the U.S.-South Korea
partnership exacerbated South Korean views toward the country’s security environment
and the level of protection it could rely on in the event of a conflict.
Domestic Politics

Within South Korean domestic politics, the political strength of the Moon
administration during his first year in office and the pursuit of various security policies to
address growing turmoil in South Korea’s external environment also factored into the
contours of the country’s nuclear debate. The strength of President Moon’s support base
and the effectiveness of the government’s security policies influenced public perceptions
regarding the government’s ability to manage the external threat environment. The
combination of these two factors shaped the domestic political environment surrounding

President Moon’s policy choices and implementation.

Degree of Political Vulnerability

Against the backdrop of previous President Park Geun-hye’s corruption scandal
and nationwide candlelight demonstrations that led to her impeachment, President Moon
Jae-in entered office with the pledge to eradicate “deep-rooted evils” that had
17

accumulated within the government during the prior conservative administrations.

President Moon’s promise to reduce corruption and offer clean leadership was welcomed

17 “What Moon Jae-in Pledged to Do as President,” Korea Herald, May 10, 2017,
https://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20170509000521.
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positively among the South Korean public as much-needed stability after the turbulence
of former President Park’s impeachment. Gallup Korea’s first public poll for the new
administration showed President Moon’s approval rating at 84 percent—the highest
among South Korea’s democratically elected leaders.*® Notably, 94 percent of
progressives and 67 percent of conservatives positively evaluated President Moon’s
performance, indicating broad bipartisan support for his leadership.

One of the Moon administration’s top priorities while in office was to reform the
Korean Prosecution Service (KPS), a governmental institution situated under the Ministry
of Justice in charge of investigating and filing charges—an institution that had long faced
criticisms for possessing outsized power and influence. The history of prosecutorial-
executive cooperation during South Korea’s authoritarian era to target and punish pro-
democracy activists has led past progressive leaders to pursue institutional reform of the
prosecution as a leading priority once in power.'® President Moon’s pursuit of
prosecutorial reform would involve strong executive oversight and envisioned the
presidential office as the central control tower spearheading reform efforts to adjust
investigative rights between the prosecution and police services. During this period,
public optimism and expectations toward President Moon’s ability to achieve reform

were high.

18 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 261 (First Week of June 2017) — First Performance Evaluation After Presidential
Inauguration, Prime Minister, Personnel Hearings,” Gallup, June 1, 2017,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=836.

19 Scott Snyder, The United States-South Korea Alliance: Why It May Fail and Why It Must Not (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2023), 71-73. For prosecutorial reform pursued by previous progressive
leadership, see June Eun-joo, “Moon Jae-in’s Prosecutorial Reform Learned From Roh Moo-hyun’s
Frustrations...Critical Moment for the National Assembly,” Hankyoreh, August 17, 2018,
https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/society/society_general/906075.html; Lee Hyo-sang, “Opportunity to Review
Thirty Years of Prosecutorial Reform After Amendments to the Prosecutor’s Office Act and the Criminal
Procedure Act,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, May 3, 2022, https://m.khan.co.kr/article/202205031755001.
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Other reform initiatives as part of the Moon administration’s pledge to eradicate
societal evils included regulating and stabilizing the real estate market, increasing the
minimum wage, and expanding affordable healthcare. A Hankyoreh poll conducted in
August found that participants overwhelmingly supported President Moon’s reform
efforts—71.8 percent support for real estate policies, 74.4 percent support for increasing
the minimum wage, and 69.2 percent support for healthcare policies.?° Similarly, a Gallup
Korea poll evaluating President Moon’s first six months in office found that
“reform/eradicating deep-rooted evils/desire to reform” was the second highest reason
among those who supported the president.?* While the battle over the Moon
administration’s reform efforts would become contentious and weaken the government
during later periods, the degree of political vulnerability associated with the Moon

administration and its domestic policies during this period was relatively low.

Effectiveness of Security Policies

The second subcomponent of domestic politics that shaped the Moon
administration during this period involved its policies toward North Korea and public
perceptions. President Moon returned the country’s approach toward North Korea to a
policy of engagement and dialogue. With the vision of achieving “peaceful coexistence
and co-prosperity,” the Moon administration’s North Korea policy consisted of three

objectives: resolving the North Korean nuclear issue and establishing permanent peace,

20 Choi Hye-jung, “Support for Reform Policies Exceeds 70 Percent...Skyrocketing Approval Ratings for
President Moon,” Hankyoreh, August 14, 2017, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/politics/assembly/806663.html.
21 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 282 (First Week of November 2017) — Evaluation by Sector of Six Months
Since Presidential Inauguration,” Gallup, November 2, 2017,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=873.
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developing a sustainable inter-Korean relationship, and creating a new economic
community on the Korean Peninsula.??

President Moon outlined his administration’s roadmap for peace on the Korean
Peninsula, titled the “Berlin Peace Initiative,” on July 6. In his speech, President Moon
presented the following proposals to create a breakthrough in inter-Korean relations: the
two Koreas resolve pressing humanitarian issues by holding inter-Korean Red Cross talks
to discuss the reunion of separated family members; North Korea participates in the
PyeongChang Winter Olympics planned for February 2018; the two Koreas agree to
mutually halt acts of hostility around the Military Demarcation Line; and President
Moon’s willingness to meet with Kim Jong-un if certain conditions were met.?3

The Moon administration’s dialogue-focused policy approach toward North Korea
faced immediate challenges as North Korea launched a ballistic missile only five days
after President Moon’s inauguration. However, President Moon’s balanced approach,
which included both stern condemnation of North Korea’s actions and continued focus on
pursuing dialogue, received broad bipartisan support. Both progressive and conservative
commentators highlighted the importance of President Moon’s emphasis on taking the
driver’s seat in inter-Korean affairs and expressed support for his firm response against

North Korea’s missile tests.?* Public opinion polls during this period showed high support

22 “Moon Jae-in’s Policy on the Korean Peninsula,” Ministry of Unification,
https://www.korea.net/FILE/pdfdata/2018/04/PolicyontheKoreanPeninsula EN.PDF.

23 «“Address at the Korber Foundation, Germany,” Office of the President, July 6, 2017,

24 For progressive edltorlals see “President Moon Calls for Stern Response to North Korean Ballistic
Missile Launch,” Hankyoreh, May 15,2017,

https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e northkorea/794814.html; “South Korea’s Leading Role in
Solving the North Korean Nuclear Issue,” Hankyoreh, June 22,2017,

https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/english_editorials/799820.html. For conservative editorials,
see Choi Jang-jib, “The New Government and Task of Peaceful Coexistence on the Korean Peninsula,”

Joongang Ilbo, May 14, 2017, https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/21571360#home; Moon Byung-gi,
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for the progressive policy of engagement toward North Korea, and public approval for
President Moon’s North Korea policy was 53 percent (74 percent among Democratic
Party supporters) during his one-hundredth day in office and 45 percent (65 percent
among Democratic Party supporters) during his sixth month in office.?

While there was general public support for the direction of the government’s
policy toward North Korea, there were also conservative criticisms of President Moon’s
emphasis on diplomacy. Conservative commentators pushed back against the
administration’s conciliatory gestures toward North Korea without reciprocation and
expressed concerns that priority gaps between the United States and South Korea would
lead to U.S.-North Korean negotiating efforts excluding South Korea.?® The Moon
administration would maintain its focus on inter-Korean diplomacy—despite the
concerns of conservative critics—while simultaneously bolstering South Korea’s military
capabilities.

The Moon administration pursued various policy measures to enhance South

Korea’s defense posture and deterrent capabilities as part of its goal to implement the

“Furious President Moon Says If North Korea Crosses the Red Line, It Is Unclear What the U.S.-South
Korea Response Will Be,” Donga Ilbo, July 5, 2017,
https://www.donga.com/news/Politics/article/all/20170705/85203245/1.

% Lee Sang-sin, “Public Opinion on the Moon Jae-in Administration’s Unification and North Korea
Policy,” Korea Institute for National Unification, August 8, 2017,
https://repo.kinu.or.kr/bitstream/2015.0ak/8475/1/0001485058.pdf; “Daily Opinion Poll for January to
December 2017,” Gallup, December 14, 2017,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=888.

% Lee Cheol-hee, “North Korea Provokes With ‘Juche Missile’...Is It the Right Time to Propose Inter-
Korean Summit and Easing of Sanctions,” Donga Ilbo, May 23, 2017,
https://www.donga.com/en/List/article/all/20170523/931647/1?m=kor; “Continued Lack of Response From
North Korea...The Moon Administration Faces ‘Korea Passing’ Crisis,” Hankook Ilbo, August 1, 2017,
https://www.hankookilbo.com/News/Read/201708012072611855; “North Korean Provocations Have
Passed the Turning Point, Unclear Response From Government,” Chosun Ilbo, August 30, 2017,
https://www.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2017/08/29/2017082903097.html.
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government’s Defense Reform 2.0 policy.?’ President Moon’s pledge to increase South
Korea’s defense budget, his success in gaining notional approval from President Trump to
lift the payload limit on South Korean missiles, and the decision to temporarily deploy
Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) units were welcomed as necessary
security measures in response to North Korea’s growing capabilities.?® Such moves to
increase South Korea’s military and warfighting capabilities were steps toward
transferring wartime operational control (OPCON) to the South Korean military, a policy
goal prioritized by the Moon administration. The debate over OPCON is long, polarized,
and predominantly supported by progressives, but President Moon’s pledge to reclaim
OPCON received conservative acknowledgment of the need to possess an independent

military but overlaid with concerns regarding the pace of the administration’s efforts.?°

2742018 Defense White Paper,” Ministry of National Defense,
https://www.mnd.go.kr/user/mndEN/upload/pblictn/PBLICTNEBOOK 201908070153390840.pdf.

2 For views on the proposed defense budget increase, see “The Three Tasks of National Defense Are
Fostering a Strong Army, OPCON Transfer, and Eradicating Corruption in the Defense Industry,” Money
Today, July 19, 2017, https://news.mt.co.kr/mtview.php?no=2017071907597623437; “Assessing
Administrations That Genuinely Prioritize Security By Examining Defense Budgets... Average Increase of
8.9 Percent Under Participatory Government,” Korea Herald, December 10, 2017,
http://news.heraldcorp.com/military/view.php?ud=20171210000337. For views on the revised guidelines to
South Korean missiles, see “The Development of a Two-Ton Monster Missile With the Weight of a Tactical
Nuclear Warhead,” Korea Times, September 5, 2017,
http://www.koreatimes.com/article/20170905/1074268; “The United States and South Korea Revise
Missile Guidelines,” Money Today, September 6, 2017,
https:/news.mt.co.kr/mtview.php?no=2017090608487696095; “Recovery of Missile Sovereignty,”
Hankyung, November 9, 2017, https://www.hankyung.com/article/2017110809571. For views on the
deployment of THAAD, see “Controversy Surrounding THAAD Deployment, We Must Overcome
Domestic Divisions and Come Together to Persuade China,” Korea Herald, September 7, 2017,
https://biz.heraldcorp.com/view.php?ud=20170907000451.

29 To read about the history of the OPCON issue, see Seoyeon Yoon, “South Korea’s Wartime Operational
Control Transfer Debate: From an Organizational Perspective,” Journal of International and Area

Studies 22, no. 2 (2015): 89-108, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43748526. For conservative editorials, see
“Hasty OPCON Transfer Could Repeat Roh Administration’s Failure,” Donga Ilbo, August 29, 2017,
https://www.donga.com/en/List/article/all/20170829/1041745/1 ; “Autonomous National Defense Takes
More Than Just Words,” Maeil Shinmun, October 14, 2017,
https://www.imaeil.com/page/view/2017101400284113614.
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Overall, progressive supporters praised President Moon’s efforts to expand South
Korea’s independent military capabilities while continuing to express willingness to
engage with North Korea. Although conservative outlets continued to publish critical
articles regarding President Moon’s ability to manage the North Korean threat, there was
some acknowledgment of the need for President Moon’s defense initiatives amid
concerning and uncertain external developments.

With public approval ratings ranging in the seventies during this period, President
Moon’s ability to manage the escalatory dynamics of the country’s external threat
environment arose from the administration’s focus on reinforcing South Korea’s military
deterrent while maintaining an openness to engage in dialogue with North Korea under
the right conditions. However, North Korea’s continued provocations and lack of
reciprocation to offers of engagement represented the greatest vulnerability to President

Moon’s agenda.

Nature of the Nuclear Debate

The high external threat environment characterized by the acute sense of threat
from North Korea and public concerns of entrapment in a regional conflict due to U.S.
unpredictability, alongside public support for the Moon administration’s domestic
priorities and views that the government was effectively managing security challenges,
largely shaped the nuclear debate during this period. The nuclear discourse was active
and garnered a large volume of pro-nuclear media editorials. High public support toward
the Moon administration’s domestic agenda led to nuclear advocates rallying around the
argument of redeploying U.S. tactical nuclear weapons, which was viewed as more

feasible and risk-averse than other nuclear options such as independent nuclear

19



development. However, the government’s commitment toward an anti-nuclearization
posture and a pro-diplomacy policy toward North Korea reduced the momentum of the
nuclear debate and prevented nuclear arguments from neutralizing the Moon
administration’s political agenda.
Volume of Media Editorials

During this period, conservative media outlets published numerous editorials,
expert columns, and opinion pieces that supported a nuclear South Korea. Chosun Ilbo,
Joongang Ilbo, and Donga Ilbo collectively published forty-three opinion editorials that
explicitly called on the government to pursue or consider pursuing nuclear armament.
Figure 2.1. Quantity of Opinion Editorials During Period One Under the Moon
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As shown in Figure 2.1, the number of editorials supporting a nuclear South
Korea spiked in the month of September. The primary drivers of the sudden increase were

South Korean Defense Minister Song Young-moo’s statement during a National
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Assembly hearing that he brought up the issue of redeploying U.S. tactical nuclear
weapons in a meeting with U.S. Defense Secretary Jim Mattis and North Korea’s sixth
nuclear test.%® A Joongang Ilbo editorial stated that Minister Song’s comments were
“appropriate” as they reflected the South Korean public’s desires and sense of crisis,
while a Chosun Ilbo editorial argued that North Korea’s nuclear test had shifted the
security landscape on the Korean Peninsula and necessitated the consideration of nuclear
policies previously considered taboo.3! The combination of potential consideration of
nuclear options by the government and an explicit demonstration of North Korean
capabilities most rallied nuclear proponents around the necessity of promoting nuclear
options during this period.

The majority of pro-nuclear editorials supported the policy option of redeploying
U.S. tactical nuclear weapons to South Korea. Due to the unpredictability and instability
of South Korea’s external security environment, nuclear proponents argued for South
Korea to acquire nuclear weapons to restore military balance on the peninsula, avoid
falling victim to North Korea’s nuclear coercion, and engage in dialogue with the North
to achieve mutual denuclearization. Numerous conservative editorials highlighted the
necessity of redeploying tactical nuclear weapons amid North Korea’s emerging status as

a “de-facto nuclear state” and questions regarding the reliability of the U.S. nuclear

30 Anna Fifield, “South Korea’s Defense Minister Suggests Bringing Back Tactical U.S. Nuclear Weapons,”
Washington Post, September 4, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/south-koreas-defense-

minister-raises-the-idea-of-bringing-back-tactical-us-nuclear-weapons/2017/09/04/7a468314-9155-11¢7-

b9bc-b2{7903bab0d_story.html.

31 Jeon Yeong-gee, “We Cannot Live as a Nuclear Colony,” Joongang Ilbo, September 3, 2017,
https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/21902100; “President Moon Should Stand in Front of the Public and
Reveal the Republic of Korea’s Future Path,” Chosun Ilbo, September 5, 2017,
https://www.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2017/09/04/2017090402785.html.
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umbrella.®? By returning U.S. tactical nuclear weapons to South Korea, these editorials
stated that South Korea would no longer be held hostage by North Korea’s nuclear
weapons and a “balance of fear” would be achieved on the Korean Peninsula, thereby
reducing the likelihood of an inter-Korean conflict and providing an incentive for
dialogue and cooperation through the establishment of mutual nuclear deterrence.

Proponents also pointed to the fact that the United States had stationed tactical
nuclear weapons in South Korea during the Cold War for over thirty years. Due to the
historical precedent of U.S. nuclear weapons stationed in South Korea and the ongoing
deployment of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons in Europe under the NATO nuclear-sharing
arrangement, redeploying U.S. tactical nuclear weapons was viewed as the most feasible
and immediate pathway for South Korea to establish nuclear deterrence against a
belligerent North Korea.

Compared to the possibility of South Korea independently developing nuclear
weapons, supporters of redeploying tactical nuclear weapons argued that an independent
nuclear option required either gaining international approval to avoid sanctions to allow
for a nuclear South Korea under the global nonproliferation regime or accepting the
economic costs of pursuing nuclear development without U.S. or global approval. While
an independent nuclear weapons program was favored by those who understood the
technical difficulties of redeploying U.S. nuclear weapons and those who desired a

security policy that reduced South Korean reliance on external actors, the policy option of

32 Lee Yong-soo and Lee Min-seok, “Redeploying Tactical Nuclear Weapons Is Realistic...Independent
Nuclear Armament as Last Card,” Chosun Ilbo, September 5, 2017,
https://www.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2017/09/05/2017090500274.html; Kim Yeol-su, “Seize the
Day, Bring Back Nukes,” Joongang Ilbo, September 13,2017,
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2017/09/13/columns/Seize-the-day-bring-back-nukes/3038371.html;
Kim Min-seok, “Redeployment of Tactical Nuclear Weapons to Create Nuclear Balance Is Realistic,”
Joongang Ilbo, September 14, 2017, https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/21938437#home.
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redeploying U.S. nuclear weapons gained majority support among advocates within the
nuclear discourse.*?

Meanwhile, Hankyoreh, Kyunghyang Shinmun, and OhmyNews collectively
published sixteen editorials that explicitly criticized arguments for nuclear armament. The
primary objection was that such a pursuit would be unfeasible, unnecessary, and costly.
Opponents argued that nuclear options violated the principle of denuclearization outlined
in the 1992 Joint Declaration of the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, weakened
South Korea’s authority in calling for North Korea’s denuclearization, and would lead to
regional destabilization by triggering a nuclear arms race in Northeast Asia.

In particular, numerous editorials on Hankyoreh and Kyunghyang Shinmun
expressed anger and disappointment at Minister Song’s remarks on the possibility of
redeploying U.S. nuclear weapons, stressing the need for the government to clarify if
Song’s statement reflected a policy shift in the government and arguing against the
military utility of nuclear weapons in South Korea.®* The need to pursue a policy of
diplomacy toward North Korea would unify and drive progressive support for President

Moon’s agenda and progressive criticisms of conservative calls for nuclear weapons.

33 For opinion editorials that argued for independent nuclear armament during this period, see Min Byeong-
gwon, “To Avoid Becoming a Nuclear Hostage, We Must Go Beyond Tactical Nuclear Weapons and Pursue
Independent Nuclear Development,” Segye Ilbo, September 10, 2017,
https://www.sedaily.com/NewsView/1OKZ34L7DQ/GD0101; Park Hee-seok, “The Torn U.S. Nuclear
Umbrella Cannot Protect South Korea...A Nuclear Program Can be Developed in Six Months Without
Nuclear Tests,” Chosun Ilbo, September 17,2017,
http://m.monthly.chosun.com/client/mdaily/daily_view.asp?idx=1461&Newsnumb=2017091461.

34 “The Discussion on Tactical Nuclear Weapons Should Not be Overlooked, Reveal the Truth,”
Kyunghyang Shinmun, September 1, 2017,
https://www.khan.co.kr/opinion/editorial/article/201709012050015; “Defense Minister Raises Option of
Bringing Tactical Nuclear Weapons Back to South Korea,” Hankyoreh, September 6, 2017,
https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_national/809931.html.
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In addition to explicitly pushing back against arguments posed by nuclear
proponents, progressive news outlets continued to voice support for the Moon
administration’s efforts to engage with North Korea, calling on the Kim regime to
abandon its military development and take advantage of the Moon administration’s
outreach. North Korean missile and nuclear tests were met with editorials pushing for the
North to consider dialogue rather than continued provocations that would exacerbate its
diplomatic isolation and hardships while advocating for the Moon administration to take
the lead in engaging with North Korea.®® Even in the face of continued provocations by
the North and a lack of response to the Moon administration’s offers of dialogue,
progressive commentators continued to call on North Korea to seize the opportunity for
inter-Korean reconciliation.

Political Party Response

The nuclear debate also garnered heightened attention and statements from
officials in both the ruling and opposition parties, even drawing the attention of President
Moon. This highlights the position of the nuclear debate within mainstream discussions
and the divide among politicians in both political camps on the issue of nuclear
armament.

During this period, the main opposition party (Liberty Korea Party/ LKP) and
minor opposition parties (the People’s Party/PP and the Bareun Party/BP) supported the
consideration of South Korea possessing nuclear weapons. Members of the LKP and its

leader, Hong Joon-pyo, emerged as the most vocal advocates of nuclear acquisition. The

3 “North Korea’s Recklessness Heightens Crisis With Nighttime Missile Provocation,” Hankyoreh, July
28,2017, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/804745.html; Hwang Jae-ok, “There Is Already a
Solution to North Korean Nuclear Weapons and Missiles,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, July 31, 2017,
https://www.khan.co.kr/opinion/column/article/201707311108011.
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main opposition party adopted “redeployment of tactical nuclear weapons” as a party
platform and pursued a campaign to gather 10 million signatures to mobilize public
support to pressure the government. Hong argued that such a policy was needed to
overcome the Moon administration’s failed security policies and free the South Korean
people from being hostages of North Korea’s nuclear program.® The LKP even
attempted to gain U.S. support for redeployment by dispatching a special delegation to
the United States to meet with U.S. officials and sending a letter signed by seventy-four
party members to President Trump.3” The party’s efforts were heavily criticized by both
the Moon administration and the ruling party as pushing for nuclear war rather than peace
on the peninsula.

The Bareun Party, a minor opposition party composed of twenty-nine lawmakers
who defected from the Saenuri Party/Liberty Korea Party, also supported the need for
nuclear balance. In a speech at the National Assembly, Bareun Party leader Joo Ho-young
argued for President Moon to consider nuclear balance “whether it is redeploying tactical
nuclear weapons or nuclear sharing” so that South Korea could directly administer
nuclear weapons and possess nuclear retaliatory capabilities.® The subsequent defection

of around half of the Bareun Party members, including Representative Joo in November

% Hong Joon-pyo, “The Online, Offline Signature Campaign to Gather 10 Million Citizens for
Redeployment of Tactical Nuclear Weapons Begins Today,” Facebook, September 10, 2017,
https://www.facebook.com/joonpyohong? I /posts/pfbid035mGHIA3Bxs66y6GXxzL1Yrx3kU4TUeeaGilv
LeTsLLBpVxrPWyiNSMPK TnpCUHUJI.

37 Jeong Sang-won, “The Liberty Korea Party Dispatches Special Envoys to Visit the United States to
Demand the Redeployment of Tactical Nuclear Weapons on the Korean Peninsula,” Hankook Ilbo,
September 13, 2017, https://m.hankookilbo.com/News/Read/201709131677965702?did=tw; Kim Bong-
gee, “Seventy-Four Members of the Liberty Korea Party Write Letter for U.S. President Trump Demanding
Redeploying Tactical Nuclear Weapons... The South Korean People’s Survival Is Threatened By North
Korean Development of the Absolute Weapon,” Chosun Ilbo, September 12,2017,
https://www.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2017/09/12/2017091202360.html.

% Yoo Jeong-in, “National Assembly Representative Joo Ho-young’s Speech: ‘Nuclear Balance. .. We Must
Have Immediate Nuclear Retaliatory Capabilities,”” Kyunghyang Shinmun, September 7, 2017,
https://m.khan.co.kr/politics/politics-general/article/201709071028001#c2b.
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2017, to the LKP would weaken the minor party’s influence on the issue but increase the
number of nuclear supporters within the main opposition party.

Meanwhile, the minor People’s Party was internally divided over the issue of
nuclear armament. The opinions of PP members included supporting nuclear armament to
deter North Korea, pursuing NATO-style nuclear-sharing with the United States, and
opposing such options due to continued commitment to the principle of
denuclearization.®® The party’s founder and leader, Ahn Cheol-soo, also vocalized his
objection to stationing tactical nuclear weapons in South Korea but later shifted his
stance to argue that “all options must be put on the table and reviewed” after North
Korea’s sixth nuclear test.*° As one of South Korea’s most prominent third-party
politicians during this period, Ahn’s evolution toward the nuclear issue amid changes to
South Korea’s external threat environment represented the heightened sense of urgency
that emerged within the nuclear discourse after North Korea’s nuclear test in September.

Notably, the momentum of the nuclear debate was partly assuaged by the Blue
House’s explicit opposition to the consideration of nuclear options for the country.
Officials within the Moon administration continued to push back against advocates of
nuclear armament, emphasizing the government’s firm commitment to the principle of
denuclearizing the Korean Peninsula outlined in the Joint Declaration of the

Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula and stating that South Korea had sufficient

39 Nam Goong-min, “Lee Un-ju: ‘Nuclear Armament Is Inevitable’...The People’s Party Debates Nuclear
Armament,” Money Today, August 31,2017,
https://news.mt.co.kr/mtview.php?no=2017083114401795312;

40 Cho Mi-deop, “Lee Un-ju: ‘Nuclear Armament Is Inevitable,” Kim Dong-cheol: ‘NATO-Style Nuclear
Sharing,” Debate About Nuclear Deployment Within People’s Party,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, August 30,
2017, https://www.khan.co.kr/politics/politics-general/article/201708301443001; Park Eung-jin, “Is the
People’s Party Falling Into Conflicts Over Nuclear Weapons...Debates Over Tactical Nuclear Weapons and
Nuclear Armament,” News1, September 18, 2017, https:/www.news1.kr/articles/?3104156.
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deterrence against the North with U.S. extended deterrence.** The Moon administration
routinely highlighted the negative consequences associated with a nuclear South Korea,
namely that it would weaken the grounds for denuclearizing the Korean Peninsula and
could potentially lead to a nuclear arms race in Northeast Asia. When Defense Minister
Song stated that he had mentioned the issue of redeploying U.S. nuclear weapons in a
meeting with Defense Secretary Mattis, the Blue House immediately rebuked Minister
Song’s comment as an individual opinion rather than reflecting the official government
position.*?

In an interview with CNN on September 14, President Moon commented on
South Korea’s nuclear debate and stated his opposition to opinions that South Korea
should develop nuclear weapons or redeploy tactical nuclear weapons, arguing that such a
move would lead to a “nuclear arms race in Northeast Asia.”*® The Moon
administration’s commitment to the principle of denuclearization and preventing regional
destabilization in pursuit of nuclear armament partly dampened the debate surrounding

nuclear weapons as it was seen as unlikely that the government would support such
arguments.
Interplay of Variables

During this period, the external threat environment and domestic politics of

President Moon’s first year in office shaped the activity, direction, and intensity of

41 Kim Han-sol, “Chung Eui-yong: ‘The Current Government Is Not Considering Redeploying Tactical
Nuclear Weapons,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, August 22, 2017, https://www.khan.co.kr/politics/politics-
general/article/201708221957011.

42 “Moon Administration Stands Firmly Against Redeployment of Tactical Nuclear Weapons,” Hankyoreh,
September 13, 2017, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_international/810855.html.

43 Paula Hancocks and James Griffiths, “No Nuclear Weapons in South Korea, Says President Moon,”
CNN, September 14, 2017, https://www.cnn.com/2017/09/14/asia/south-korea-moon-nuclear/index.html.
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arguments put forth by nuclear proponents. The external threat posed by North Korea’s
military capabilities and U.S.-North Korean tensions increased the activity and number of
editorials during this period. North Korea’s demonstration of both its ICBM and nuclear
capabilities signaled a paradigm shift in South Korea’s security calculus as the North
showcased its advancement toward its goal of decoupling the U.S.-South Korea alliance.
As noted in an editorial published by Donga Ilbo, South Korea could no longer solely
rely on the U.S. extended deterrence commitment against North Korea’s advancing
nuclear threat.** Such concerns were exacerbated by South Korean perceptions of
President Trump as an unreliable and unpredictable alliance partner. The combination of
North Korea’s growing capabilities and President Trump’s unpredictability heightened
the sense of crisis among South Korean political circles, increasing the volume of
editorials published during this period arguing for a policy shift that would provide the
necessary protection for South Korea against growing external turmoil.

However, public support for President Moon’s leadership style and reform efforts,
high approval ratings for the administration and progressive policies broadly, and the
government’s balanced approach toward managing the North Korean issue caused
nuclear supporters to argue for the option of redeploying U.S. nuclear assets, rather than
the more extreme and riskier pathway of independent nuclear acquisition. The popularity
of the Moon administration during this period also caused nuclear proponents to utilize
the nuclear issue as a tool of subtle pressure rather than overt and explicit criticism of the

government’s policy direction.

4 «North Korea’s Successful ICBM Is a Paradigm Shift for a Turbulent Korean Peninsula,” Donga Ilbo,
July 5, 2017, https://www.donga.com/news/Opinion/article/all/20170704/85202936/1.
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While nuclear proponents were active in vocalizing their opinions, domestic
conditions surrounding President Moon and his progressive administration prevented
nuclear arguments from swaying the government’s political decision-making. High public
support for President Moon’s domestic policies and the lack of progressive advocates for
nuclear consideration caused the government to maintain its stance in pursuing an agenda
of denuclearization and tension reduction with the North. President Moon’s primary
vulnerability during this period—North Korea’s lack of reciprocation to the government’s
offers for diplomacy—turned into the government’s greatest strength during the next
period, and efforts by President Moon and Kim Jong-un to reset inter-Korean ties would
introduce an unprecedented shift within the nuclear discourse.

January 2018 to June 2019: Period of Summitry

On January 1, 2018, Kim Jong-un expressed “sincere efforts for a detente” within
inter-Korean relations by indicating willingness to engage with South Korea and send a
delegation to the PyeongChang Winter Olympics.*® Kim’s speech began a series of high-
level dialogues and summit meetings between North Korea, South Korea, and the United
States. Three inter-Korean summits and two U.S.-North Korean summits introduced the
possibility of normalized relations with North Korea and prospects for a denuclearized
Korean Peninsula. The Moon administration’s domestic policies would begin to receive
increased skepticism and backlash, but public support for the government’s policies
toward North Korea buttressed President Moon’s continued popularity. In response, the
nuclear debate became stagnant and relegated within discussions on South Korea’s

national security.

4 «Kim Jong Un’s 2018 New Year’s Address,” The National Committee on North Korea,
https://www.ncnk.org/node/1427.
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External Threat Environment

The shift from escalatory and unpredictable threats between North Korea and the
United States to direct diplomatic engagement between the leaders of the three countries
drastically improved South Korea’s security environment. Rather than concerns of a crisis
erupting on the Korean Peninsula, discussions about South Korean security revolved
around the prospects of a denuclearized North Korea and U.S.-South Korean policy

coordination.

North Korean Capabilities and Behavior

On April 20, North Korea announced a moratorium on the testing of long-range
missiles and nuclear weapons. One week later, President Moon and Kim met at the
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) for their first inter-Korean summit meeting. The subsequent
summit on June 12 between President Trump and Kim marked the first bilateral meeting
between a sitting U.S. president and the North Korean leader. Two additional inter-
Korean summits were held in May and September—the highest number of meetings held
between the leaders of the two Koreas.

The U.S.-North Korean and inter-Korean summits produced numerous documents
signed by the leaders of the three countries that included North Korean commitments to

work toward denuclearization.*® In particular, the Agreement on the Implementation of

46 “Panmunjom Declaration for Peace, Prosperity and Unification of the Korean Peninsula,” Signed on
April 27, 2018,
https://www.mofa.go.kr/eng/brd/m_5478/view.do?seq=319130&srchFr=&amp%3BsrchTo=&amp%3Bsrch
Word=&amp%3BsrchTp=&amp%3Bmulti_itm seq=0&amp%3Bitm_seq 1=0&amp%3Bitm_seq 2=0&a
mp%3Bcompany cd=&amp%3Bcompany_nm=&page=1&titleNm=; “Joint Statement of President Donald
J. Trump of the United States of America and Chairman Kim Jong Un of the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea at the Singapore Summit,” Signed on June 12, 2018,
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/joint-statement-president-donald-j-trump-
united-states-america-chairman-kim-jong-un-democratic-peoples-republic-korea-singapore-summit/;
“Pyongyang Joint Declaration of September 2018,” Signed on September 19, 2018,
https://www.ncnk.org/node/1633.
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the Historic Panmunjom Declaration in the Military Domain (also known as the
Comprehensive Military Agreement), which was signed between the top North and South
Korean military officials during the third inter-Korean summit in Pyongyang, outlined
measures for both countries to reduce military tensions and demilitarize the Joint Security
Area in Panmunjom.*’

Notable measures for demilitarization outlined within the agreement included the
ceasing of certain military exercises and designating no-fly zones around the military
demarcation line, the withdrawal of guard posts within the DMZ, the establishment of a
maritime peace zone around the Northern Limit Line, and the implementation of
confidence-building consultations between the two militaries. Despite criticisms that the
agreement would weaken South Korean security against the North, the Comprehensive
Military Agreement was viewed by numerous South Korean security experts as a de-facto
non-aggression agreement and arms control pact that could lead to reduced military
tensions on the Korean Peninsula.*®

The unprecedented nature of Kim’s direct engagement with the leaders of South
Korea and the United States, as well as steps taken by North and South Korea to reduce

the risk of conflict on the peninsula, led to cautious optimism within South Korea

47 «A greement on the Implementation of the Historic Panmunjom Declaration in the Military Domain,”
Signed on September 19, 2018,
https://www.ncnk.org/sites/default/files/Agreement%200n%?20the%20Implementation%200f%20the%20Hi
storic%20Panmunjom%20Declaration%20in%20the%20Military%20Domain.pdf.

48 For criticisms of the CMA, see Yang Yeon-hee and Shim Min-hyeon, “Stop the Inter-Korean
Comprehensive Military Agreement’s Risk of Communizating the Korean Peninsula...Panel Debate
Denounces the Moon Administration’s Security,” Pennmike, November 22, 2018,
http://www.pennmike.com/news/article View.html?idxno=12203. For expert views on the significance, see
Kim Deok-gee, “The Strategic Implications and Implementation of the Inter-Korean Comprehensive
Military Agreement,” Korea Institute for Maritime Strategy, October 21, 2018,
https://kims.or.kr/issubrief/kims-periscope/peril38/; “A Korean Peninsula Without War? The Details and
Implementation Status of the 9.19 Inter-Korean Comprehensive Military Agreement,” Donga Ilbo, June 5,
2019, https://www.donga.com/news/Politics/article/all/20190605/95856156/1.
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regarding the stability of the country’s external environment. Public opinion polls during
this period showed that more than half of the South Korean public disagreed with
characterizing North Korea as a hostile actor and viewed the country’s security situation
as stable.*® An opinion poll in the immediate aftermath of the U.S.-North Korea summit
in Hanoi showed that 62.6 percent of participants still believed that an agreement on

denuclearization and sanctions relief could be achieved with continued negotiations.>®

The Role of the United States

As the first sitting U.S. president to meet with the North Korean leader, President
Trump’s pursuit of summitry with Kim Jong-un was an unprecedented display of direct
and personalistic diplomacy from the United States. As stated in a Joongang Ilbo
editorial, “Trump has gone further than previous U.S. presidents by offering to normalize
ties upon dismantlement of nuclear weapons,” noting that “Kim has been lucky to come
across Moon and Trump as his contemporaries.”! Leading up to the U.S.-North Korea
summit in Singapore, public perceptions of President Trump in South Korea improved

from 24 percent favorability in March to 32 percent favorability by the end of May.%?

49 Lee Sang-sin, Lee Geum-soon, Hong Seok-hoon, Yoon Gwang-il, Gu Bon-sang, and Joshua D. Kertzer,
“2018 KINU Survey on Views of Reunification: Views on Reunification in the Era of Inter-Korean Peace,”
Korea Institute for National Unification, December 28, 2018, https://www.kinu.or.kr/pyxis-api/1/digital-
files/71745¢c07-e786-4d36-9¢d0-947053142fdd; “Eight Out of Ten Citizens Say Reunification Is
Possible...The Top Policy Priority Should Be North Korean Denuclearization,” Inter-Korean Summit,
Office of the President, July 31, 2018,
http://webarchives.pa.go.kr/19th/www.koreasummit.kr/Newsroom/News/244.

%0 «“Regarding the Breakdown of the U.S.-North Korea Summit,” Korea Society Opinion Institute, March 4,
2019,
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zt9&bmode=view&idx=5616527&t=board.

®1 Lee Ha-kyung, “Choosing Your Allies Carefully,” Joongang Ilbo, July 2, 2018,
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2018/07/02/columns/Choosing-your-allies-carefully/3050072.html.
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Perception of North Korea and U.S.-North Korean Summit,” Gallup, May 31, 2018,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=931.
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Despite concerns regarding President Trump’s unpredictability and showmanship,
66 percent of the public evaluated the first U.S.-North Korea summit as a success, with
many pointing to the significance of the fact that the United States and North Korea were
meeting.®® President Trump’s shift from escalatory rhetoric against North Korea and
threats of military confrontation to direct engagement with Kim Jong-un improved
perceptions of Trump’s leadership among the South Korean public during this period. On
June 30, 2019, President Trump held his third summit with Kim at the DMZ and became
the first U.S. president to step foot inside North Korea.
Domestic Politics

This period of high-level summitry among South Korea, North Korea, and the
United States allowed the Moon administration to receive great credit for directly
engaging with Kim on several occasions and for mediating between North Korea and the
United States. Positive momentum within the inter-Korean relationship strengthened the
Moon administration’s domestic standing and public approval of the government’s
security efforts, but other issues within the domestic sphere would lead to decreasing
maneuverability.
Degree of Political Vulnerability

During this period, President Moon’s public approval rating went from a peak of
83 percent in May 2018 to stagnating in the 40s throughout the first half of 2019,
including a low of 41 percent in April.>* Domestic dissatisfaction related to the housing

market and economic performances represented the greatest vulnerability to the

%3 Ibid.
54 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 360 (Fourth Week of June 2019) — Party Preference for General Election,”
Gallup, June 27, 2019, https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1027.
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government’s political agenda. The Moon administration’s housing policies centered
around regulating real estate speculation that inflated housing demand and expanding
available housing units for low-income households—all while controlling the increasing
prices of the housing market, particularly in Seoul. President Moon’s targeting of the real
estate market to expand its accessibility represented the government’s prioritization of
reducing income inequality and creating a just society.

However, as the Moon administration accelerated its real estate reform efforts
during this period, housing prices in Seoul continued to rise. In 2018 and the first half of
2019, the Moon administration announced seven policy measures in an attempt to
stabilize the housing market via demand-oriented regulations.*® These policies, however,
received criticism for relying heavily on curbing demand while downplaying the need to
expand supplies.®® Public frustrations with the Moon administration’s policies toward the
housing market coincided with public dissatisfaction with the government’s economic
policies more broadly.

The Moon administration’s economic policy focused on income-led economic
growth, which increased the minimum wage and attempted to reduce the unemployment
rate by expanding the job market. However, several negative economic indicators
highlighted the lack of progress in the government’s economic policies during this period.
South Korea’s GDP growth rate and capital investment rate both declined by May 2019,

and the youth unemployment rate reached a record high of 25.1 percent.>” Thus, the top

%5 Moon Sang-yeon, “Summary of the Moon Administration’s Twenty-Six Real Estate Policy Measures,”
Housing Herald, May 18, 2021, http://www.housingherald.co.kr/news/articleView.html?idxno=41227.

% Go Byung-gi, “Restrictions That Inadvertently Raised Housing Prices...Déja vu From Progressive
Government’s Interference That Created Bubble,” Seoul Economic Daily, January 7, 2018,
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reasons for disapproval of the Moon administration’s performance during this period
were its ineffective policies toward the real estate market and the economy. High public
expectations toward the government from the previous period would slowly begin to
transform into growing criticism and disappointment with the government’s ability to

deliver necessary reform.

Effectiveness of Security Policies

Meanwhile, the shift toward summitry after a turbulent year of uncertain security
developments led to bipartisan praise for President Moon’s skillful diplomatic
maneuvering. Conservative and progressive commentators alike acknowledged President
Moon’s bold endeavor to engage in dialogue with North Korea and praised the Moon
administration’s efforts to pursue a peaceful and stable relationship with the North
through successive summit meetings.>® A Gallup Korea poll after the first inter-Korean
summit on April 26 showed that 88 percent of respondents held a positive evaluation of
the summit, and 83 percent of respondents rated President Moon’s policy toward North
Korea as effective.>® However, as President Moon’s diplomatic efforts faced hurdles in
ensuring verifiable proof of North Korean steps toward denuclearization, conservative
voices began to ramp up criticisms of the direction of the Moon administration’s North

Korea policy.
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2019, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/899932.html. For conservative editorials, see “Thinking
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https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2018/03/13/columns/Thinking-the-unthinkable/3045553.html.

59 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 305 (First Week of May 2018) — Evaluation of the President’s First Year in
Office and the Inter-Korean Summit,” Gallup, May 3, 2018,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=925.
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Figure 2.2. Public Support for Moon Administration’s Policies By Sector
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Despite criticisms regarding the speed of President Moon’s efforts and a potential
mismatch between U.S. and South Korean expectations, the Moon administration’s
policy toward North Korea represented the greatest strength and source of support for the
government during this period, as shown in Figure 2.3. Public support of the
government’s policies toward North Korea partially offset emerging public dissatisfaction
with the lack of progress in other sectors of domestic policies. Thus, the Moon
administration’s ability to engage with the North and produce tangible achievements
toward inter-Korean stability provided the necessary political points for the government

to maintain public support despite growing criticisms of the government’s economic and

real estate policies.

80 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 352 (First Week of May 2019) — Evaluation of Policies by Sector, Two Years
Since Presidential Inauguration,” Gallup, May 2, 2019,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1011.
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Nature of the Nuclear Debate

During this period of summitry between the three countries, South Korean
perceptions of its external threat environment were low. The Moon administration’s
policy toward North Korea was also broadly viewed as effectively managing and
reducing the threat posed by North Korea’s weapons program. Thus, the nuclear debate
was relatively inactive as the issue of nuclear armament was replaced within the security
discourse by contrasting opinions regarding the pace and substance of President Moon’s
diplomatic endeavors with Kim Jong-un. Pursuing nuclear armament was not only
viewed as counterproductive to the efforts being pursued by North and South Korea but
also a risky topic of discussion given the delicate state of inter-Korean relations.
However, as President Moon’s domestic popularity began to decrease during this period,
conservative voices would reignite calls for nuclear armament, primarily as a tool of

criticism amid the lack of progress toward North Korea’s denuclearization.

Volume of Media Editorials

During this period, there were only two pro-nuclear editorials published on the
leading conservative news outlets. A December 2018 editorial on Joongang Ilbo provided
a historical approach to nuclear proliferation and analyzed how contemporary nuclear
powers had pursued nuclear development.®! Rather than explicitly calling for South
Korea to pursue nuclear armament, columnist Nam Do-hyun argued that the diplomatic
advantages of possessing nuclear weapons could offset the potential sanctions imposed

against the country and noted that there had been no historical precedent of successful

61 Nam Do-hyun, “The History of Nuclear Proliferation That Could Not Prevent Interests in Nuclear
Programs...Is North Korea’s Denuclearization Possible,” Joongang Ilbo, December 4, 2018,
https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/23179529.
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denuclearization, other than the unique case of Ukraine. The article concluded by
pointing to the difficulties of achieving North Korea’s complete denuclearization, given
its advanced stage of nuclear development.

The second article was published by Shin Won-sik, a retired lieutenant-general in
the South Korean army and former deputy chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, in the
aftermath of the U.S.-North Korea summit in Hanoi that argued for a change in the U.S.-
South Korean joint strategy toward North Korea to prepare for the failure of
denuclearization efforts.? While Shin argued that redeploying U.S. tactical nuclear
weapons or nuclear sharing between the two countries could serve as a bargaining chip
that induces North Korean denuclearization, his argument went one step further to state
that South Korea should consider withdrawing from the NPT and pursue nuclear
ambiguity such as Israel or nuclear latency such as Japan. Shin noted that even if such a
move is ultimately unsuccessful, utilizing the nuclear armament card could leverage the
United States into maintaining its commitment to ensure North Korea’s complete
denuclearization. Shin’s article provided an early indication of the shifting momentum
within the nuclear debate beyond the argument of redeploying tactical nuclear weapons
and toward a more serious consideration of independent nuclear armament.

Political Party Response

The leadership election for the Liberty Korea Party reignited the issue of nuclear

armament among conservative politicians. The three candidates for the leadership

position were former South Korean Acting President Hwang Kyo-ahn, former Seoul

62 Shin Won-sik, “We Must Strengthen Deterrence to Prepare for the Failure of North Korean
Denuclearization,” Chosun Ilbo, March 4, 2019,
https://www.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2019/03/03/2019030301960.html.
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Mayor Oh Se-hoon, and National Assembly Representative Kim Jin-tae. While the three
candidates agreed on the failure of the government’s policy toward North Korea and the
need for an alternative approach toward negotiations, they disagreed on the precise policy
measure that would be accepted and effective.

In two separate interviews with Donga Ilbo, Oh Se-hoon discussed the need for
South Korea to openly consider independent nuclear development as a means of
maintaining pressure on the United States and China to negotiate North Korean
denuclearization and bolstering South Korea’s arsenal beyond defensive systems.%® In
particular, Oh argued that the Moon administration was not utilizing the full range of
negotiating tools available by forgoing the possibility of nuclear armament and stated that
only when South Korea announces its consideration of nuclear options would progress be
made with North Korea.

Differences emerged regarding the issue of nuclear armament during the third
debate among the party candidates, particularly between Oh and Hwang.®* Hwang stated
that redeploying U.S. nuclear weapons could be possible, but independent development
would not be accepted by the international community due to the global shift toward
nuclear disarmament and denuclearization—to which Oh stated that such a stance was no
different from the Moon administration’s viewpoint. Hwang ultimately won the party
leadership, but Oh would continue to vocally advocate for nuclearizing South Korea, as

discussed below in period three.

83 Ko Jae-seok, “Former Seoul Mayor Oh Se-hoon: ‘President Moon Seems Satisfied With Peace
Coexisting With Nuclear Weapons,’” Donga Ilbo, November 16, 2018,
https://www.donga.com/news/article/all/20181116/92905119/1; Ko Jay-seok, “Oh Se-hoon: ‘Can a Pro-
Nuclear Politician Not Do Politics in South Korea,””” Donga Ilbo, February 18, 2019,
https://shindonga.donga.com/politics/article/all/13/1642476/1.

84 “Third TV Debate for Party Leadership Candidates,” YouTube, February 19, 2019,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OMLB-m6pSb8.
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Interplay of Variables

The stable external threat environment muted the nuclear debate to the extent that
nuclear proponents were unable to explicitly call for the consideration or pursuit of
nuclear options. With North Korea pausing its missile and nuclear testing and ceasing
provocations on the Korean Peninsula, there no longer existed an acute sense of crisis
that demanded an immediate militaristic measure by the government. Efforts by the South
Korean and U.S. governments to signal the depth of bilateral coordination toward North
Korea also alleviated anxieties within South Korea regarding concerns of both
abandonment and entrapment. Nuclear weapons were no longer viewed as an
immediately necessary policy tool for protecting South Korean national security. Rather,
the diplomatic approach pursued by the South Korean government was viewed during
this period as the most effective option for stabilizing South Korea’s external
environment.

However, domestic politics provide dueling implications for the debate. While
President Moon’s policies toward North Korea and diplomacy maintained relatively high
public support and bolstered the government’s credibility, public sentiment toward
lagging economic indicators and rising housing prices would begin to plague the Moon
administration’s domestic image. The optimism and bipartisan praise for President Moon
present in period one began to polarize into continued progressive support and rising
conservative criticisms. As conservatives began to perceive a president becoming
politically weaker and unable to deliver intended progress in both domestic and foreign
policies, the nuclear debate slowly ramped up, but with a changed center of momentum in

the following period.
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July 2019 to May 2022: Period of Stalemate

The inability of the Hanoi summit and the DMZ summit to produce progress or a
deal on North Korean denuclearization led to heightened public dissatisfaction,
disillusionment, and pessimism regarding President Moon’s approach toward North
Korea. Critics characterized the inability of the summitry period to produce tangible
progress as evidence of President Moon’s ineffectiveness toward resolving the North
Korea threat. Several domestic scandals related to government officials further weakened
public perceptions of the Moon administration’s ability to deliver necessary political
achievements. Thus, the nuclear debate was revived in response to the changed internal

and external environments.

External Threat Environment

The summitry period ended abruptly with the Hanoi summit and disappointedly
with the DMZ summit. Kim’s likely disillusionment with the failure of the summits to
gain U.S. concessions on sanctions relief led to redoubled North Korean efforts toward
military modernization. Particularly after Trump’s defeat in the 2020 U.S. presidential
elections, Kim likely calculated that successful negotiations with the United States would
not be possible unless the North Korean regime possessed stronger leverage. Thus,
limited engagement with Kim and continued advancements in North Korean military
capabilities characterized the external environment during this period.
North Korean Capabilities and Behavior

On April 12, Kim Jong-un gave a speech on North Korea’s internal and external
policies, directly addressing inter-Korean and U.S.-North Korean ties for the first time

since the breakdown of the Hanoi summit in February. While Kim noted his commitment
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to achieving inter-Korean reconciliation and his personal relationship with President
Trump, he expressed that there was no need to “obsess” over returning to summit talks
with the United States.®® Kim then gave the United States a deadline of the end of the
year to propose negotiations with a new approach to lifting sanctions. North Korea test-
fired a tactical-guided weapon less than one week later and its first short-range ballistic
missile in eighteen months one month later.

Successive North Korean weapons tests highlighted the return of a North Korea
focused on advancing its capabilities rather than engaging in negotiations with South
Korea or the United States. The lack of a U.S. response to North Korea’s deadline led to a
statement on December 3 from North Korea’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs threatening a
“Christmas gift” based on the U.S. response to North Korean demands.¢ Although the
year of 2019 did not end with a major provocation by the North Korean regime, the new
year in 2020 would bring unprecedented challenges and developments that shaped the
external threat environment of this period.

Despite the global outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and domestic economic
hardships in North Korea resulting from restricted foreign trade, North Korea continued
to conduct short-range missile tests and signal its frustrations with South Korea and the
United States. One of the most symbolic demonstrations of the changed environment
surrounding the Korean Peninsula occurred on June 16, when North Korea blew up the

inter-Korean joint liaison office in the North Korean border town of Kaesong. The

8 “Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un’s Policy Speech,” Korea Central News Agency, April 14, 2019,
https://kenawatch.org/mewstream/1555240525-453352195/supreme-leader-kim-jong-uns-policy-speech/.

8 «“DPRK Vice Foreign Minister for U.S. Affairs Issues Statement,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs, December
3, 2019, https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1575442847-940075746/dprk-vice-foreign-minister-for-u-s-
affairs-issues-statement/.
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decision was made after the North Korean regime had ramped up criticisms of the South
regarding anti-North Korean leaflets flown across the inter-Korean border and amid
growing statements by Kim Yo-jong denouncing the Moon administration’s policies.®’
Furthermore, North Korea’s unveiling of new weapons in its military parade on
October 10, its acquisition of various new capabilities such as a hypersonic missile and a
new submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM), and an eventual ICBM test in 2022
that broke its self-imposed moratorium highlighted a North Korea dedicated to
maintaining and advancing its deterrent capabilities.5® The acceleration of North Korean
efforts to achieve its military modernization goals contributed to an external environment

of enhanced threat to South Korea, particularly in comparison to the relatively stable
external environment that characterized the summitry period.
The Role of the United States

While North Korean capabilities continued to advance since prior periods, and the
Korean Peninsula was once again marked by destabilizing North Korean behavior, the
election and inauguration of the Joe Biden administration led to a return to predictable
and conventional U.S. leadership. As a presidential candidate, Biden criticized President

Trump’s approach toward North Korea for not producing concrete commitments or

57 For more information on the leaflet issue, see William Gallo, “North Korea Cuts Off Communications
With South Over Leaflet Launches,” Voice of America, June 9, 2020, https://www.voanews.com/a/east-
asia-pacific_north-korea-cuts-communications-south-over-leaflet-launches/6190754.html.

8 «On Report Made by Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un at 8th Congress of WPK,” Korea Central News
Agency, January 9, 2021, https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1610155111-665078257/on-report-made-by-
supreme-leader-kim-jong-un-at-8th-congress-of-wpk/. During the Eighth Congress of the Workers’ Party of
Korea in January 2021, Kim Jong-un outlined the following military modernization goals: developing
smaller and lighter tactical nuclear weapons, possessing the capability to launch a preemptive or retaliatory
strike within a range of 15,000 kilometers, introducing hypersonic gliding flight warheads, continuing to
develop solid-fuel engine-propelled inter-continental underwater and ground ballistic rockets, and acquiring
a nuclear-powered submarine and an underwater-launch nuclear strategic weapon.
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tangible steps toward denuclearization despite “three made-for-TV summits,” stating that
he would not resume Trump’s style of personal diplomacy with Kim Jong-un if elected.®®

Once in office, President Biden pursued a foreign policy agenda centered around
restoring U.S. leadership on the global stage and strengthening U.S. alliance
commitments. As part of the Biden administration’s broader strategy in the Indo-Pacific
region and growing geopolitical competition between the United States and China,
President Biden hosted Japanese Prime Minister Suga Yoshihide and South Korean
President Moon as his first and second foreign-leader visitors. During their first summit
meeting on May 21, Presidents Biden and Moon marked the opening of a new chapter in
the alliance relationship. The leaders’ joint statement outlined a broad agenda to expand
and deepen bilateral cooperation.”® On North Korea, the two leaders emphasized their
continued commitment to both dialogue and deterrence and agreed to coordinate the two
countries’ approaches toward the North “in lockstep.”

The Biden administration’s policy toward North Korea attempted to balance
between the policies of the Obama administration and the Trump administration,
emphasizing that such an approach “will not focus on achieving a grand bargain, nor will
it rely on strategic patience.”’* Rather, the Biden administration’s approach involved a

mixture of maintaining sanctions and openness to diplomacy if tangible progress could be

89 “Candidates Answer CFR’s Questions: Joe Biden,” Council on Foreign Relations, August 1, 2019,
https://www.cfr.org/article/joe-biden; “Joseph R. Biden Jr.,” New York Times, February 6, 2020,
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/politics/joe-biden-foreign-policy.html.

0¢U.S.-ROK Leaders’ Joint Statement,” The White House, May 21, 2021,
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/05/21/u-s-rok-leaders-joint-

statement/.

1 John Hudson and Ellen Nakashima, “Biden Administration Forges New Path on North Korea Crisis in
Wake of Trump and Obama Failures,” Washington Post, April 30, 2021,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/biden-administration-forges-new-path-on-north-korea-

crisis-in-wake-of-trump-and-obama-failures/2021/04/30/c8bef4{2-a9a9-11eb-b166-
174b63ea6007_story.html.
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delivered. The Biden administration’s bottom-up approach toward North Korea, however,
led to reduced prospects for a resumption of leader-level summitry with Kim as witnessed

during period two.

Domestic Politics

The Moon administration faced great challenges in continuing to pursue an
engagement-focused policy toward North Korea, leading to stepped-up conservative
criticisms of the Moon administration’s North Korea policy and its security policies more
broadly. Had the Moon administration’s policy toward North Korea produced concrete
and tangible achievements, disappointment with the government’s inability to deliver
intended results in notable reform issues may have been somewhat muted. However, the
ensuing stalemate in inter-Korean relations and the eruption of several scandals that
touched on and questioned the core values espoused by President Moon led to

widespread public dissatisfaction and anger toward the government.

Degree of Political Vulnerability

During this period, several domestic scandals surrounding already fraught issues
politically weakened the Moon administration. One of the biggest political scandals
involved Cho Kuk, President Moon’s senior secretary for civil affairs responsible for
overseeing the administration’s prosecutorial reform efforts. Within a few weeks of
President Moon announcing the appointment of Cho as the new Minister of Justice, a
series of allegations emerged involving Cho and his family. Among the series of
corruption allegations against Cho, the scandal that gained widespread public outrage
involved allegations that Cho’s daughter received preferential treatment and benefited

from familial ties in her college and medical school applications. As a president who
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promised to “create a world without privileges and foul play” in his inauguration speech,
the allegation that President Moon’s close aide had used his influence and status to gain
personal benefits led to a questioning of the government’s core values and credibility.

Despite progressives’ defense of Cho’s qualifications and ability to carry out
necessary prosecutorial reform, public polls showed that 57 percent of the population
believed Cho’s appointment as Minister of Justice was not appropriate, with 82 percent of
conservatives opposing Cho’s nomination.’? The Cho Kuk scandal also led to a dip in
President Moon’s approval rating, politically weakening the government amid growing
questions about the values foundational to President Moon’s leadership and deepening
political polarization surrounding the fight to reform the KPS. During this period, the
Moon administration passed several legislations that restricted the responsibilities of the
KPS and strengthened tools for anti-corruption for high-level public officials. However,
the divisive nature of the government’s pursuit of reform measures complicated public
evaluation of the government’s achievements in this area.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and President Moon’s success in
containing the number of cases within South Korea bolstered public support for the
government. President Moon’s public approval steadily rose to a peak of 71 percent in
May 2020, and his handling of the pandemic was the top reason for the positive

evaluation.”® The Moon administration’s effective management of COVID-19 cases led to

72 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 368 (Fifth Week of August 2019) — Candidate for Minister of Justice and South
Korea-Japan Conflict,” Gallup, August 29, 2019,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1042. Despite public outrage, Cho Kuk was
confirmed as Minister of Justice on September 9. After announcing plans for KPS reform, Cho resigned on
October 14. The battle surrounding the Moon administration’s efforts to reform the KPS would continue
between newly appointed Minister of Justice Choo Mi-ae and Prosecutor-General Yoon Suk-yeol.

73 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 401 (Second Week of May 2020) — Preference for Next Political Leader,”
Gallup, May 14, 2020, https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1108.
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a landslide victory for the ruling party in the National Assembly elections held on April
15, 2020. The election resulted in the Democratic Party winning 180 seats out of the total
300 seats—the largest majority in South Korea’s democratic history. The victory
provided a political boost for the Moon administration in its final two years in office
while raising public expectations for the government to carry out necessary reform
policies during the remainder of its term.

As the pandemic continued and cases began to spike in South Korea, fatigue with
strict social distancing policies and delays in distributing vaccines began to mobilize
growing public dissatisfaction. Deepening economic challenges and rising real estate
prices, despite continued measures by the government to stabilize the housing market,
posed challenges to the Moon administration’s domestic agenda. During the
past four years of his term, President Moon introduced and implemented nearly twenty
policies aimed at controlling growing housing prices, but public discontent mounted
as these policies largely failed to stabilize the housing market. A scandal involving the
Korea Land and Housing Corporation (LH), the government agency responsible for
housing development and construction, exacerbated the Moon administration’s
vulnerability to criticisms and heightened public discontent with the government.’* The
LH scandal became a lightning rod for public anger toward the government’s ineffective
real estate policies and perceived complicity in corruption.

Public discontent with the government led to major losses for the ruling party in

the Seoul and Busan mayoral by-elections in April 2021. The opposition People Power

74 For additional information about the scandal, see Choe Sang-Hun, “The Den of Thieves’: South Koreans
Are Furious Over Housing Scandal,” New York Times, March 23, 2021,
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/23/world/asia/korea-housing-lh-scandal-moon-election.html.
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Party (PPP) candidates in both elections ran on largely anti-government stances, stating
that their candidacies represented the anger and disappointment of voters toward the
Moon administration. The results of the by-elections, in which the PPP candidates won
both elections by decisive margins, were viewed as a critical litmus test for the ruling
party and indicated growing discontent with the Moon administration ahead of the March
2022 presidential elections. Notably, the Moon administration’s final year in office was
marked by an approval rating of around 40 percent.” Public support for the government
concluded with a clear divide between unwavering progressive support and continued

conservative criticisms.

Effectiveness of Security Policies

In an effort to incentivize North Korea to return to the negotiating table, the Moon
administration proposed various initiatives and inter-Korean projects. However, the
government’s pursuit of conciliatory measures received sharp criticism from conservative
commentators as evidence of the Moon administration’s policy of appeasement toward
the North, particularly amid North Korea’s resumption of successive missile tests and
provocative behavior on the Korean Peninsula. The core of conservative criticism can be
summarized by Representative Kim Gi-hyeon’s statement of “twenty-six to eighteen,” in
which North Korea had conducted twenty-six missile provocations during the Moon

administration (as of September 2020) while the Moon administration had pursued

5 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 494 (First Week of May 2022) — Summary of Performance Evaluation of
President Moon Jae-in’s Five-Year Term, Current Performance Evaluation of President-Elect Yoon Suk-
yeol, Amendment to the Prosecutors’ Office Act to Reduce Investigative Rights, Comprehensive Anti-
Discrimination Law, and Recognition of Eight Categories of Discrimination,” Gallup, May 4, 2022,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1295.

48


https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1295

eighteen humanitarian projects to the North.’® Critical perceptions of the Moon
administration’s approach toward the North Korea threat and concerns of misplaced
priorities were compounded by developments within the South Korea-Japan and U.S.-
South Korea relationships.

On August 22, 2019, the Moon administration announced that it would terminate
the General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA), a bilateral
intelligence-sharing agreement between South Korea and Japan, amid growing trade
tensions between the two countries.”” The government’s announcement, in the context of
the Moon administration’s approach toward Japan more broadly, would emerge as one of
the greatest sources of conservative criticisms against the Moon administration’s security
policies during this period.

Opponents of the Moon administration’s decision to scrap the agreement
criticized it as a move that would weaken South Korea’s security posture, the U.S.-South
Korea relationship, and trilateral U.S.-South Korea-Japan security cooperation. South
Korean security experts stated that South Korea could not afford to overlook the need for
robust security cooperation with Japan in the face of growing North Korean capabilities

and provocations.”® While there was acknowledgment regarding the need for President

6 Hyun Il-hoon, “As North Korea Conducted Twenty-Six Missile Launches, the Moon Administration
Provided Eighteen Free Aid Projects,” Joongang Ilbo, September 24, 2020,
https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/23880146#home.

" For more information on events leading up to the Moon administration’s announcement, see Catherine
Kim, “The Escalating Trade War Between South Korea and Japan, Explained,” Vox, August 9, 2019,
https://www.vox.com/world/2019/8/9/20758025/trade-war-south-korea-japan.

8 Kim Sang-jin, “Japan Is an Important Security Partner...Must Cure Acute Disease Within Bilateral
Relations,” Joongang 1lbo, May 14, 2019, https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/23467493#home; “The
Termination of GSOMIA Will Reflect as Abandoning U.S.-South Korea-Japan Trilateral Cooperation,”
Joongang Ilbo, August 20, 2019, https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/23557458#home. The South Korea-
Japan Vision Forum, a forum consisting of former diplomats and economic, academic, and media experts,
discussed both the Moon administration’s policies toward Japan and its decision to terminate GSOMIA.
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Moon to respond firmly to Japan’s trade restrictions on South Korea, many argued that
ending GSOMIA was an excessive measure that would harm South Korean national
interests and security.”® Meanwhile, progressive commentators supported the Moon
administration’s stance toward Japan and focused their critiques on the United States for
its perceived meddling on the issue, viewing U.S. pressure on South Korea to restore
GSOMIA as overlooking Japan’s role in rising tensions.®° The Moon administration
would eventually suspend the termination of GSOMIA, but conservative critics continued
to question President Moon’s ability to craft and pursue an effective strategy toward
alleviating South Korea’s security situation.

Furthermore, the Moon administration’s decision to scale down joint military
exercises with the United States and push for an end-of-war declaration with North Korea
received divided responses from conservatives and progressives. A combination of the
COVID-19 pandemic and the South Korean government’s efforts to restart diplomacy
with North Korea led to a reduction in the scale of joint military exercises between the
United States and South Korea. In addition, President Moon stated numerous times
during his final years in office that his government would work toward signing an end-of-

war declaration with North Korea to formally end the Korean War. However,

8 “An End to the South Korea-Japan GSOMIA, 55 Percent Support as Good Decision vs. 38 Percent
Oppose as Bad Decision,” Realmeter, August 26, 2019, http://www.realmeter.net/ot 2-X[ A 0| 0L F =-

ol ZH-55-vs-HRoH-Z27H-38/ Tt is important to note, however, that President Moon’s decision to

suspend GSOMIA gained 54.9 percent of public support, according to a Realmeter poll conducted in the
aftermath of the government’s announcement. 85.7 percent of progressives and 89 percent of Democratic
Party supporters rated the decision as positive, while 59.7 percent of conservatives and 77.4 percent of
Liberty Korea Party supporters rated the decision as negative.

80 «“Excessive U.S. Pressure Regarding GSOMIA Is Not a Position for an Ally,” Kyunghyang Shinmun,
August 28, 2019, https://www.khan.co.kr/opinion/editorial/article/201908282041025; “Does U.S. Pressure
for the Restoration of GSOMIA Mean It Is Siding With Japan,” Hankyoreh, August 28, 2019,
https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/90752 1 .html.
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conservatives criticized both moves, stating that the government was risking a weakened
security posture in exchange for symbolic gestures to restart engagement with North
Korea 8

The Moon administration also continued to pursue military modernization and
increase conventional capabilities in an effort to achieve OPCON transfer in its final year
of office. For instance, updated missile guidelines allowing South Korea to use solid fuel
for space-launch vehicles and the launch of South Korea’s first SLBM were viewed as
further evidence of South Korea’s advancing military capabilities.®? The final push for
OPCON transfer, however, would receive both progressive and conservative criticisms,
particularly compared to the response from period one, during which conservatives
expressed cautious support for President Moon’s efforts. Progressives and conservatives
alike voiced skepticism over the likelihood that OPCON transfer could be achieved in the
remainder of the Moon administration, with conservatives particularly critical of the
government’s push as a hasty move that would damage the U.S.-South Korea alliance and
leave South Korea inadequately prepared to independently deter external security

threats.®® Despite the Moon administration’s continued pursuit of defense initiatives, the

81 Nam Jeong-ho, “Appeasement Backfires,” Joongang Ilbo, October 13, 2020,
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2020/10/13/opinion/columns/A -superlarge-intercontinental-ballistic-
missile-The-US-Forces-Korea-The-UN-Command/20201013194400310.html; “Computer Simulation
Exercises Make N. Korea Even Emboldened,” Donga Ilbo, July 5, 2021,
https://www.donga.com/en/List/article/all/20210705/2770402/1.

8 For views on the lifting of missile restrictions, see “Shackles on Rocket Development Have
Loosened...Possible to Use Solid Fuel,” Chosun 1lbo, July 29, 2020,
https://www.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2020/07/29/2020072900188.html; “S. Korea to Use Solid Fuel
for Space Development,” Donga Ilbo, July 30, 2020,
https://www.donga.com/en/List/article/all/20200730/2135812/1. For views on South Korea’s SLBM
launch, see “South Korea Succeeds in Becoming the Seventh Country to Launch an SLBM,” Joongang
1lbo, September 15, 2021, https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/25007572#home.

8 For progressive editorials, see “How Far Have We Come Regarding OPCON Transfer,” Kyunghyang
Shinmun, February 12, 2021, https://m.khan.co.kr/politics/defense-
diplomacy/article/202102122053001#c2b. For conservative editorials, see “Schedule of Moon
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approaching end of the government’s term and general disappointment surrounding
several domestic political issues shaped public evaluation of President Moon’s tenure and
policies.
Nature of the Nuclear Debate

The resumption of an unstable external threat environment and exacerbation of
domestic divisions under the Moon administration’s final years in office led to a revival
of the nuclear debate split between the arguments of independent nuclear armament and
redeploying U.S. nuclear assets. Due to public pessimism regarding the prospects of
resumed dialogue with North Korea under the current conditions and the looming end to
the Moon administration, nuclear proponents during this period primarily packaged the
issue of nuclear armament as a tool of criticism toward the Moon administration’s North
Korea policy.
Volume of Media Editorials

There was a total of seventeen editorials from the leading conservative news
outlets that explicitly advocated the consideration of nuclear options during this period.
Compared to period one, in which the majority of the editorials argued for redeploying
tactical nuclear weapons, the editorials during period three were more evenly divided
between the option of tactical redeployment (seven editorials) and the pathway of

independent nuclear development (ten editorials).

administration Is Prioritized Over Security,” Donga Ilbo, October 10, 2020,
https://www.donga.com/en/List/article/all/20201010/2206339/1.
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Figure 2.3. Quantity of Opinion Editorials During Period Three Under the Moon
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The primary argument for South Korea to develop its own nuclear weapons
revolved around the need for an alternative policy to the Moon administration’s
ineffective approach to denuclearizing North Korea and to gain leverage over the North
in denuclearization talks amid the stalemate in inter-Korean dialogue.3* The primary
recommendation by nuclear advocates during this period indicates that while redeploying
U.S. tactical nuclear weapons may have been viewed as more feasible and realistic during
the initial period of the Moon administration, more permanent and independent options
were considered desirable due to the government’s limited leverage and time in office

remaining.

84 «It is Time for Us to Consider the Nuclear Card,” Joongang Ilbo, November 24, 2019,
https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/23640598#home; Kim Sung-han, “No Denuclearization, No Peace,”
Joongang Ilbo, August 16, 2020,
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2020/08/16/opinion/columns/195053-Korean-
War/20200816193600298.html.

53


https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/23640598#home
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2020/08/16/opinion/columns/195053-Korean-War/20200816193600298.html
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2020/08/16/opinion/columns/195053-Korean-War/20200816193600298.html

Meanwhile, left-leaning news outlets published five editorials arguing against
nuclear armament. In response to politicians from the LKP arguing for nuclear weapons,
an editorial in Hankyoreh labeled such actions as an “irresponsible and dangerous form of
security populism.”® Progressive outlets continued to argue that any form of nuclear
armament in South Korea would result in permanent tensions on the Korean Peninsula
and the start of a nuclear arms race in Northeast Asia. Furthermore, progressives
maintained support for the Moon administration’s proposals for reviving diplomacy with
North Korea. It is notable that the leading progressive news outlets did not publish pro-
nuclear editorials at any point during the five years of President Moon’s leadership,
highlighting the partisan nature of the nuclear discourse in South Korea.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic ultimately dampened the nuclear debate
and shifted public focus toward the Moon administration’s public health campaign to
contain the number of cases in South Korea. However, the South Korean presidential
campaign cycle and the election of conservative President Yoon Suk-yeol in March 2022
would reignite the public discourse surrounding nuclear weapons.

Political Party Response

The campaign cycle leading up to the March 2022 presidential election led to a
revival of the nuclear debate among conservative officials, but fissures emerged in the
conservative camp regarding the nuclear issue. During the primary race for the PPP
candidacy, the nuclear issue divided the leading candidates: former Prosecutor-General
Yoon Suk-yeol and Representative Hong Joon-pyo. Hong continued to argue that South

Korea should request a NATO-style nuclear-sharing agreement with the United States and

8 «Redeploying Nuclear Weapons in S. Korea Would Ignite Arms Race Across NE Asia,” Hankyoreh,
August 9, 2019, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/english_editorials/905214.html.
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consider developing an independent nuclear program if the United States did not allow
for such an arrangement.® Similarly, Yoon argued that he would request that the United
States redeploy tactical nuclear weapons or arrange a nuclear-sharing arrangement if
North Korea’s nuclear weapons directly endangered South Korean national security, but
he noted that his security policies would not include an independent South Korean
nuclear arsenal.8” Hong’s views signaled discontent toward the United States and
willingness to assume a degree of risk to the U.S.-South Korea alliance to pursue nuclear
armament, while Yoon’s stance emphasized the importance of maintaining and
strengthening ties with the United States. Yoon’s position on nuclear options would
change by the time the primary debates were held between the three leading PPP
candidates, in which Yoon would forgo any consideration of nuclear acquisition and
strictly support measures that fell in line with U.S. nuclear policies.

During a September debate between the conservative candidates, Yoon criticized
Hong’s stance on nuclear armament by stating that such a decision by South Korea would
lead to the acceptance of North Korea’s nuclear weapons, the abandonment of inter-
Korean diplomatic negotiations on denuclearization, increased possibility of a weakened
U.S.-South Korea relationship, and South Korea’s isolation from the international
community due to its violation of the global nonproliferation regime.® Hong countered

Yoon’s pledge to strengthen South Korea’s participation and coordination within U.S.

8 Jeong-Ho Lee and Jihye Lee, “U.S. ‘Naive’ About Kim Talks, Leading South Korea Candidate Says,”
Bloomberg, September 15, 2021, https:/www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-09-15/u-s-naive-about-
kim-talks-leading-south-korea-candidate-says.

8 Park Kyung-joon, “Yoon: We Will Request Redeploying Tactical Nuclear Weapons and Nuclear Sharing
With the United States in the Event of an Emergency...Different From Nuclear Armament,” Yonhap News
Agency, September 22, 2021, https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20210922038251001.

8 Kim Il-chang and Yoo Sae-seul, “Yoon Suk-yeol’s ‘Nuclear Armament? Isolation From International
Community’ vs. Hong Joon-pyo’s ‘Can’t Even Distinguish Between Strategic and Tactical Nuclear
Weapons,’” News1, September 23, 2021, https://www.news1.kr/articles/?4441851.
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extended deterrence by stating that Yoon’s policy represented an extension of the Moon
administration’s North Korea policy. The debate within the conservative camp not only
highlighted divisions on how to acquire nuclear weapons that had been present
throughout the Moon administration but signaled growing fissures on how best to
approach North Korea and the U.S.-South Korea alliance. Fundamental questions
regarding whether North Korea could be meaningfully engaged and the degree of rift that
should be risked toward the U.S.-South Korea partnership underscored the tensions
surfacing within the conservative camp.

Meanwhile, the progressive primary race involved frontrunners Lee Jae-myung,
former governor of Gyeonggi Province, and Lee Nak-yon, former leader of the
Democratic Party. On North Korea, the two candidates broadly agreed on the need for
continued emphasis on diplomacy and dialogue with North Korea, promising to move
forward based on the foundation set by the Moon administration.® Thus, the primary
issues of contention within the progressive camp revolved around pressing domestic
issues such as economic policies, public welfare, real estate reform, and past corruption
allegations involving Lee Jae-myung. Divisions within the progressive camp were
present but largely did not involve the issue of North Korea or nuclear armament.

Yoon Suk-yeol and Lee Jae-myung were selected as their respective party’s
candidates, and Yoon went on to win the South Korean presidential election in March

2022.

8 Park Kwang-yeon, “Lee Jae-myung Presents ‘Practical Unification Diplomacy’ Plan...Conditional
Proposal to Ease Sanctions for North Korean Nuclear Weapons,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, August 22, 2021,
https://m.khan.co.kr/politics/politics-general/article/202108221118001#c2b; Lee Seok-jong, “Lee Nak-yon
Presents ‘4.0 Peace and Prosperity on the Korean Peninsula’ Pledges for Unification, Diplomacy, and
Security,” Asia Today, October 14, 2021, https://www.asiatoday.co.kr/view.php?key=20211004010001179.
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Interplay of Variables

The fundamental divide among conservatives and progressives regarding the
nuclear issue continued to shape the contours of the nuclear debate. In addition, domestic
polarization surrounding the issues of prosecution reform and the housing market
weakened the Moon administration and its pursuit of other policies, including North
Korea. Thus, conservatives were emboldened to expand their criticisms of progressive
policies, leading to stepped-up activity within the nuclear debate of increased media
editorials and revived nuclear support within segments of the conservative party.

Rather than a genuine policy prescription for the Moon administration, the issue
of nuclear armament served as a tool of criticism against the government and its handling
of South Korean security. The center of gravity within the nuclear debate also shifted
toward a balanced consideration of redeploying U.S. nuclear assets and independent
nuclear development. This shift highlighted the impact of growing public dissatisfaction
and political polarization within domestic politics as muscular policies that ensured South
Korean security were viewed as more necessary options for the country.

While contentious domestic politics shaped the nature of the nuclear debate to
focus on independent nuclear options, the external environment contributed to the activity
and quantitative nature of the debate. The external threat environment was enhanced
during this period, but the unpredictability of the North Korean threat and the role of the
United States were not as high as during period one, in which the acute sense of crisis on
the Korean Peninsula shaped nuclear sentiments. Period three witnessed a nuclear debate

of fewer pro-nuclear editorials as compared to the volume present in period one, which

57



was largely in response to North Korea’s sixth nuclear test and growing ICBM
capabilities.

President Moon would leave the presidential office with the highest exit approval
rating of any South Korean democratic president. The five years under the Moon
administration oversaw various unprecedented and profound changes to South Korea’s
internal and external landscape, shaping a nuclear debate that ranged from periods of
highly active advocates and a unified push for nuclear weapons to a latent discussion of
low priority and momentum. Ultimately, the nuclear debate was unable to induce a shift
in the government’s political agenda as progressive political leadership remained
committed to reducing tensions and pursuing diplomatic engagements with North Korea.
The shift to the conservative Yoon Suk-yeol administration in 2022 would lead to new
domestic and foreign political challenges but with a deterrence-focused leadership

driving the political decision-making.
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Chapter Three: The Nuclear Debate During the Yoon Suk-yeol Administration

President Yoon Suk-yeol entered office in May 2022, vowing to change South
Korea’s foreign policy direction away from the Moon Jae-in administration’s primary
focus of diplomacy and dialogue with North Korea. In expanding South Korea’s political
priorities beyond the Korean Peninsula, the Yoon administration emphasized the need for
closer coordination within the U.S.-South Korea alliance and the solidification of a joint
defense posture against growing North Korean threats. Such efforts were accompanied by
the unprecedented strengthening of U.S.-South Korea-Japan trilateral cooperation and the
normalization of South Korea-Japan relations. Despite the government’s achievements in
foreign policy objectives as related to the United States and Japan, President Yoon faced
domestic challenges and political vulnerability as a result of low approval ratings. The
delicate nature of the government’s domestic standing led to regular progressive
criticisms against perceived political miscalculations and risky initiatives.

The nuclear debate under the Yoon administration experienced both high activity
of advocacy and dormancy in momentum. The presence of a conservative government in
power caused nuclear supporters to utilize the issue of nuclear armament as a tool of
advocacy to argue for a shift in the government’s policy toward North Korea. Nuclear
armament was viewed as a policy measure that could align with the direction of the
government’s security policies in strengthening South Korean deterrence and fortifying
the country’s defense mechanisms. The announcement of a new nuclear agreement
between the United States and South Korea significantly reduced the activity and volume
of the nuclear discourse. However, it remains to be seen how far-ranging the impact of

the Washington Declaration will be in the remaining years of the Yoon administration.
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May 2022 to March 2023: Period of Geopolitical Fragmentation

The period between President Yoon Suk-yeol’s inauguration in May 2022 and
March 2023 was marked by escalating inter-Korean tensions and geopolitical
fragmentation in South Korea’s external threat environment. Increasing North Korean
missile tests and provocations were coupled with the conservative Yoon administration’s
desire to strengthen deterrence measures with the United States and enhance South
Korean alignment with like-minded partners amid the changing global order. The
government’s focus on enhancing alliance-based mechanisms for deterring North Korea
led to internal fissures in the nuclear debate as conservatives were split between adhering
to the government’s priority of maintaining cohesion within the U.S.-South Korea
alliance and supporting nuclear options that risked U.S. backlash.
External Threat Environment

Throughout 2022 and the first months of 2023, North Korea launched a record
number of missile tests, ignored U.S. and South Korean outreach for dialogue, and
continued escalatory rhetoric toward the two countries. North Korea pursued stronger
alignment with China and Russia as it further distanced itself from potential diplomatic
endeavors with the United States and South Korea. Growing ties between North Korea,
China, and Russia contrasted with the strengthening trilateral relationship between the
United States, South Korea, and Japan. Growing fragmentation in Northeast Asia largely

defined the regional threat environment during this period.

North Korean Capabilities and Behavior
North Korea conducted numerous cruise, ballistic, and submarine-launched

missile test-launches that utilized diverse launch sites and delivery systems. In 2022,
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North Korea test-fired more than ninety missiles—the highest number in a single year.%

South Korean military experts stated that North Korea had moved beyond the
developmental stage of its weapons program and reached the stage of operationalizing,
verifying, and deploying its nuclear weapons, signaling the country’s readiness to utilize
its weapons in combat.®! Such concerns were highlighted by North Korea’s military drills
that simulated tactical nuclear attacks against designated targets in South Korea,
including military infrastructure. Kim Jong-un noted that the simulations were intended
to verify the operational posture of the North Korean military by training and preparing
relevant military units for tactical nuclear operations during a war, as well as highlighting
North Korea’s defense readiness against enemy attack.%

North Korea also stepped up its ICBM testing during this period. Most notably,
North Korea launched a successful test-launch of the new Hwasong-17 ICBM on
November 18. Analysts noted that the Hwasong-17 ICBM was the largest road-mobile,
liquid-fueled ICBM in the world and displayed the ability to accommodate multiple
warheads.%® North Korea’s successful test-launch highlighted continued advancement
toward the regime’s objective of developing and perfecting a multi-warhead, nuclear-

capable ICBM with the potential to precisely target cities on the U.S. mainland.

9 Carlotta Dotto, Brad Lendon, and Jessie Yeung, “North Korea’s Record Year of Missile Testing Is Putting
the World on Edge,” CNN, December 26, 2022, https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/26/asia/north-korea-missile-
testing-year-end-intl-hnk/index.html.

91 “The Stage of North Korea’s Nuclear Capabilities,” Newspim, October 14, 2022,
https://www.newspim.com/news/view/20221013000055.

92 “Respected Comrade Kim Jong Un Guides Military Drills of KPA Units for Operation of Tactical
Nukes,” Rodong Shinmun, October 10, 2022, https://kecnawatch.org/newstream/1665469213-
819475819/respected-comrade-kim-jong-un-guides-military-drills-of-kpa-units-for-operation-of-tactical-
nukes/.

9 Josh Smith, “North Korea’s New Hwasong-17 ‘Monster Missile,”” Reuters, November 18, 2022,
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/north-koreas-new-hwasong-17-monster-missile-2022-11-19/.
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Exacerbating the North Korean threat perception was the regime’s passage of a
new nuclear policy on September 8. North Korea announced the promulgation of a
nuclear doctrine that codified elements of offensive readiness and preemptive first-use to
the country’s nuclear objective by outlining five conditions under which the regime
would consider nuclear use.®* This explicitly offensive shift in North Korea’s nuclear
strategy led to concerns that North Korea was lowering the threshold for nuclear use on
the Korean Peninsula, heightening the risks of miscalculation or nuclear escalation.
Coupled with Kim’s twin focus on perfecting tactical nuclear weapons and ICBM
capabilities, the North Korean regime increasingly displayed its ability and readiness to
strike targets in South Korea, U.S. military units in the region, and the U.S. mainland.

Throughout this period, North Korean adventurism was aided by paralysis at the
UN Security Council, which was unable to pass resolutions condemning North Korean
missile activities due to Chinese and Russian opposition to imposing additional sanctions
against the North Korean regime. Ties between North Korea, China, and Russia
strengthened as a result of both North Korean rhetorical support for Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine and the intensifying U.S.-China strategic competition. The North Korean regime
reiterated its commitment to “strategic and tactical” cooperation with both countries and
deepening solidarity against U.S. hostilities.?® North Korea’s enhancing alignment with

China and Russia and its lack of response to U.S. offers for dialogue underscored the

% «Law on DPRK’s Policy on Nuclear Forces Promulgated,” Rodong Shinmun, September 10, 2022,
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1662798022-713067733/law-on-dprks-policy-on-nuclear-forces-

promulgated/.
% “DPRK Minister of National Defence Sends Greetings to His Chinese Counterpart,” Korea Central News

Agency, August 1, 2022, https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1659419208-809944946/dprk-minister-of-
national-defence-sends-greetings-to-his-chinese-counterpart/; “Respected Comrade Kim Jong Un Sends
Congratulatory Message to President of Russian Federation,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs, August 18, 2022,
https://kenawatch.org/newstream/1660536489-38649186/respected-comrade-kim-jong-un-sends-
congratulatory-message-to-president-of-russian-federation/.
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North Korean leadership’s prioritization of strengthening its nuclear deterrent as a tool of
regime survival, thereby reducing the likelihood of North Korean outreach or

negotiations with South Korea and the United States on denuclearization.

The Role of the United States

U.S. global leadership and the Biden administration’s response to the ongoing
conflict in Ukraine characterized the role of the United States during this period. Russia’s
war in Ukraine posed the most immediate foreign policy challenge for the Biden
administration. Throughout this period, President Biden condemned Putin’s act of
aggression, supported numerous sanctions against the Russian state, and provided
military assistance to Ukraine. In response to global support for Ukraine’s resiliency
against Russian military operations, Putin raised the alert status of the country’s nuclear
forces and threatened to employ nuclear use if Russia’s territorial integrity were to be
threatened.® Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the possibility of Russian violation of the
nuclear taboo greatly alarmed many South Koreans. South Korean analysts highlighted
the war in Ukraine as evidence of a declining global order, weakening international
liberal norms, and growing threats to the NPT regime.®’ The return of major power
rivalry not only shaped South Korean thinking on the possibility of revisionist attempts to
change the status quo by force but also the stability of the external threat environment
regionally and globally.

U.S. and South Korean analysts also highlighted the implications of Russia’s

invasion of Ukraine for China’s strategic calculations regarding an invasion of Taiwan.

% «Putin Speech on Partial Mobilisation: What Exactly Did He Say,” Al Jazeera, September 21, 2022,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/9/2 1/russias-putin-orders-partial-mobilisation-what-did-he-say.

% Yongmin Park, “Russian Invasion of Ukraine and the Decline of the World Order,” The Journal of East
Asian Affairs 35, no.1 (Spring/Summer 2022): 135-165.
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Particularly in the initial months after Russia’s invasion, analysts of both countries
expressed concern over whether Chinese President Xi Jinping might pursue similar
military action against Taiwan and take advantage of U.S. preoccupation in Ukraine.% In
particular, South Korean watchers noted that a Chinese invasion of Taiwan would
inevitably impact security on the Korean Peninsula by providing a strategic opportunity
for North Korea to similarly consider or pursue military action against South Korea. %
While such concerns disappeared from the forefront of security discussions as the war in
Ukraine continued and an immediate Russian victory was not achieved, South Korean
commentators continued to question the emerging new global order increasingly
fragmented between the United States and revisionist powers.

Amid growing global instability and concerns over the spread of revisionist
opportunism, the United States and South Korea redoubled efforts to strengthen the
bilateral alliance relationship. President Biden traveled to Seoul in May 2022 for his first
overseas trip to Asia as president and held the earliest meeting between a newly elected
South Korean president and the U.S. president, as his visit occurred only eleven days

after President Yoon’s inauguration. Labeling the relationship as a “global comprehensive

strategic alliance,” the two leaders outlined the alliance’s united stance and leadership in

% For U.S. editorials, see Elbridge Colby and Oriana Skylar Mastro, “Ukraine Is a Distraction From
Taiwan,” Wall Street Journal, February 13, 2022, https://www.wsj.com/articles/ukraine-is-a-distraction-
from-taiwan-russia-china-nato-global-powers-military-invasion-jinping-biden-putin-europe-11644781247;
Joseph Bosco, “Russia’s War on Ukraine Makes China’s Attack on Taiwan More Likely,” The Hill, April
26, 2022, https://thehill.com/opinion/international/3462914-russias-war-on-ukraine-makes-chinas-attack-
on-taiwan-more-likely/. For South Korean editorials, see Kim Ki-yong and Kim Soo-hyun, “China Could
Take Advantage of Global Disorder and Wait for Opportunity on Taiwan...Global Leaders State Likelihood
of Invasion,” Donga Ilbo, March 5, 2022,
https://www.donga.com/news/Inter/article/all/20220304/112168248/1; Ju Hyun-jin, “Would Taiwan Be
Different From Ukraine,” Seoul Shinmun, May 15, 2022,
https://www.seoul.co.kr/news/editOpinion/column/journalist-viewpoint/2022/05/16/20220516030015.

9 Taesuh Cha, “Fumbling South Korean Diplomacy Toward the Ukraine War,” Kyunghyang Shinmun,
February 27, 2023, https://m.khan.co.kr/opinion/column/article/202302270300045#c2b.
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addressing challenges beyond the Korean Peninsula, including threats to stability in the
Indo-Pacific region and Russia’s aggression in Ukraine.'® The Yoon administration’s
foreign policy vision of expanding South Korea’s role in regional and global aftairs
aligned closely with the Biden administration’s approach toward the Indo-Pacific region
and global challenges. Despite North Korea’s growing military advancements, however,
the Biden administration’s primary security challenge during this period was the war in
Ukraine and maintaining global stability to uphold the norms-based international order.
Domestic Politics

During his inauguration speech, President Yoon Suk-yeol emphasized the need to
safeguard the universal value of freedom and the importance of South Korea assuming a
more global leadership role. Noting the interconnectedness between domestic and foreign
politics, President Yoon stated, “When we assume a greater international role, we can
also find the right solution for many of our domestic challenges.”% As such, President
Yoon pursued bold initiatives in South Korea’s foreign policies and attempted to expand
South Korea’s global role to reflect the country’s growing stature and influence.
However, President Yoon’s foreign policy accomplishments contrasted with domestic
vulnerability and low public support for the government’s endeavors.
Degree of Political Vulnerability

President Yoon entered office with the smallest margin of victory after a

presidential election of numerous corruption scandals, heightened polarization around

100 «“United States-Republic of Korea Leaders’ Joint Statement,” The White House, May 21, 2022,
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/21/united-states-republic-of-korea-
leaders-joint-statement/.

101 “Inaugural Address by President Yoon Suk Yeol,” Office of the President, May 10, 2022,
https://eng.president.go.kr/speeches/kJDwcanX.
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sensitive social issues, and widespread voter dissatisfaction with the presidential
contenders. After his inauguration, President Yoon began his administration with an
approval rating of 52 percent, as seen in Figure 3.1.1% Low approval ratings for the Yoon
administration would continue to challenge the government’s efforts in policy initiatives

on both domestic and foreign issues.
Figure 3.1. Public Evaluation of President Yoon Suk-yeol During Period One
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The Yoon administration faced several immediate political challenges once in
power, primarily related to President Yoon’s personnel appointments in his cabinet. The
nomination of Han Dong-hoon as Minister of Justice and the appointment of former
prosecutors or investigators to high-level positions within the government led to

criticisms that the Yoon administration was creating a “Republic of Prosecutors” and

102 «“Daily Opinion Poll No. 495 (Second Week of May 2022) — President Yoon Suk-yeol’s First
Performance Evaluation and Future Prospects, Ahn Cheol-soo and Lee Jae-myung’s Candidacy in National
Assembly By-Elections, Eligibility of Nominees for Minister of Justice and Minister of Health and Welfare,
and Issue of Unacceptance at Confirmation Hearing,” Gallup, May 12, 2022,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1296.

103 Monthly averages were calculated from polling data from Gallup Korea.
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restricting the system of checks and balances within South Korea.%* Despite opposition
from the Democratic Party-controlled National Assembly and calls by DP politicians for
the withdrawal of Han’s nomination, President Yoon approved Han as Minister of Justice.
Minister Han’s appointment faced strong progressive backlash, as well as some criticism
from conservatives, for undermining the spirit of bipartisanship.'%®® Furthermore, scandals
and corruption charges surrounding several of President Yoon’s ministerial nominees
contributed to public perceptions that the government was struggling to establish a solid
foundation for effective governance.% Public dissatisfaction with the turbulence of the
government’s cabinet appointments was evident in the continued decrease in the
president’s approval ratings.

On his one-hundredth day in office, Gallup Korea reported President Yoon’s
approval ratings at 28 percent, and the top reason for disapproval was the president’s
handling of personnel affairs.!%” Notably, only 7 percent of progressives positively

evaluated President Yoon’s first one-hundred days in office, while 50 percent of

104 1 ee Sang-sik, “Mini-President Han Dong-hoon and the Impending Republic of Prosecutors,”
Hankyoreh, June 6, 2022, https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/english_editorials/1045842 . html;
Lee Hyo-sang, “‘Everyone Is Yoon Suk-yeol’s People’...Complete Takeover by Former Prosecutors,”
Kyunghyang Shinmun, June 7, 2022, https://www.khan.co.kr/national/court-law/article/202206071844001.
105 For progressive editorials, see “President Yoon Emphasized Governance, But Rapid Cooling of Political
Situation as Han Dong-hoon’s Appointment Is Pushed Through,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, May 16, 2022,
https://m.khan.co.kr/politics/politics-general/article/202205161632001#c2b; “President Yoon Kicked Aside
Governance and Common Sense to Appoint Han Dong-hoon as Minister of Justice,” Hankyoreh, May 17,
2022, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/1043251.html. For an example of a critical conservative
editorial, see “After Emphasizing Bipartisan Cooperation, Yoon Pushed Ahead With Han Dong-hoon’s
Appointment,” Donga Ilbo, May 18, 2022,

https://www.donga.com/en/List/article/all/20220518/3390253/1 7m=Kkor.

106 Yoo Cheong-mo, “Education Minister Nominee Resigns Amid Allegations of Ethical Lapses,” Yonhap
News Agency, May 3, 2022, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20220503002652315; Sarah Kim, “Yoon’s
Second Health Minister Nominee Throws in Towel,” Joongang Ilbo, July 4, 2022,
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2022/07/04/national/politics/Korea-health-minister-Yoon-
Sukyeol/20220704164248330.html.

107 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 508 (Third Week of August 2022) — One-Hundred Days After Presidential
Inauguration, First Public Evaluation of Government’s Performance by Sector,” Gallup, August 18, 2022,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1317.
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conservatives offered positive evaluations. Negative public perceptions of the
government were further impacted by several incidents involving the president. On
September 21, a “hot mic” moment by President Yoon occurred on the sidelines of his
participation at the UN General Assembly.%® While President Yoon’s remarks initially
received primarily progressive criticisms, his subsequent decision to end his daily
informal “door-stepping” sessions in the presidential office and ban MBC News from
joining the press pool for his Southeast Asia tour led to bipartisan criticisms of the
government.'%® Furthermore, it led to President Yoon’s lowest approval rating of 24
percent, with diplomacy emerging as the top reason for public dissatisfaction.*°

Low approval ratings due to scandals involving public administration and
diplomatic participation led to a challenging start for the Yoon administration. Despite
achievements in foreign and security policies, elaborated in the following section, the

mishandling of several domestic issues shaped public perceptions of the government’s

ability to effectively craft and implement policies for the public.

108 «“If These XX-ers in Congress Do Not Approve, What Will Happen Because Biden Will Be
Embarrassed,” MBC News, September 21, 2022,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JY5w7 v7n_c&t=66s.

109 For additional context on President Yoon’s decisions, see Nam Hyun-woo, “President Stops Taking
Questions From Reporters on Way to Office,” Korea Times, November 21, 2022,
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2024/02/113_340251.html; “S. Korean Leader Criticized for
Banning Broadcaster From Plane,” Voice of America, November 10, 2022, https://www.voanews.com/a/s-
korean-leader-criticized-for-banning-broadcaster-from-plane/6828818.html. For conservative editorials
critical of the Yoon administration’s decisions, see Oh Byung-sang, “Shame Over Controversy Surrounding
President Yoon’s Foul Language,” Joongang Ilbo, September 22, 2022,
https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/25103797#home; “The Presidential Office’s Emotional and Unilateral
Response to MBC,” Chosun Ilbo, November 11, 2022,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/editorial/2022/11/11/6H762TENWVCXTNWUONBFLJVAMY/. For
critical progressive editorials, see “Blocking MBC From Boarding Private Plan Is Unconstitutional Media
Control,” Hankyoreh, November 10, 2022, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/1066732.html;
Shin Sang-ho, “From MBC to YTN...The President and Ruling Party Have Declared War Against the
Media,” OhmyNews, November 18, 2022,
https://www.ohmynews.com/NWS_Web/View/at_pg.aspx?CNTN_CD=A0002881628.

110 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 513 (Fifth Week of September 2022) — Visit to the United Kingdom and North
America, South Korea-Japan Relations, and Complete Lifting of Outdoor Mask Mandate,” Gallup,
September 29, 2022, https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1326.
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Effectiveness of Security Policies

On August 15, 2022, President Yoon announced his government’s envisioned
policy approach toward North Korea, titled the “Audacious Initiative.” The initiative
involved food, economic, energy, and infrastructural assistance if North Korea suspended

its nuclear development and took genuine steps toward denuclearization. '

However,
Kim Yo-jong not only responded negatively to President Yoon’s initiative, but she also
reaffirmed that the country would never abandon its nuclear weapons.'*? Despite North
Korea’s rejection of the Yoon administration’s proposal, the government continued to
utilize the Audacious Initiative framework to guide its policies toward the North.

In responding to North Korea’s advancing capabilities and provocations, President
Yoon forged an approach toward the North that strengthened U.S. extended deterrence
commitments and South Korean indigenous defense mechanisms. To reinforce the joint
capabilities of the two allies, President Yoon restored several alliance-based dialogues
and exercises that had waned during the previous administration.

First, the United States and South Korea regularized combined military drills and
expanded the scope and scale of joint military exercises. Second, the Yoon administration
reactivated the Extended Deterrence Strategy and Consultation Group (EDSCG), a

bilateral consultative mechanism for assessing the depth of the combined deterrence

posture against a broad range of security challenges facing the alliance.'*3 Third,

111 «Address by President Yoon Suk Yeol on Korea’s 77th Liberation Day,” Office of the President, August
15, 2022, https://eng.president.go.kr/speeches/k4bSEz3J.

112 «pregg Statement of Vice Department Director of C.C., WPK Kim Yo Jong,” Rodong Shinmun, August
19, 2022, https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1660921729-881735367/press-statement-of-vice-department-
director-of-c-c-wpk-kim-yo-jong/.

113 «Joint Statement on the Extended Deterrence Strategy and Consultation Group Meeting,” U.S.
Department of Defense, September 16, 2022,
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3161720/joint-statement-on-the-extended-
deterrence-strategy-and-consultation-group-meet/.
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President Yoon worked to revitalize South Korea’s “Three-Axis” system as the country’s
primary response mechanism against the growing North Korean threat.'*# The Three-Axis
system fortified South Korea’s defensive and deterrent posture against North Korean
threats while introducing the offensive elements of preemption and second-strike
capabilities.

In addition to strengthening indigenous and alliance-based military capabilities,
President Yoon prioritized the resumption of trilateral U.S.-South Korea-Japan security
cooperation to bolster South Korean security against growing threats in the region.
Throughout this period, the United States, South Korea, and Japan held numerous
trilateral military exercises to strengthen interoperability and regional deterrence.!'®
President Yoon also pursued diplomatic normalization with Japan to revitalize bilateral
political and security cooperation. On March 6, the Yoon administration announced its
plan to compensate South Korean victims of wartime forced labor by Japanese
corporations through the establishment of a South Korean public foundation receptive to
voluntary donations from Japanese and South Korean companies. !¢

However, the government’s efforts toward Japan were met with varying levels of

opposition and caution. Progressives strongly criticized the government for offering

114 For additional information on the Three-Axis system, see Doyeong Jung, “South Korea’s Revitalized
‘Three-Axis’ System,” Council on Foreign Relations, January 4, 2023, https://www.cfr.org/blog/south-
koreas-revitalized-three-axis-system.

115 Jesse Johnson, “Japan, South Korea, and U.S. Hold First Trilateral Missile Defense Drills Since 2017,”
The Japan Times, August 16, 2022, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/08/16/national/politics-
diplomacy/japan-south-korea-us-military-drills/; Hyonhee Shin, “South Korea, U.S., Japan Stage Anti-
Submarine Drills Amid North Korea Tension,” Reuters, September 30, 2022,
https://www.reuters.com/business/acrospace-defense/skorea-us-japan-stage-anti-submarine-drills-amid-
nkorea-tension-2022-09-30/.

116 Park Jin, “Press Conference to Announce the Government’s Position on the Supreme Court Ruling on
Forced Labor,” Korea Policy Briefing, March 6, 2023,

https://www.korea.kr/briefing/policyBriefing View.do?newsld=156555932.
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unilateral concessions without preconditions or Japanese reciprocation. As one editorial
in Hankyoreh argued, the “tragic and humiliating” proposal represented a “lopsided
diplomatic defeat for Seoul.”*'” Others took issue with the fact that the proposal did not
include statements of apology from Japan and that South Korean companies were
expected to provide financial compensation.'® Meanwhile, numerous conservative media
editorials acknowledged that the proposed arrangement was insufficient in reflecting
Japanese remorse for its role in forced conscription and urged the Japanese government to
respond favorably with reciprocal measures to the Yoon administration’s overtures.*?
Evaluation of President Yoon’s security policies remained divided along partisan
lines. Progressives continued to criticize the government’s expansion of military
cooperation and exercises with the United States and Japan as destabilizing and
provocative, especially as tensions on the Korean Peninsula escalated. In comparison,
conservatives offered a more positive assessment of the Yoon administration’s efforts.

However, riskier policy efforts pursued by the government, such as settling the forced

labor issue with Japan, received mixed feedback from conservatives.

17 «Yoon’s ‘Solution’ to Forced Labor Issue Is Historically Regressive,” Hankyoreh, March 7, 2023,
https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/english_editorials/1082559.html.

118 “Daily Opinion Poll No. 533 (Second Week of March 2023) — Proposal for Third-Party Reimbursement
to Victims of Japanese Forced Labor, Direction of Korea-Japan Relations, and the Japanese Government’s
Acknowledgment of Historical Issues,” Gallup, March 9, 2023,
https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=1371. Notably, 59 percent of participants
disagreed with the government’s proposal unless Japan apologized and provided compensation, 64 percent
believed that there should not be a rush to improve South Korea-Japan relations unless Japan’s attitude
changed, and 85 percent believed that the current Japanese government was remorseful over its past
actions. The poll also showed that relations with Japan and diplomacy emerged as the top two reasons for
disapproval of President Yoon.

119 «“South Korea’s Initial Proposal to Resolve Forced Labor, Japan Should Look Forward One-Hundred
Years and Respond,” Donga Ilbo, March 6, 2023,
https://www.donga.com/news/Opinion/article/all/20230305/118183681/1; “Desperate Solution to Forced
Labor...Hope for Normalization of South Korea-Japan Relations,” Joongang Ilbo, March 6, 2023,
https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/25145186#home.
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Nature of the Nuclear Debate

This period witnessed the most active phase of South Korea’s nuclear debate
under the Yoon administration. The high external threat environment and domestic
politics surrounding the Yoon administration’s policies empowered nuclear advocates to
call for the consideration of nuclear options. However, conservative circles remained
divided over the appropriate military measures against growing external instability.
Meanwhile, progressives persisted in criticizing the option of nuclear armament and the
government more broadly.
Volume of Media Editorials

During this period, twenty-two editorials argued for South Korea to consider or
pursue nuclear options. In comparison to previous periods of the nuclear debate during
the Moon administration, the pro-nuclear editorials were more evenly distributed
throughout the period, as seen in Figure 3.2.
Figure 3.2. Quantity of Opinion Editorials During Period One Under the Yoon

Administration

Support ®Oppose
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Source: Author compilation.

Chosun Ilbo published the highest number of editorials supporting nuclear
armament, with fourteen out of the total twenty-two editorials. While Joongang Ilbo
published five pro-nuclear editorials during this period, it also highlighted an equal
number of editorials that supported the strengthening of U.S. extended deterrence
measures without arguing in support of nuclear development.

Notably, fourteen out of the total twenty-two editorials argued for South Korea to
pursue independent nuclear development or to secure the potential for nuclear armament.
Many of the arguments proposed by nuclear advocates contained themes of international
realism and the view that security guarantees within an alliance could not be exclusively
relied on. Nuclear advocates highlighted the changing nature of international politics in
which normative structures such as the United Nations and the NPT system were
weakening, arguing that alliances cannot be considered permanent and that an alliance
should not entirely be responsible for South Korea’s security.'?® Additionally, supporters
of an independent nuclear option viewed the U.S. nuclear umbrella as an uncertain pledge
that could be weakened due to political conditions and public opinion in the United
States. 2!

The question of “Seoul for Los Angeles” (or any other major U.S. city, for that

matter) motivated pro-nuclear advocates who were not assured that the United States

120 Yoon Pyung-joong, “Is Nuclear War an Unlikely Scenario,” Chosun Ilbo, September 30, 2022,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/column/2022/09/30/PRTQETUEXFFYBMMEKQN46RYT5RM/; Nam
Sung-wook, “Park Chung-hee Strengthened Military Capabilities While Communicating With the
North...We Need Public Opinion on Nuclear Armament,” Chosun Ilbo, October 26, 2022,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/specialist column/2022/10/26/LOAM3SDWYNB3LDPFWFUCQOIPRI/

121 Kim Jung-ha, “Kim Jong-un Only Understands the Logic of Power,” Joongang Ilbo, November 6, 2022,
https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/25115393.
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would sacrifice U.S. lives for South Korean lives if North Korea were to attack. An
independent nuclear program was viewed as the ideal policy option for South Korea to
assume autonomy in its security posture and pursue all available military options in the
event of a crisis without waiting for an external state to come to its defense. Some nuclear
advocates even argued that a nuclear South Korea—alongside a nuclear Japan—could
reinforce U.S. nuclear deterrence in the region and reduce the burden of the United States
in the event of a North Korean attack, arguing that allowing South Korea and Japan to
nuclearize posed a safer and more effective option for the United States than providing its
nuclear umbrella.??

In addition, nuclear latency emerged as a common argument, especially compared
to the arguments presented during the Moon administration. Journalist Yoo Yong-won
wrote two articles on Chosun Ilbo that argued for South Korea to pursue its own version
of the U.S. Manhattan Project, stating that South Korea should take advantage of the
country’s military and private sector to secure the potential to develop nuclear
weapons.*?® In doing so, nuclear advocates argued for the Yoon administration to
negotiate with the United States to amend the U.S.-South Korea agreement on civil

nuclear cooperation to allow for South Korea to possess reprocessing and enrichment

rights, similar to the current U.S.-Japan arrangement that allows for Japan to enrich

1221 ee Chang-wee, “The United States Would Not Allow a Nuclear War and Use Nuclear Weapons for
South Korea,” Donga Ilbo, December 5, 2022,
https://shindonga.donga.com/politics/article/all/13/3789736/1.

123 Yoo Yong-won, “The Realization of North Korea’s Tactical Nuclear Weapons Threat...We Need a
Korean Version of the Manhattan Project,” Chosun Ilbo, May 18, 2022,
http://bemil.chosun.com/site/data/html dir/2022/05/18/2022051800827.html; Yoo Yong-won, “Proposal to
Push Ahead With the ‘Mugunghwa Plan’ to Secure Nuclear Latency,” Chosun Ilbo, January 18, 2023,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/specialist column/2023/01/18/WA7VFDZWQJETBD4R5BZ74P55QM/.
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uranium and extract plutonium from U.S. spent fuel.*?* Given the Yoon administration’s
emphasis on enhancing coordination and communication within the U.S.-South Korea
alliance and South Korean views that the two countries were aligned in their approach
toward deterring North Korea, amending the U.S.-South Korea nuclear agreement to
allow for nuclear latency capabilities became an attractive option that was viewed as
feasible by nuclear proponents between the Biden and Yoon administrations.

The remaining eight pro-nuclear editorials advocated for redeploying tactical
nuclear weapons or nuclear sharing with the United States. Supporters of the option to
redeploy U.S. nuclear weapons argued that independently developing nuclear weapons
was politically difficult for South Korea, despite the high public support for such a
pathway.'?> Additionally, independent nuclear development was viewed as a decision
based on a lack of trust in the United States, which supporters of tactical redeployment
argued could lead to the collapse of the alliance relationship.?® Advocates of redeploying
U.S. tactical nuclear weapons shared the understanding that nuclear measures were best
pursued within alliance mechanisms and with the clear decision-making of the United
States.

Despite the high number of pro-nuclear editorials published by conservative news
outlets, conservatives remained split on whether nuclear armament was the best option
for resolving South Korea’s security dilemma. The division within the conservative camp

regarding the appropriate policy approach for responding to North Korean military

124 «“If U.S.-South Korea-Japan Cooperation Unravels, Then Only Japan Could Pursue Nuclear Armament,”
Donga Ilbo, February 4, 2023, https://shindonga.donga.com/inter/article/all/13/3924103/1.

125 Choi Kang, “Balance of Fear Is Key to Deterring North Korea,” Chosun Ilbo, June 21, 2022,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/chosun_column/2022/06/21/HR4TRS3TABFMTEIJHZ4JAEF5DU/.

126 Cha Du-hyeogn, “The Price to Pay for Independent Nuclear Armament Is Too High,” Donga Ilbo,
November 22, 2022, https://shindonga.donga.com/politics/article/all/13/3771178/1.
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capabilities led to a nuclear debate with internal fissures and disunity among conservative
scholars. During the Moon administration, disagreement with the progressive
government’s approach toward North Korea unified conservative commentators to argue
for nuclear armament as an alternative policy option for the government. However, the
inauguration of the Yoon administration and its pursuit of a deterrence-focused policy
alongside the United States divided conservatives on the issue of nuclear armament.
During this period, conservative commentators also published anti-nuclear editorials that
criticized calls for nuclear armament. While acknowledging that the argument of “nukes
for nukes” was reasonable, these editorials called on the Yoon administration to respond
carefully and objectively to the arguments of pro-nuclear advocates due to the associated
risks and ramifications.

Notably, supporters of strengthening U.S. extended deterrence measures made
similar arguments as progressives, which are elaborated below, in arguing against nuclear
armament. Numerous editorials argued that independent nuclear development would
result in international sanctions that could collapse the South Korean economy while
redeploying or sharing U.S. nuclear assets maintained U.S. control over the nuclear
weapons.*?’ Thus, strengthening the U.S. nuclear umbrella and increasing South Korea’s
role within extended deterrence mechanisms were viewed as the most practical options
for bolstering South Korean deterrence and defense. Some commentators even argued

that only North Korea benefited from South Korea’s nuclear debate as it reflected a

127 Wi Sung-lac, “How to Respond to the North’s Tactical Nukes,” Joongang Ilbo, October 26, 2022,
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2022/10/26/opinion/columns/North-Korea-tactical-nuclear-
weapons/20221026195236030.html; Yoon Young-kwan, “Independent Development, Redeployment, and
Nuclear Sharing Are All More Harm Than Good,” Joongang 1lbo, November 11, 2022,
https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/25116961; Paik Seung-ju, “It Is Not Time to Comment on the NPT,
North Korea Is a Nuclear-Weapons State,” Donga Ilbo, December 1, 2022,
https://shindonga.donga.com/politics/article/all/13/3789502/1.
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divided public and the presence of a dispute among political circles.!?® Disunity among
conservatives regarding the nuclear issue not only complicated the contours and
perceptions of the nuclear debate but also challenged the ability of nuclear advocates to
provide a clear and unified policy option for the government to consider.

Meanwhile, eleven editorials were posted on Hankyoreh, Kyunghyang Shinmun,
and OhmyNews that criticized pro-nuclear advocates and arguments. The majority of
progressive commentators shared the view that the Yoon administration’s policy toward
North Korea was insufficient in reducing tensions on the Korean Peninsula and that pro-
nuclear arguments only served to exacerbate instability. Similar to arguments posed
against nuclear options during the Moon administration, anti-nuclear advocates stressed
the need for South Korea to pursue diplomatic approaches toward the North and argued
that nuclear acquisition by South Korea would challenge efforts to denuclearize the
Korean Peninsula.

An editorial in Hankyoreh stated that while it was regrettable that North Korea
was escalating its nuclear threats and enhancing alignment with China and Russia, the
Yoon administration had failed to devise proper countermeasures for reducing tensions
and presenting a path toward dialogue for peaceful relations.'?® Other editorials criticized
the Yoon administration and nuclear advocates for solely focusing on hardline policies
toward North Korea and making unrealistic, dangerous, and irresponsible claims about

nuclear acquisition that could intensify Cold War-like confrontation in the region.**°

128 «“Ensuring Reliability of the Nuclear Umbrella Is Top Priority,” Joongang Ilbo, October 13, 2022,
https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/25109073.

129 «“North Korea Escalates Tactical Nuclear Weapons Threat, President Yoon Opens Possibility of
Redeploying Tactical Nuclear Weapons,” Hankyoreh, October 11, 2022,
https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/1062250.html.

130 «A fter Discussing ‘Tactical Nuclear Weapons’ Now It Is ‘Strengthening the Nuclear Umbrella,’ Is It
Realistic,” Hankyoreh, October 13, 2022, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/106258 1 .html;
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Rather than push for nuclear measures, progressives continued to argue that only
diplomatic attempts to resume dialogue with North Korea could reduce escalating
tensions.

In addition, progressive commentators continued to point to the unfeasibility and
risks associated with nuclear options. Many editorials emphasized the political and
economic backlash that South Korea would need to endure to independently develop
nuclear weapons. First, a nuclear South Korea would rupture the U.S.-South Korea
alliance and catalyze a nuclear arms race in Northeast Asia, likely provoking retaliatory
military measures from North Korea, China, and Russia.**! Second, withdrawing from
the NPT to pursue nuclear development would entail sanctions, which would impose a
heavy burden on South Korean trade and economic development.'®? Particularly within
an external threat environment characterized by increasing geopolitical fragmentation, the
primary progressive argument was that nuclear armament was not in South Korea’s
interest, emphasizing the security risks of nuclear armament to South Korea and the
heightened instability imposed on South Korea’s volatile relations with North Korea,

China, and Russia.

Political Party Response
During this period, numerous politicians from the ruling People Power Party
vocalized their support for nuclear armament. Representative Cho Kyoung-tae argued

that nuclear development must be proposed to safeguard South Korea’s peace and

Hwang Soo-young, “Stop Making Irresponsible Arguments Like ‘Nukes for Nukes,””” OhmyNews, October
15, 2022, https:/www.ohmynews.com/NWS_Web/View/at pg.aspx?CNTN_CD=A0002872512.

131 Moon Chung-in, “Who and What Is the Debate on Independent Nuclear Armament For,” Hankyoreh,
February 26, 2023, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/column/1081272.html.

132 Jeong Il-yeong, “U.S. Nuclear Expert Provides Assertion Regarding Nuclear South Korea,” OhmyNews,
February 8, 2023, https://www.ohmynews.com/NWS_Web/View/at pg.aspx?CNTN_CD=A0002900600.
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security amid the acute emergency crisis facing the country, while Representative Thae
Yong-ho stated that North Korea was in an advantageous situation to wage war on the
Korean Peninsula.'® Representative Thae even noted that despite U.S. and international
opposition to South Korean nuclear armament, South Korea should assure the
international community that its nuclear capabilities would be temporary and that the
ultimate objective was still the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.

Most notably, the leader of the ruling party emerged as an outspoken supporter of
bolstering South Korea’s nuclear deterrence. Chung Jin-suk, who assumed the leadership
position in September 2022, argued numerous times for the government to pursue nuclear
weapons in order to counterbalance North Korea’s nuclear advantage. Chung stated that
if North Korea proceeded with its seventh nuclear test, South Korea should scrap the
Comprehensive Military Agreement and the Joint Declaration of the Denuclearization of
the Korean Peninsula as they only served to restrict South Korean response capabilities
against North Korea.3* Chung also questioned whether the United States would retaliate
against North Korea if the North launched tactical nuclear weapons against non-U.S.
assets in South Korea and whether South Korea was adequately prepared to respond to

security threats without assistance from the United States or Japan.'®

133 Cho Kyoung-tae, “A Club Is the Cure Against a Crazy Dog,” Facebook, October 14, 2022,
https://www.facebook.com/Choforce/posts/ptbidOHTpZ5Qypkh2eZxwvQc45WqyamU97x2pFd9IBWMN7f
ZEtoeYxTABnhrTAePaMV2gCVI; Thae Yong-ho, “Questioning Whether the United States Would
Retaliate With Nuclear Weapons on Armageddon-Like Korean Peninsula If North Korea Tests an ICBM
Beyond South Korea Toward the Southern Beaches of Jeju Island,” Facebook, November 5, 2022,
https://www.facebook.com/TYHGangNam/posts/pfbidOkrpxtENeX{Z ligrl.e3zbaAE8aaFd1psV6QFb9oN8
rDPvpKRvVA6A0pMvci3PQg58nl.

134 Chung Jin-suk, “We Must Scrap the Joint Declaration of the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula,”
Facebook, October 11, 2022,

https://www.facebook.com/jinsukchung60/posts/pfbid02Fzk AQK9E842J4LBnPwWiKwD6mE6TqW5{kS
KyZoABUFLnwdu8JwbL5vWyAjtzL hRhl.

135 Chung Jin-suk, “Would the Umbrella Open Even During a Drizzle,” Facebook, October 18, 2022,
https://www.facebook.com/jinsukchung60/posts/ptbid02UPZn2GopecSADSPKj4W VsrldnEiFuQZfXtiJvk
y304cRYJ1iMsQTs6DMgsbwu4ES]; Chung Jin-suk, “Four North Koreas Surround South Korea,”
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In arguing for nuclearization, members of the ruling party did not criticize the
government’s security policies or approach toward North Korea. Rather, there was an
acknowledgment that the Yoon administration should adapt its security policies to the
changed geopolitical environment and North Korea’s growing military capabilities.
Daegu Mayor Hong Joon-pyo, who pushed for redeploying tactical nuclear weapons
under the Moon administration as then-leader of the conservative party, blamed previous
South Korean governments—particularly the “pro-North Korea” Moon administration—
for pursuing reactive policies toward North Korea that allowed for the Kim family to
develop nuclear weapons.**® Hong continued to advocate for a policy of nuclear balance
by highlighting the withdrawal clause within the NPT and arguing that South Korea
should no longer hesitate to protect its 50 million citizens enslaved under North Korea’s
nuclear blackmail.**” However, other PPP politicians cautioned against such arguments
and claimed that the party had not formed a unified stance on the issue, nor had the party

communicated or consulted with the Presidential Office about the issue.138

Facebook, November 5, 2022,

https://www.facebook.com/jinsukchung60/posts/pfbid031C8kkx A3 gvK8RWj9UwQvxda7LmsFPSDnCP1d
ey YysZwPgtShZWiVX618XgtN1Ctol.

136 Hong Joon-pyo, “In 1991, the Kim Family Took Advantage of Roh Tae-woo’s North Korea Policy to
Establish the Joint Declaration of the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula and Withdraw Tactical
Nuclear Weapons Stationed in South Korea to Gain KEDO Cooperation and Light-Water Reactors in
Exchange for Denuclearization,” Facebook, October 16, 2022,

https://www.facebook.com/joonpyohong2 1/posts/pfbid02uxJOQIHEtrP4rJMPus4tyt7n3vAjkcZQCMV6taZ
P897zPGfdtZSEZyCdQPPj2QN4I.

137 Hong Joon-pyo, “The Joint Declaration of the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula Signed
Between Roh Tae-woo and Kim IlI-song Was a Foolish Declaration by Roh Tae-woo who Fell for Kim II-
song’s Deceptive Trick,” Facebook, October 13, 2022,

https://www.facebook.com/joonpyohong? 1/posts/pfbid0TZj Tpj8h TSXNKi2hqk7FUsT8a2jf4rQILGEXZao
pONbar2jheHiwtmzXaWYmZxtNI.

138 Hong Jee-in, “Eruption Within Ruling Party of Extended Deterrence Policies Against North
Korea...From Rotational Deployment of U.S. Assets to Nuclear Weapons Development,” Yonhap News
Agency, October 13, 2022, https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20221013082400001; Jeong Dai-yeon,
“Arguments of Withdrawal From the NPT and Independent Nuclear Program...The People Power Party’s
Determination Is Going Too Far,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, October 14, 2022,
https://m.khan.co.kr/politics/north-korea/article/20221014164001 1 #c2b.
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Notably, President Yoon engaged in the nuclear debate several times throughout
this period. In response to heightened attention and debate surrounding nuclear options in
October, President Yoon stated that he was listening to the diverse opinions being
presented on extended deterrence and carefully weighing all possibilities. '3 Officials
within the Yoon administration, however, clarified that the South Korean government was
not coordinating nuclear sharing or redeployment options with the United States and that
the government maintained its commitment toward the denuclearization of North Korea
and the Korean Peninsula.'*’* However, the most explicit and unprecedented statement
occurred on January 11. In a policy briefing with defense and foreign ministry officials,
President Yoon mentioned that South Korea could redeploy tactical nuclear weapons or
independently possess nuclear weapons if the threat posed by North Korea grew.'4
President Yoon stated that it would not take long for South Korea to develop its own
nuclear weapons, given the country’s scientific and technological expertise.

This marked the first time that a South Korean president publicly floated the
possibility that South Korea could go nuclear. The Presidential Office quickly clarified
that President Yoon’s remarks were meant to express the government’s fundamental
position that a firm response is needed against North Korea’s nuclear threat and stated
that the government remained committed to the NPT system.!#? In other words, President

Yoon’s comments did not signal or represent an official shift in government policy.

139 Park Min-cheol, “Eruption of Nuclear Debate Within the Ruling Party...Yoon States Consideration,”
KBS News, October 13, 2022, https://news.kbs.co.kr/news/pc/view/view.do?ncd=5577842.

140 «“Shin Beom-chul: Prioritizing the Use of U.S. Strategic Assets Than Redeploying Tactical Nuclear
Weapons,” SBS Radio, October 13, 2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BIUkt3nOynk.

141 “President Yoon’s Concluding Remarks for Briefing With Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of
National Defense,” Office of the President, January 11, 2023,
https://www.president.go.kr/newsroom/briefing/GvCftpuP.

142 Kim Hwan-yong, “South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol Mentions ‘Independent Nuclear
Armament’...The Presidential Office States Intention of Firm Response to North Korean Nuclear Threat
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Interplay of Variables

The external threat environment of intensifying geopolitical hostilities and
President Yoon’s domestic politics and degree of political vulnerability shaped the
activity of the nuclear discourse in South Korea during this period.

The threat environment marked by advancements in North Korean military
capabilities and provocations caused nuclear proponents to step up their calls for nuclear
armament. While the nuclear issue served as a tool of criticism against the government’s
North Korea and security policies under the Moon administration, conservatives
primarily used the nuclear issue during this period as a tool of advocacy in an attempt to
influence government officials and push the conservative administration to adopt a more
muscular, nuclear-based defense policy. Due to the acute external threat perception and
realization of shifting global politics, nuclear advocates prioritized the policy option of
independent nuclear armament and nuclear latency to ensure South Korean security
would not rely on external actors possessing their own interests and considerations.

However, the Yoon administration’s political vulnerability posed obstacles to the
strength and tenacity of arguments posed by nuclear advocates. In comparison to the first
period under the Moon administration, which witnessed high public support for the
government’s policy direction on domestic and foreign issues, the Yoon administration
was unable to utilize high public support to pursue its policy priorities. The Moon
administration was able to pursue policies on North Korea and prosecution reform despite
criticisms from the conservative party because the public overwhelmingly supported such

efforts. However, the Yoon administration quickly faced declining public approval

and Unchanged Compliance With the NPT,” Voice of America, January 12, 2023,
https://www.voakorea.com/a/6915173.html.
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ratings, primarily due to scandals surrounding the appointment process of key public
officials and communication mishaps, which limited the government’s ability to pursue
bold policy initiatives with relative impunity. The political vulnerability of President
Yoon led to a divided center of momentum among pro-nuclear supporters, who risked
further weakening the government’s image and political maneuverability.
April 2023 to January 2024: Period of Deepening Trilateral Coalitions

On April 26, 2023, President Yoon visited the United States in celebration of the
seventieth anniversary of the U.S.-South Korea alliance. President Biden welcomed
President Yoon to the White House for a summit meeting that encompassed a broad range
of cooperative agenda items from traditional security cooperation to collaborating on
emerging technologies. The broadening and deepening scope of the alliance was further
reinforced by the announcement of the Washington Declaration by Presidents Biden and
Yoon, which outlined enhanced measures for U.S.-South Korean defense cooperation and
steps to increase South Korea’s role in U.S. nuclear planning and decision-making.43

The two countries also agreed to the creation of the Nuclear Consultative Group
(NCG). The NCG provided a new consultative platform for the two allies to engage in
deeper nuclear and strategic information-sharing, table-top simulations, and joint
planning of nuclear-conventional operations. The United States also pledged to enhance
the visibility of its extended deterrence commitment to South Korea by increasing U.S.
strategic assets to the Korean Peninsula, including the port visit of a U.S. nuclear ballistic
missile submarine. The agreement also confirmed both South Korea’s confidence and

enduring reliance on the U.S. nuclear deterrent and South Korea’s longstanding

143 «“Washington Declaration,” The White House, April 26, 2023, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-
room/statements-releases/2023/04/26/washington-declaration-2/.
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commitment to the NPT and the U.S.-South Korea Agreement for Cooperation
Concerning Peaceful Uses of Nuclear Energy. The reiteration of South Korea’s normative
obligations highlighted the Yoon administration’s pledge to strengthen its deterrent
posture in coordination with the U.S.-South Korea alliance and the global
nonproliferation regime.44

Amid stepped-up coordination between the United States and South Korea on
nuclear deterrence, the external threat environment during this period remained volatile
with continued North Korean military advancements and growing North Korea-Russia
strategic cooperation. In addition to continued fighting between Ukraine and Russia, the
outbreak of the conflict between Israel and Hamas posed another international security
crisis that occupied U.S. policymakers.

Domestically, the Yoon administration continued to face low popular support and
scandals despite achievements in its security policies and its pursuit of trilateral
cooperation. The government’s political vulnerability during this period thus led to a
dormant nuclear debate as nuclear proponents faced a dilemma of either continuing to
call for nuclear armament and risking further weakening of the leadership or lowering the
volume of such calls to support the Yoon administration’s efforts in implementing the
Washington Declaration.

External Threat Environment

Growing North Korean capabilities and increasing alignment between North

Korea, China, and Russia continued to characterize South Korea’s external environment.

In response, the United States, South Korea, and Japan further solidified trilateral

144 Jennifer Ahn, “Evaluating Extended Deterrence at the U.S.-South Korea Summit,” Council on Foreign
Relations, May 2, 2023, https://www.cfr.org/blog/evaluating-extended-deterrence-us-south-korea-summit.
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relations in the historic summit at Camp David in August 2023. While the three countries
institutionalized the trilateral partnership and inter-Korean tensions grew, the Hamas-led
attack against Israel on October 7 posed another global conflict that occupied the Biden

administration.

North Korean Capabilities and Behavior

This period began with North Korea test-launching its first solid-fuel Hwasong-18
ICBM on April 13. Solid-fuel ICBMs can be launched more quickly than liquid-fueled
ICBMs, allowing for reduced vulnerability and greater ability to evade detection.'® The
new Hwasong-18 missile showed continued advancement in North Korean missile
technologies and diversity in its nuclear deterrent to work toward achieving survivable
second-strike capabilities. In highlighting the acquisition of the new missile system, Kim
Jong-un also threatened a “clearer security crisis [and to] constantly strike extreme
uneasiness and horror” against the United States and South Korea.**® North Korea also
noted that growing military cooperation between the United States and South Korea,
including the consistent deployment of U.S. strategic assets to the region, increasingly
threatened North Korean territory and necessitated “changed action, a more offensive

counteraction” from the regime.'*’ Within this period, the progression of North Korea’s

145 Bruce Klingner, “North Korean Solid-Fuel ICBM Increases U.S. Vulnerability,” The Heritage
Foundation, April 24, 2023, https://www.heritage.org/asia/commentary/north-korean-solid-fuel-icbm-
increases-us-vulnerability.

146 «Another Mighty Entity Showing Continuous Development of Strategic Force Unveiled in DPRK
Respected Comrade Kim Jong Un Guides First Test-Fire of New-Type ICBM Hwasongpho-18 on Spot,”
Rodong Shinmun, April 14, 2023, https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1681458619-912978826/another-

mighty-entity-showing-continuous-development-of-strategic-force-unveiled-in-dprk-respected-comrade-

kim-jong-un-guides-first-test-fire-of-new-type-icbm-hwasongpho-18-on-spot/.

147 «“Clear Display of DPRK Strategic Forces’ Toughest Retaliation Will and Overwhelming Strength
Launch Drill of ICBM Hwasongpho-18 Conducted,” Rodong Shinmun, December 19, 2023,
https://kcnawatch.org/mewstream/1702956689-890485567/clear-display-of-dprk-strategic-forces’-toughest-
retaliation-will-and-overwhelming-strength-launch-drill-of-icbm-hwasongpho-18-conducted/.
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missile capabilities highlighted the regime’s primary focus on military development and
expanding its retaliatory capabilities, as well as its blanket rejection of diplomacy with
the United States and South Korea.

In addition to North Korea’s growing nuclear force, this period witnessed growing
alignment and partnership within the China-North Korea-Russia coalition. The
solidifying trilateral relationship was visible during North Korea’s military parade on July
27 for the seventieth anniversary of the end of the Korean War, which was attended by
Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu and Chinese Politburo member Li Hongzhong,
who stood alongside Kim Jong-un. The visit by the two officials highlighted the
willingness of China and Russia to tolerate and potentially support North Korean military
developments. The depth of cooperation within this trilateral coalition was most apparent
in Kim Jong-un’s six-day visit to Russia on September 12 for a summit meeting with
Russian President Vladimir Putin. During the visit, the two leaders discussed the further
consolidation of the bilateral friendship and strengthening of tactical and strategic
cooperation in pursuit of “immediate cooperation matters arising in defending the
sovereignty and developmental interests of the two countries.”148

2023 ended with the rapid deterioration of inter-Korean relations. In response to
North Korea’s successful satellite launch on November 21, South Korea announced that it
would partially suspend the 2018 Comprehensive Military Agreement and resume

reconnaissance and surveillance activities along the inter-Korean border, suspending the

148 «“Respected Comrade Kim Jong Un Has Talks with Comrade President Putin of Russia,” Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, September 14, 2023, https://kecnawatch.org/newstream/1694691274-937618897/respected-
comrade-kim-jong-un-has-talks-with-comrade-president-putin-of-russia/.
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no-fly zone that had been established around the military demarcation line.'#® This led to
North Korea announcing that it would “never be bound” by the Comprehensive Military
Agreement and restore all military measures that had been halted due to the agreement,
including the return of troops and military hardware along the border.*>

The breakdown of the inter-Korean military agreement by both countries marked
a significant weakening of the security situation on the Korean Peninsula and increased
the possibility of military clashes along the border areas. At the end of 2023, Kim
announced the need to overhaul the country’s reunification policy toward the South,
stating that inter-Korean relations had “completely fixed into the relations between two
states hostile to each other and the relations between two belligerent states, not the
consanguineous or homogeneous ones any more.”*®! Kim’s rhetoric regarding inter-
Korean relations and the potential for reunification revealed the breakdown of the
security order on the Korean Peninsula by the end of this period.
The Role of the United States

The announcement of the Washington Declaration highlighted the Biden
administration’s commitment to strengthening its security alliance with South Korea and
maintaining a resilient nuclear umbrella in Northeast Asia. In addition to signaling its
robust defense commitment to South Korea, the United States continued to work toward

strengthening the trilateral U.S.-South Korea-Japan partnership. President Biden,

149 «Suspension of Article 1 Paragraph 3 of the 9.19 Comprehensive Military Agreement...Restoration of
Aerial Surveillance and Reconnaissance Activities,” Ministry of National Defense, November 22, 2023,
https://www.korea.kr/news/policyNewsView.do?newsId=148922956.

150 «“Statement by DPRK Ministry of National Defence,” Rodong Shinmun, November 24, 2023,
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1700802524-886226438/statement-by-dprk-ministry-of-national-

defence/.

151 «“Report on 9th Enlarged Plenum of 8th WPK Central Committee,” Rodong Shinmun, December 31,
2023, https://kenawatch.org/newstream/1704027054-512008976/report-on-9th-enlarged-plenum-of-8th-
wpk-central-committee/.
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President Yoon, and Prime Minister Kishida met on the sidelines of the G7 summit held
in Hiroshima, Japan, in which the three leaders agreed to elevate trilateral cooperation to
“new heights.”%? On August 18, the three leaders met for their fourth trilateral meeting at
Camp David. The historic summit served as the first stand-alone meeting between the
three leaders and marked a “new era” of trilateral partnership between the United States,
South Korea, and Japan. During the summit, the three leaders announced the trilateral
“commitment to consult” in the event of regional provocations, launched the annual
Trilateral Indo-Pacific Dialogue to coordinate regional strategies, reaffirmed their
intention to operationalize a real-time sharing of missile warning data for North Korean
missiles, and committed to annual leader-level and ministerial-level meetings.'®3

Despite the strengthening of trilateral ties with South Korea and Japan, the United
States continued to face a growing list of global conflicts that required the government’s
attention. As the war in Ukraine continued and both Russia and Ukraine struggled to gain
the upper hand, the attack by Hamas against Israel on October 7 created an additional
military conflict that captured U.S. attention, particularly as the conflict involved a key
U.S. ally and risked escalating into a wider conflict in the Middle East. Israel’s military
counteroffensive in the Gaza Strip emerged as a pressing security challenge occupying

the Biden administration’s attention and the U.S. public. As the United States faced

152 “Readout of President Biden’s Meeting with Prime Minister Kishida Fumio of Japan and President Yoon
Suk Yeol of the Republic of Korea,” The White House, May 21, 2023,
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/05/2 1/readout-of-president-bidens-

meeting-with-prime-minister-kishida-fumio-of-japan-and-president-yoon-suk-yeol-of-the-republic-of-

korea/.

158 «“Fact Sheet: The Trilateral Leaders’ Summit at Camp David,” The White House, August 18, 2023,
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/08/18/fact-sheet-the-trilateral-leaders-
summit-at-camp-david/.
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multiple military conflicts around the world, the risk of overlooking the deteriorating

security situation on the Korean Peninsula grew.

Domestic Politics

President Yoon faced several domestic challenges related to the government’s
policy efforts and continued low approval ratings. Despite the significance of the
Washington Declaration and the continued pursuit of expanding South Korea’s global
role, the Yoon administration struggled to raise public approval for its policy efforts. The
government continued to pursue a foreign policy agenda centered around the expansion
of security partnerships with the United States and Japan, but the controversy
surrounding Japan’s announcement that it would release treated wastewater from its
Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant into the Pacific Ocean sparked heightened public

backlash against the government’s policy efforts toward Japan.

Degree of Political Vulnerability

President Yoon’s one-year anniversary in office was marked by lukewarm
evaluations from both conservatives and progressives. While conservative commentators
praised President Yoon’s diplomatic accomplishments, they noted that the government
failed to meet public expectations due to its attitude toward state administration, which
created domestic confusion and reduced confidence in the government’s ability to
manage state affairs.’> Many recommended that the Yoon administration transform its

style of governance to prioritize pragmatism over ideology and maintain an open channel

154 “One Year After President Yoon’s Inauguration...The Government Should Properly Pursue Proposed
Reform Plans for State Administration and Personnel Affairs,” Donga Ilbo, May 9, 2023,
https://www.donga.com/news/Opinion/article/all/20230508/119196733/1; “Despite Diplomatic Successes,
One Year of Unsatisfactory Domestic Administration, It Is Not Time to Solely Blame the Opposition
Party,” Chosun Ilbo, May 10, 2023,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/editorial/2023/05/10/YBPWKGQEJVELREFFGWPU6OUDCIA/.
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of communication with the opposition party and the public. Meanwhile, progressives
continued to criticize the government for its incompetent leadership of “judicial
authorities who are subject to no democratic controls” and a unilateral approach toward

statesmanship that undermined the importance of cooperating with the opposition

party. 155

Figure 3.3 shows that President Yoon’s domestic approval rating remained in the
thirties throughout this period. The inability of the government to highlight progress in its
domestic reform priorities also contributed to public dissatisfaction with the
government’s performance. Political gridlock in the National Assembly and continued
partisan fighting between the ruling and opposition parties hampered the government’s
ability to gain meaningful policy achievements to alleviate public disapproval.

Figure 3.3. Public Evaluation of President Yoon Suk-yeol During Period Two
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1% Yoo Jeong-in, “Unilateral Leadership...Politics Has Disappeared,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, May 7, 2023,
https://m.khan.co.kr/politics/president/article/202305071248001#c2b; Shin Jin-wook, “The Malice Masked
by a Year of Yoon Suk-yeol’s Incompetence,” Hankyoreh, May 19, 2023,
https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/english_editorials/1092502.html.
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Source: Gallup.%

During this period, the Yoon administration accelerated efforts to push reform
policies in three key areas: labor, education, and pension. President Yoon’s labor reform
faced challenges throughout this period as the government and labor unions were unable
to find consensus on the necessary direction for reform policies. President Yoon’s veto of
a pro-labor bill passed by the opposition party in the National Assembly led to criticism
from both progressives and members of the labor movement against the Yoon
administration.*®” Additionally, the Yoon administration pursued proactive measures to
reform several aspects of South Korea’s education system, such as amending the college
entrance exam, reducing corruption within the private education industry, and
strengthening the rights of teachers. However, the speed and boldness of the
government’s policies received public backlash for creating confusion and lacking the
necessary societal consensus. '8
The Yoon administration’s third reform priority of improving South Korea’s

pension system faced criticisms of lacking substance and genuine progress beyond

rhetorical commitments. The government’s pension reform initiative received bipartisan

156 Monthly averages were calculated from polling data from Gallup Korea.

157 For progressive responses, see “Another Exercise of Veto Power Against the Yellow Envelope Bill and
Broadcasting Bill Shows Government Administration Marked by Lack of Communication and Self-
Righteousness,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, December 1, 2023,
https://m.khan.co.kr/opinion/editorial/article/202312011912001#c2b; “By Blocking Union Bill, Yoon
Further Strains Government-Labor Relations,” Hankyoreh, December 4, 2023,
https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/english_editorials/1119006.html. For the labor movement’s
response, see “The National Assembly Should Re-Decide Articles Two and Three of the Labor Union And
Labor Relations Adjustment Act and Immediately Suspend Efforts to Postpone the Application of the
Severe Disaster Punishment Act for Workplaces With Under Fifty Employees,” Federation of Korean Trade
Unions, December 5, 2023, http://inochong.org/index.php?mid=report&page=6&document srl=392009.
158 «“president Yoon’s Improvised Remark Creates Distrust in Government Administration,” Hankyoreh,
June 18, 2023, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/1096452.html; “Collapse of Classroom,” Korea
Times, July 30, 2023, https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/opinion/2024/03/137_355986.html; Lee Duck-
hwan, “Lee Ju-ho Is Kicking Education Reform Up the Mountains,” Weekly Chosun, October 18, 2023,
http://weekly.chosun.com/news/articleView.html?idxno=29462.

91


https://m.khan.co.kr/opinion/editorial/article/202312011912001#c2b
https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/english_editorials/1119006.html
http://inochong.org/index.php?mid=report&page=6&document_srl=392009
https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/1096452.html
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/opinion/2024/03/137_355986.html
http://weekly.chosun.com/news/articleView.html?idxno=29462

criticism for lacking the necessary momentum to drive substantive reform efforts and
failing to produce concrete proposals to drive national discussions on pension reform.%°
The lack of progress and tangible policies from the identified areas of reform by the
government led to reduced public confidence in President Yoon’s ability to deliver on his

domestic promises and heightened scrutiny over perceived missteps in administrative

affairs.
Effectiveness of Security Policies

The Yoon administration continued to prioritize strengthening security
cooperation with the United States in order to achieve “peace through strength.” During
this period, the United States and South Korea continued to hold large-scale military
exercises to strengthen interoperability and joint operational and tactical capabilities.
During the largest U.S.-South Korean joint live-fire exercise, President Yoon stated that

true peace could only be secured through strong forces with the ability to defeat the

enemy and a robust combined defense posture rather than “fake peace” that relies on the

159 For conservative editorials, see “The Government Recklessly Threw the Pension Reform Bill to the
National Assembly, Where Is the Willingness to Reform,” Donga Ilbo, October 28, 2023,
https://www.donga.com/news/Opinion/article/all/20231027/121905128/1; “It Is a Mistake to Think That
Pushing Ahead With Pension Reform Will Negatively Impact the National Elections,” Chosun Ilbo,
October 30, 2023,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/editorial/2023/10/30/ROQAMHSAR3BGRTMJP2H3V2ANF5U/. For
progressive editorials, see “The Irresponsible Yoon Administration’s Pension Reform Plan Leaves Out How
Much It Will Spend and Receive,” Hankyoreh, October 27, 2023,
https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/1113956.html; “The Reform With ‘No Numbers’ Is Fiction
and Irresponsible,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, October 30, 2023,
https://m.khan.co.kr/opinion/editorial/article/202310301858001#c2b.

180 Hyung-jin Kim, “South Korea, US Troops Hold Large Live-Fire Drills Near Border With North Korea,”
AP News, May 25, 2023, https://apnews.com/article/south-north-korea-us-firing-drills-
9b0bb07¢9392360412dba647c64a0009; Chae Yun-hwan, “S. Korean, U.S. Army Troops to Stage
Combined Drills in California Desert Next Month,” Yonhap News Agency, July 5, 2023,
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20230705003500325; “ROK-U.S. Combined Flight Training,” United States
Forces Korea, June 30, 2023, https://www.usfk.mil/Media/Press-Products/Press-
Releases/Article/3445305/rok-us-combined-flight-training/; Eunice Kim, “South Koreans Join Readiness
Drills Against North Korea Threats,” Voice of America, August 24, 2023,
https://www.voanews.com/a/south-koreans-join-readiness-drills-against-north-korea-threats-/7238094.html.
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goodwill of the enemy.

In strengthening South Korean forces and regional security
coordination, the Yoon administration also relied on bolstering the trilateral U.S.-South
Korea-Japan framework. The three countries held regular trilateral maritime and aerial
exercises in addition to continued leader-level and working-level engagements. In
accordance with the commitments outlined during the Camp David summit in August
2023, the three countries also implemented a data-sharing mechanism for North Korean
missiles and regularized a multi-year trilateral exercise plan for “unprecedented depth,
scale, and scope of trilateral security cooperation” between the United States, South
Korea, and Japan.16?

While enhancing the trilateral partnership, the government continued to improve
relations with Japan and restore bilateral security cooperation. President Yoon and Prime
Minister Kishida met six times during this period for bilateral summit meetings. The two
leaders continued to highlight the rapid improvements in South Korea-Japan relations and
the resumption of robust ministerial and working-level dialogues between the two
countries. Despite President Yoon’s acknowledgment of Japan as a partner with shared
values and common interests, public sentiment toward Japan remained largely cautious. A

joint public opinion poll by South Korea’s East Asia Institute and Japan’s Genron NPO

found that while South Korean perceptions of bilateral relations had improved in 2023,

181 “Only a Powerful Army That the Enemy Would Not Dare Overlook Can Guarantee the Republic of
Korea’s Freedom, Peace, and Prosperity,” Office of the President, June 15, 2023,
https://www.president.go.kr/president/speeches/Dbs97166.

162 «“United States-Japan-Republic of Korea Trilateral Ministerial Joint Press Statement,” U.S. Department
of Defense, December 19, 2023, https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3621235/united-

states-japan-republic-of-korea-trilateral-ministerial-joint-press-
statem/#:~:text=The%20three%20countries%20established%20this,will%20begin%20in%20early%202024
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over half of South Korean participants maintained an unfavorable view of Japan.'6® In
particular, the controversy surrounding Japan’s release of wastewater from its Fukushima
Daiichi nuclear power plant dampened public support for prioritizing efforts to improve
relations with Japan.

The issue of Japan’s wastewater release became one of the most contentious areas
of partisan fighting in South Korea. The opposition party criticized the Yoon
administration for prioritizing relations with Japan over the public health and safety of
the South Korean people.'®* Furthermore, public opinion polls found that more than 80
percent of the South Korean public opposed Japan’s decision to release wastewater. 1%
Domestic opposition to Japan’s decision, which shaped public views on the Yoon
administration’s policies toward Japan more broadly, further weakened President Yoon’s
popularity and led to public questioning of the president’s priorities.

During this period, the formalization and expansion of trilateral relations—
facilitated by the normalization of relations between South Korea and Japan—marked
one of the Yoon administration’s greatest security achievements. However, the domestic
response to the government’s security policies was divided between conservatives and
progressives. Conservatives welcomed the tightening of U.S.-South Korea-Japan ties as a

mutually beneficial network, allowing for a greater global role for South Korea and

163 Yul Sohn, Yang Gyu Kim, and Hansu Park, “Diverging Perspectives on Improving Bilateral Relations:
Analysis of the 2023 Korea-Japan Joint Opinion Poll,” East Asia Institute, October 24, 2023,
https://www.eai.or.kr/new/en/project/view.asp?intSeq=22182&code=104.

184 Kim Yoon Na-young, “Lee Jae-myung States That the People Must Fight Back Against the People
Power Party Spreading Ghost Stories About the Fukushima Contaminated Water,” Kyunghyang Shinmun,
June 3, 2023, https://m.khan.co.kr/politics/assembly/article/202306031704001#c2b. DP leader Lee Jae-
myung, who has consistently criticized President Yoon for being “pro-Japan,” called on President Yoon to
protect the sovereignty of the South Korean people by opposing the release plan and criticized the ruling
party for spreading misinformation regarding the safety of consuming contaminated seafood.

165 «84 Percent of South Koreans Oppose the Fukushima Discharge, 60 Percent of Japanese Approve,”
Hankook Ilbo, June 15, 2023, https://m.hankookilbo.com/News/Read/A2023061313510001538.
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strengthening the three countries’ ability to jointly respond to regional and global security
threats.'®® However, progressives criticized the government’s actions as invoking greater
risks to South Korean security by weakening its relationship with China and increasing
the possibility of South Korean entrapment in regional conflicts.'®’ Progressives
continued to push back against the Yoon administration’s values-based diplomacy
throughout this period for exacerbating, rather than improving, South Korea’s security
posture. As opposing U.S.-South Korea-Japan and China-North Korea-Russia coalitions
deepened in the region, the Yoon administration continued to prioritize the strengthening
of ties with the United States, Japan, and other like-minded partners to bolster South
Korean security.
Nature of the Nuclear Debate

The implications of the Washington Declaration for the nature of South Korea’s
nuclear debate were twofold. The Yoon administration’s strong emphasis on the
significance of the Washington Declaration caused conservative advocacy of nuclear
options to directly contradict the government’s accomplishments. Additionally, the

Washington Declaration highlighted South Korea’s continued commitment to the global

166 «“The Restoration of U.S.-South Korea-Japan Cooperation at the G7 Stage...South Korea Has Become
an ‘Axis of Freedom,”” Chosun Ilbo, May 22, 2023,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/editorial/2023/05/22/Q7LTQC4SIRG23DO7LBUI5SJ4BMM/; “The
United States, South Korea, and Japan Agree to Immediately Consult on Collective Threat...Resetting
South Korea’s Role Within the Traditional Alliance,” Donga Ilbo, August 19, 2023,
https://www.donga.com/news/Opinion/article/all/20230818/120762927/1; “Stronger When We Become
One, U.S.-South Korea-Japan Summit Showcases New Era,” Seou! Shinmun, August 21, 2023,
https://www.seoul.co.kr/news/editOpinion/editorial/2023/08/21/20230821027005.

167 «“Two-Minute U.S.-South Korea-Japan Summit, Yoon Suk-yeol’s Diplomacy More Clearly Ignores
China,” Hankyoreh, May 21, 2023, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/1092668.html; “Obligatory
U.S.-South Korea-Japan Consultation During Emergencies, I Oppose This ‘Paramilitary Alliance,’”
Kyunghyang Shinmun, August 19, 2023,
https://m.khan.co.kr/opinion/editorial/article/20230819060000 1 #c2b; “Dangers of U.S.-South Korea-Japan
‘Quasi-Alliance,” Are You Even Conducting Inspections,” Hankyoreh, August 20, 2023,
https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/editorial/1105014.html? ga=2.236436801.1952403656.1711558110-
1662003011.1708221468.
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nonproliferation regime and peaceful nuclear cooperation with the United States,
signaling that South Korea would not risk damage to the United States or its international
normative obligations by pursuing nuclear armament. The result was a dormant nuclear

debate with limited momentum and activity.

Volume of Media Editorials

During this period, there was a total of five media editorials that continued to
argue for the Yoon administration to pursue nuclear armament. Notably, the majority of
editorials were published within a month of the announcement of the Washington
Declaration. The first editorial, published on May 6, responded to an article published by
Defense Minister Lee Jong-sup, in which he highlighted the significance of the
Washington Declaration and pushed back against the consideration of nuclear options due
to the political, economic, and military repercussions.®® Rather than abandoning the
possibility of going nuclear, the Chosun Ilbo editorial argued that South Korea should
work toward renegotiating the U.S.-South Korea nuclear energy agreement. The second
editorial similarly called on South Korea to pursue nuclear latency, stating that the
Washington Declaration had not entirely reduced South Korean doubts about the U.S.
defense commitment and that South Korea should obtain nuclear potential in the event
that the U.S. extended deterrence commitment loses its credibility.'®® Thus, it was argued

that South Korea should pursue uranium enrichment but reassure the international

188 Noh Seok-jo, “We Must Keep the Embers of the Nuclear Option Alive,” Chosun Ilbo, May 6, 2023,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/journalist_view/2023/05/06/VQOK6PUSOSC2ZGJAAVPYJKA4LZI/. For
Minister Lee’s article, see Lee Jong-sup, “Korean-Style Extended Deterrence Is Complete With the
Washington Declaration,” Maeil Business Newspaper, April 30, 2023,
https://www.mk.co.kr/news/politics/10725325.

189 Chun Yung-woo, “We Should Go Beyond the Washington Declaration and Secure Nuclear Latency,”
Chosun Ilbo, May 10, 2023,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/chosun_column/2023/05/10/7CNSXMZRSFH6RKIJXHGGLQYDQ24/.
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community that the country will maintain its obligations under the NPT and with the
International Atomic Energy Agency.

An editorial in Donga Ilbo furthered such arguments by stating that the South
Korean government should review the budget, timeline, and manpower needed for South
Korea to produce nuclear weapons in order to catalyze intragovernmental discussions on
the technical feasibility of nuclear armament.*’® In order to allow for such options, a
Chosun Ilbo editorial called on the government to scrap the Joint Declaration and allow
for the country to pursue alternative security measures for establishing nuclear balance on
the Korean Peninsula.'’* The fifth editorial provided the final assessment by nuclear
advocates of North Korea’s threat perception and the evolving geopolitical landscape. In
response to advancing North Korean capabilities, the editorial argues that South Korea
must withdraw from the NPT and prepare a “Plan B” in the event that the North Korean

threat reaches an uncontainable point.1’?

170 Suh Kune-yull, “What Is Our Capability to Produce Nuclear Weapons,” Donga Ilbo, June 3, 2023,
https://www.donga.com/news/Opinion/article/all/20230603/119605030/1.

1 Choi Kang, “Scrapping the Joint Declaration of the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula Is the
Start to Responding to the North Korean Nuclear Threat,” Chosun Ilbo, May 22, 2023,
https://www.chosun.com/opinion/contribution/2023/05/22/UMQ3ABPITZGTSBHK6 YNL2DPOIA/.

172 «“North Korea’s Constitution Specifies Nuclear Advancement, We Must Prepare a Plan B,” Chosun Ilbo,
October 3, 2023,

https://www.chosun.com/opinion/editorial/2023/10/03/PESJFHI7SBF73L H4HHS53XJT5T4/.
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Figure 3.4. Quantity of Opinion Editorials During Period Two Under the Yoon

Administration
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The pro-nuclear editorials continued to utilize the issue of nuclear armament as a
tool of advocacy toward the government. Compared to the previous period, however, the
nuclear debate dissipated significantly in the aftermath of the Washington Declaration.
Many conservative news articles praised the announcement by Presidents Biden and
Yoon and declared the formation of a new nuclear arrangement between the two
countries. An editorial in Joongang Ilbo stated that the reaffirmation of South Korea’s
NPT obligation in the Washington Declaration indicated the Yoon administration’s
rejection of considering nuclear options for South Korea, arguing that the pursuit of
nuclear weapons was unrealistic and would lead to South Korea’s international

isolation.*”® Similarly, an editorial in Donga Ilbo noted that the creation of the NCG was

178 Wi Sung-lac, “Implications and Tasks for the Extended Deterrence Agreement,” Joongang Ilbo, May 9,
2023, https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/25161310#home.
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the best option for the country’s security, given the fact that South Korean independent
nuclear armament and the redeployment of U.S. nuclear weapons were not possible.*’*
Thus, the creation of the Washington Declaration and the Yoon administration’s
prioritization of reinforcing the NCG led to reduced momentum within the nuclear
debate.

The dormancy of nuclear advocacy was accompanied by a reduction in the
volume of anti-nuclear editorials, as evident in the three anti-nuclear editorials published
during this period. Two editorials in OhmyNews noted that the Washington Declaration
had explicitly blocked the possibility of South Korean nuclear development and that
South Korea could not afford to withdraw from the NPT.}"> An editorial on Hankyoreh
similarly argued that it was not in South Korea’s interest to develop nuclear weapons
outside of the NPT system and that the country must maintain the principle of
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.'’® The reduced activity and momentum of pro-
nuclear advocacy among conservatives reduced the use of the nuclear issue by
progressives as a tool of attack against conservatives and the government. Rather, as
discussed in previous sections, progressives utilized other domestic and foreign policy
issues to attack and criticize the Yoon administration. The dormancy of the nuclear debate
thus removed the nuclear issue as one of the tools of criticism used by progressives

against the government.

174 Kim Hyun-wook, “The Nuclear Consultative Group Is the Best Option Aside From Nuclear Armament,”
Donga Ilbo, May 12, 2023, https://shindonga.donga.com/inter/article/all/13/4145503/1.

175 Kim Chang-soo, “The Washington Declaration Is a Scarlet Letter Resulting From the Careless Nuclear
Armament Debate,” OhmyNews, May 6, 2023,

https://www.ohmynews.com/NWS_Web/View/at pg.aspx?CNTN_CD=A0002924558; Yoo Jong-seon,
“Nuke for a Nuke? Hoping That Fear Does Not Become Reality,” OhmyNews, July 3, 2023,
https://www.ohmynews.com/NWS_ Web/View/at_pg.aspx?CNTN_CD=A0002941756.

176 Bang Hye-rin, “Why It Must be ‘Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula,”” Hankyoreh, November 28,
2023, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/column/1118118.html.
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Political Party Response

During this period, the nuclear debate was not only reticent among political elites
but also among the ruling party and members of the Yoon administration. PPP politicians
and government officials overwhelmingly stressed the significance of the Washington
Declaration and the need to continue implementing the NCG with the United States.
Ruling party leader Kim Gi-hyeon noted that the creation of the NCG had the same effect
as redeploying tactical nuclear weapons as the arrangement allowed for increased South
Korean participation in nuclear information-sharing, planning, and implementation.*’’
Representative Thae Yong-ho, who vocally supported independent nuclear armament in
the previous period under the Yoon administration, praised President Yoon for achieving
a historic declaration with the United States that elevated South Korea’s status within the
security alliance and increased its vital role within global affairs.!’® Ruling party
politicians continued to uphold the strengthening of alliance-based extended deterrence
mechanisms as the main tool by which South Korea could bolster its security posture
against the growing North Korean threat.

The occasional mainstream call for nuclear options came from Seoul Mayor Oh
Se-hoon. Beginning in August, Oh revived public arguments for South Korea to pursue
nuclear development, questioning how long South Korea could rely on the United States

and the U.S.-South Korea alliance for its protection and stating that South Korea required

an indigenous capacity for nuclear deterrence.'’® Despite such arguments contradicting

17 “Kim Gi-hyeon: ‘The Washington Declaration Creates Peace Through Strength. ..Similar Effect to
Tactical Nuclear Weapons,”” YTN, April 23, 2023, https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Dz-esdSHDM.
178 Ahn Jae-yong, “At the U.S.-South Korea Summit, Ruling Party: ‘Effectively Tactical Nuclear Weapons
Redeployment’ Versus Opposition Party: ‘Did Not Protect National Interests,”” Money Today, April 27,
2023, https:/news.mt.co.kr/mtview.php?no=2023042715081280337.

179 Oh Se-hoon, “Security Cannot Be Homework Entrusted With Other Countries,” Facebook, August 11,
2023,

100


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Dz-esdSHDM
https://news.mt.co.kr/mtview.php?no=2023042715081280337

the security policies of the Yoon administration, Oh’s continued belief in the necessity of
nuclear options highlighted the possibility that nuclear advocates may not have entirely
changed their views after the Washington Declaration’s announcement. Rather, it is
possible that nuclear advocates chose instead to amplify their voices to support the
Washington Declaration to prevent undermining the government’s efforts.

Throughout this period, President Yoon stated that the implementation of the
Washington Declaration and stepped-up coordination between the two countries on a
combined response system against North Korean threats instituted a “nuclear-based”
alliance.*® The Yoon administration’s focus on reinforcing extended deterrence measures
in coordination with the United States and its emphasis on the Washington Declaration as
one of its key achievements in ensuring South Korean security created a dilemma for
nuclear advocates: continue arguing for nuclear armament and risk undermining the
government’s achievement or cease active and public calls for nuclear weapons to
support the government’s focus on extended deterrence mechanisms.

Interplay of Variables

The external threat environment remained high as North Korea continued to
advance its capabilities and the United States remained preoccupied with two global
conflicts. Some South Korean commentators continued to question the U.S. commitment

despite the announcement of the Washington Declaration during this period. While the

https://www.facebook.com/ohsehoon4u/posts/pfbid02GSXRIEMQrSDi7FVTCcganwwmQ6GPG2PwsTY
XJiQiINgObWPPYuEhe G3bGABL4xGtEl; Ko Eun-ji and Kim Joon-tae, “Oh Se-hoon: ‘Independent
Nuclear Development Is More Effective Than Defense Systems Against North Korean Nuclear Threats,
Yonhap News Agency, August 29, 2023, https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20230829097000004; Oh Se-
hoon, “Visiting Seoul’s Aerial Defense Unit,” Facebook, December 18, 2023,
https://www.facebook.com/ohsehoon4u/posts/pfbid02Zhyv2hGjzzFzZND YuoF47NRT4z5mxPCz4{qiVY 8p
mgCSN5n4bQTwPjqILxYwpjrtNI.

180 <A ddress by President Yoon Suk Yeol on the 68th Memorial Day,” Office of the President, June 6, 2023,
https://eng.president.go.kr/speeches/dv2DCijD2.
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Biden administration worked hard to reassure South Koreans of the U.S. defense
commitment, the global security environment continued to draw U.S. attention away
from North Korea. Despite the aggravation of South Korea’s external threat environment,
the nuclear debate was inactive. The dormancy is likely not a sole product of the
Washington Declaration but a combination of various domestic political conditions that
constrained the nuclear discourse.

During this period, it is likely that nuclear advocates reduced their calls for
nuclear armament because such arguments risked undermining the Yoon administration’s
efforts to uphold the Washington Declaration as a key achievement of the government.
The Yoon administration’s popularity remained in the thirties throughout this period, and
the government faced challenges associated with delivering reform achievements and
pursuing policies toward Japan. The government’s political vulnerability posed obstacles
for nuclear proponents to revive the nuclear issue as a tool of advocacy due to the likely
perception that the Yoon administration did not have the necessary political capital to
engage with or consider nuclear options. It is difficult to analyze whether the government
would have expressed greater willingness to provide legitimacy to the arguments posed
by nuclear advocates had its domestic approval ratings been higher and more robust.

In the remaining three years of the Yoon administration, the activity and
momentum of the nuclear debate will depend on the degree of external threat and
domestic political conditions. Nuclear proponents will continue to calculate the urgency
and uncertainty associated with South Korea’s external environment alongside the
conservative government’s political strength and management of pressing security

challenges.
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Chapter Four: Conclusion

The nuclear debate during the Moon Jae-in and Yoon Suk-yeol administrations
evolved in response to changes to the external threat environment and domestic politics.
Pro-nuclear editorials and politician statements on nuclear options were not consistent,
nor did the quantity gradually increase as the threat environment deteriorated. Varying
domestic conditions within South Korean politics, including the degree of the president’s
political vulnerability and perceptions of the government’s security policies, impacted the
momentum and contours of the elite-level nuclear discourse across the two
administrations.

During the first period under the Moon administration, the high external threat
environment consisted of continued North Korean provocations and tension-raising
rhetorical exchanges between North Korea and the United States. A sole examination of
the threat variable would lead to the conclusion that the activity and momentum of the
nuclear debate would increase as the threat rose, inducing pressures on the government to
acquiesce to nuclear demands or pursue alternative militaristic measures to assuage
nuclear proponents. However, President Moon’s low political vulnerability resulting from
high public support for his domestic reform policies and public perceptions that the
government’s policies were effective in managing security challenges led to a nuclear
debate that centered around the argument of redeploying U.S. tactical nuclear weapons
rather than an independent South Korean nuclear weapons program.

Nuclear proponents published a total of forty-three editorials on Chosun Ilbo,
Joongang Ilbo, and Donga Ilbo to argue for the government to pursue a policy of nuclear

armament. However, the political strength of the Moon administration caused nuclear
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proponents to focus on the argument of redeployment, which was viewed as a more
realistic and risk-averse option than independently developing nuclear weapons.
President Moon’s high public support ratings also caused nuclear proponents to use the
nuclear issue as a tool of subtle pressure rather than overt criticism of the government.
The Moon administration’s commitment to denuclearization and engaging in diplomacy
with North Korea prevented nuclear arguments from influencing or neutralizing the
government’s agenda, despite efforts by conservative parties to mobilize public support
for nuclear options.

The period of summitry involved unprecedented engagements between the leaders
of South Korea, North Korea, and the United States. The relative stability of the external
threat environment, coupled with continued high domestic support for the Moon
administration’s diplomatic agenda, reduced the activity and momentum of the nuclear
debate. Public arguments for the consideration of nuclear acquisition were viewed as
counterproductive to the government’s efforts, and South Korea’s external environment
no longer necessitated immediate defense measures. However, several domestic policies
began to politically weaken the Moon administration and bring about a steady increase in
conservative criticisms.

The end of the summitry period introduced new challenges to the Moon
administration’s foreign and domestic policies. The North Korean regime’s rejection of
further negotiations with South Korea and the United States, as well as the resumption of
missile tests and advancements in its military capabilities, brought back an external
environment of uncertainty. The inauguration of the Biden administration provided a

level of stability to the U.S.-South Korea relationship, but the lack of progress in relations
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with North Korea continued to pose a challenge. In addition, the Moon administration
faced several domestic scandals that led to public dissatisfaction with the government’s
policies. While the government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic provided a boost
to its popularity and perceived effectiveness, challenges in the economic and real estate
sectors politically weakened the administration and empowered nuclear proponents to
resume calls for nuclear armament.

The Moon administration’s political vulnerability during this period led to a
nuclear debate that called for both the redeployment of U.S. nuclear assets and the
independent development of nuclear weapons by South Korea. With seventeen pro-
nuclear editorials during this period, nuclear proponents primarily utilized the nuclear
issue as a tool of criticism against the government and its policies. The lead-up to the
South Korean presidential elections in March 2022 also highlighted growing fissures
within the conservative party regarding nuclear armament, with the leading conservative
candidates divided between advocating for nuclear armament and adhering to extended
deterrence measures within the U.S. nuclear umbrella.

The election of the conservative Yoon administration introduced several new
elements to the nuclear debate. First, the Yoon administration shifted away from the
Moon administration’s primary focus of diplomatic engagement with North Korea and
toward strengthening mechanisms of deterrence within the U.S.-South Korea alliance.
Second, nuclear proponents shifted the purpose of their pro-nuclear arguments to pursue
advocacy rather than criticisms of the government.

During the first period of the Yoon administration, North Korea launched the

highest number of missile tests in a single year, continued to advance ICBM capabilities,
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and passed a nuclear doctrine that outlined scenarios of nuclear preemptive first-use.
Furthermore, Russia’s war in Ukraine and growing concerns over a cross-strait
contingency heightened concerns regarding the stability of South Korea’s external
environment. The Yoon administration also faced growing domestic vulnerability due to
low approval ratings and political scandals that complicated the government’s ability to
pursue and implement its desired policies, despite effective security policies for
strengthening South Korea’s defense posture. Nuclear proponents collectively published
twenty-two editorials arguing for nuclear options, in which the majority favored the
options of independent nuclear development and nuclear latency. While the external
threat environment led to nuclear proponents increasing their calls for South Korea to
pursue nuclear armament, the Yoon administration’s political vulnerability caused a
divided center of momentum within the nuclear discourse and prevented the government
from supporting such options.

The announcement of the Washington Declaration between Presidents Biden and
Yoon in April 2023 led to mixed implications for the nuclear debate. While the agreement
increased South Korea’s role in the U.S. nuclear-planning process, it also reiterated South
Korea’s commitment to the nuclear nonproliferation regime and peaceful nuclear use.
After the announcement, nuclear proponents published a total of five pro-nuclear
editorials, and members of the ruling party reduced public calls for nuclear consideration.
Despite the high external threat environment due to continued North Korean
advancements in its military capabilities and growing global crises, the nuclear debate in
South Korea was relatively dormant. The government remained politically vulnerable and

faced obstacles in its security policies, which likely created a dilemma for nuclear
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proponents. If nuclear proponents continued to publicly advocate for nuclear options,
they risked undermining the Washington Declaration as one of the Yoon administration’s
key accomplishments. Limited public comments by advocates on nuclear options allowed
the government to pursue a smooth implementation of the Washington Declaration and
utilize the arrangement to enhance South Korean security.

An examination and incorporation of domestic politics when analyzing South
Korea’s nuclear debate provides an explanation as to why the discourse becomes active
or dormant at certain periods, why particular nuclear options do not emerge prominently
in public discussions, and why nuclear arguments do not induce shifts in the
government’s security policies. The government’s domestic vulnerability and how its
security policies are perceived impact the momentum of the nuclear debate and the
influence of nuclear arguments. So long as North Korea possesses usable nuclear
weapons and the South Korean government pursues a range of policy options to reduce
the threat posed by North Korea’s nuclear arsenal, it is likely that the debate on how best
to secure South Korea’s invulnerability to external security challenges and whether
nuclear weapons are the only effective pathway will remain. As such, the internal and
external conditions facing South Korea will continue to shape the nature of the debate

and the nuances embedded within pro-nuclear arguments.
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