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Tackling a Nuclear-Armed North Korea:
Getting It Right a Priori

(Deterrence, Technology, Geopolitics)
by Hristijan Ivanovski

OVERVIEW

North Korea’s strategic assertiveness driven by
its enduring aspirations to own a more
sophisticated and survivable nuclear ICBM

capability has recently generated a great deal of concern,
particularly in civilian circles. However, despite Pyongyang’s
presumed desire to possess a less theoretical capability to strike
strategic targets as appealing as the District of Columbia,
Yellowstone National Park, and the San Andreas Fault, for now
the possibility of a surprise North Korean nuclear attack
remains extremely remote, not to say unimaginable. The reason
is fairly evident: a mix of defensive rationality, technological
constraints, and regional geopolitics. Based on these three
cardinal and largely verifiable factors, the Pentagon and its U.S.
interagency counterparts should come up with a well-tailored,
case-adaptive deterrence and containment strategy against the
North, founded on indispensable hard-power countermeasures.

[Author’s Note: I wholeheartedly thank Dr. James Fergusson,
Canada’s preeminent ballistic missile defense expert, for his
support and indispensable advice in the course of preparing
this article. My express gratitude also goes to Mr. William (Bill)
Begley, a former U.S. Air Force intelligence officer and State
Department official, Dr. Joseph S. Gordon of the National
Intelligence University, and Dr. Lasha Tchantouridzé of
Norwich University, for their selfless assistance in the pre-
publication phase.]

If you know the enemy…you need not fear the result
of a hundred battles.

-Sun Tzu1

 
INTRODUCTION

North Korea’s military-technological
achievements have been well past the U.S.
national security “red line” ever since May 14,

2017, and the test launch of a Hwasong-12/KN-17
intermediate-range ballistic missile (IRBM).2 Indeed, the line
may have technically been crossed even earlier, on June 21-
22, 2016, when during a series of mostly unsuccessful test

flights of the Musudan/BM-25/Mirim/No Dong-B/Hwasong-
10 IRBM Pyongyang demonstrated its potential ability to
hold Guam and U.S. forces in the Pacific theater at risk.3 On
the other hand, the U.S. strategic approach to a nuclear-
armed Pyongyang is still in gestation, with some proposing
“a strategy of comprehensive coercion…build[-ing] on the
strengths of the maximum-pressure campaign,” a
complementary plan for “Maximum Pressure 2.0,” a revived
Cold War linkage policy centered on China in order to fully
effectuate coercive measures, “a grey-zone [counter-]
strategy” designed specifically to tackle Pyongyang’s
frequent ambiguous moves and multidimensional
provocations, or just “stricter [multilaterally coordinated]
export controls” alongside regular deterrence and
sanctions.4 Others have expressed plausible doubts in the
effectiveness of basically any solution relying on solely
external pressure, whether it be “imposing pain” through
sanctions or “a surgical [military] strike,” only to suggest
another defective—at least in the short run—alternative: “to
go after North Korean internal politics…[which] are very
vulnerable.”5 The problem with most, if not all, divide-et-
impera proposals in the context of North Korea is that they
are in principle based on dubious projections and defector
claims about the country’s implosive potential (“a regime
collapse could happen in the coming years”6) and do not
really seem to grasp the wholeness, resilience, and fortitude
of the surreal communist regime.7

Mindful of this consonant cacophony—wherein many
continued to insist inertly on regional nonproliferation via a
wide-ranging coercive action as the top U.S.-Korea
priority—and the breezy consideration of military options by
some in the Pentagon and the White House,8 in late 2017
Scott D. Sagan published a dedicated piece in Foreign
Affairs urging “the U.S. government to admit that it has
failed to prevent North Korea from acquiring nuclear
weapons and intercontinental ballistic missiles that can
reach the United States” and to prepare for a vigilant,
proactive, and long-term Kennanian approach because the
North “no longer poses a nonproliferation problem [but]…a
nuclear deterrence problem.”9 While few, if any, could
plausibly contest this prudent orthodox position, at this
point the exact content of the proposed and historically
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proven deterrence and containment strategy nonetheless
remains unclear. Namely, what would/should this old/new
concept eventually look like, besides having to be crystal
clear in delivering a resolute message to Pyongyang, as well
as inherently cautious, by  putting “an end to U.S. threats of
first-strike regime change”?10 To what extent ought the U.S.
overall strategic approach to North Korea be stretched,
hybridized, and enhanced with additional constraining and
coercive elements (e.g., nonproliferation statements, joint
collective defense declarations, more sanctions and export
controls), including active intelligence measures? Or, George
Kennan’s instrumental legacy aside, how else could America
“learn to live with a nuclear North Korea”11 drawing from its
past Sino-Russian experiences in the nuclear realm?

...the author suggests a dynamic and case-
adaptive hard power approach—deterrence-
rather than counterforce-minded, at a basic
doctrinal level...

To find adequate and actionable answers to these key
questions, Washington and its closest allies must first
internalize well Pyongyang’s actual standing in terms of
deterrence, technology, and geopolitics. Even though each
of these domains, even if superficially surveyed, reveals a
major reason “Not to Fear a North Korea Nuclear [First]
Strike,”12 one must have and sustain a profound
understanding of Pyongyang’s strategic position,
intentions, and capabilities if one is to handle the Kim regime
successfully in the long run. The following is a subtle realist
attempt to promote such nuanced and thoroughly regional
knowledge that could potentially help the Pentagon and its
U.S. interagency partners devise and implement an effective
deterrence and containment strategy on the Korean
Peninsula. Cognizant, inter alia, of the importance of
domestic and ideational variables, as well as the inherent
limitations of (the predominant) Western (conception of)
rationality,13 the author suggests a dynamic and case-
adaptive hard-power approach—deterrence—rather than
counterforce-minded at a basic doctrinal level, by
expounding and emphasizing:

• the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s
(DPRK) culture-based inclination toward self-
defense rather than strategic offense;

• the existing technological gap plaguing the
country’s top strategic programs; and

• the increasingly favorable, as far as the Kim regime
is concerned, geopolitical context in the Asia-
Pacific.

DETERRENCE AND
(DEFENSIVE) RATIONALITY

In strategic-military terms, 2017 will be mainly
remembered for the severe degradation of the
Islamic State’s presence and capabilities in Iraq and

Syria, and of course the sinister culmination of the
decennial U.S./West-North Korea row over Pyongyang’s
nuclear and ballistic missile programs. Rightfully or not, the
latter has generated a great deal of fear, not just among
North Americans but across much of the globe.14 This
media-driven and increasingly civilian concern, which has
come to be so conspicuous as of late, while understandable,
can hardly be deemed substantiated from a realist and
intelligence perspective. Namely, even though the DPRK
has, by its own admission, learned much from Milosevic’s,
Saddam’s, and Gaddafi’s “mistakes,”15 and is therefore set to
remain essentially intransigent when it comes to developing
and implementing its top strategic programs,
notwithstanding any palliative diplomatic solution that could
be reached in the coming period,16 a sudden nuclear attack
on any of its perceived adversaries (South Korea, Japan), let
alone the farthest ones (U.S., Canada), appears quite
improbable in the foreseeable future.

Common sense is the primary factor. Thanks to a relatively
simple strategic calculation (i.e., a clear-cut cost/benefit
analysis), no nuclear power has ever attacked another
nuclear-armed state however favorable the respective
nuclear weapons ratio may have been. North Korea is all but
an exception in this sense, having been stuck on the inferior
side of the nuclear relationship, with only 15 (to 60)
estimated nuclear warheads versus nearly 5,000
sophisticated in-service nuclear weapons owned by the
West,17 and also lagging decades behind technologically. To
realize how remote and, perhaps, beyond imagination is a
surprise nuclear attack by Pyongyang at present, suffice it to
say that even a rising China, which is a senior member of the
“preemption club,”18 and far more superior in nuclear and
technological terms, has had a hard time contemplating a
nuclear first-strike doctrine, a realm traditionally and chiefly
reserved for the United States and Russia.

In other words, unlike its conventional counterpart, nuclear
deterrence, however imperfect,19 has never truly, in existential
terms, failed in practice. This is in spite of the continuing
academic debate over (1) the flaws of deterrence as a conflict
management strategy that works only 59 percent of the time and
(2) the descriptive and prognostic limitations of the so-called
rational deterrence theory (RDT).20 Nuclear retaliation, no matter
the scale, remains profoundly unacceptable, at least to state
actors. Even the roughest notion of it is so appalling to the
normal mind that the “irrationality” argument which is nowadays
generously invoked against both the North Korean leadership
and President Donald Trump,21 and which apparently dominates



American Intelligence JournalPage 84Vol 37, No 2, 2020

the amateurish segment of the debate on the subject, simply
holds no water having been for the most part emotionally and/
or ideologically driven with no practical value whatsoever.
Indeed, while academic thinkers and military strategists may
legitimately assail RDT for being parsimonious, simplistic, and
thus less predictive22—despite the theory’s explicit recognition
of the key limits of deterrence, such as misperception and
miscalculation—as well as for failing to move beyond the
standard utilitarian and consequentialist concept of rationality,
the bottom line is this: no theoretical model ought to be
confounded with the practice of deterrence in general and
nuclear deterrence in particular.23

As a strategy and tactic of escalating the cost of armed
aggression by perceived adversaries, deterrence has always
been at the core of Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons and
missile development efforts.24 This is basically no different
than the core function assigned to nuclear arms by any
nuclear power, including the U.S. itself whose “strategic
triad of nuclear forces serves a primary purpose of
deterring…attack on the US homeland and our allies and
partners.”25 From this state-centric (and official DPRK)
perspective, all other elements (i.e., blackmail for food and
easing of economic sanctions; preserving internal legitimacy
and thus regime security; larger, regional ambitions beyond
minimal deterrence/Korean reunification;26 international
respect and prestige27) of the rationale as to why North
Korea keeps pursuing a status of nuclear and missile power
so relentlessly are of secondary character. This is true even
for the current widely exploited concept of (Kim) regime
security,28 which pinpoints “North Korea’s primary” and
“overriding strategic goal”: a “perpetual Kim family rule.”29

The said goal comes after deterrence (tool) at least by order
of implementation, if not teleologically. At the same time, the
targeted application—not least by (neo-)liberal proponents,
constructivists, and human security experts—of the political
science concept of regime security to the DPRK case
remains problematic in two aspects:

• the concept’s inherently Western and normative
nature, which makes it ideologically alien and
perfidiously offensive as far as the North and its
benefactors are concerned; and

• the continuing lack of incoherence in the
DPRK’s hermetic society despite the populace
being “decreasingly reliant” on the state.30

For the sake of truth, however, some of the above-mentioned
complementary drivers, such as eliciting foreign aid and
preserving domestic legitimacy, have always played a
parallel and significant role in the DPRK’s vexatious “see-
saw” (escalation/de-escalation) policy toward the West.31

This role has been so prominent at times that it has made it
really difficult, even for dedicated observers, to distinguish
clearly between the DPRK’s primary and secondary nuclear

motives, which ultimately and ironically plays against
Pyongyang’s interests. A good example is the widespread
logical interpretation of the latest post-summit series (mid-
2019 to present) of North Korean ballistic missile tests as
being aimed at “gaining bargaining power against the United
States during the upcoming denuclearization talks.”32 While
this cannot be said to be an outright misperception, it surely
is but a partial truth focusing, tactfully or not, on a less
important, though very practical, element of Pyongyang’s
broader nuclear rationale.

It is critical to note here that the existing degree of ambiguity
and confusion about what truly propels North Korea’s
nuclear weapons and ballistic missile programs (deterrence
or something else?) has inevitably reflected in academia and
national security circles stirring up debate on nuclear
blackmail vs. nuclear deterrence.33 This emerging debate is
basically an expanded version of the “deterrence/self-
defense vs. regional ambitions” dilemma troubling
Washington for years.34 The question is no longer as simple
as: “[A]re [the North Koreans] pursuing [nuclear] weapons
in order to maintain the status quo on the Peninsula, or…to
fundamentally alter the status quo” by compelling the U.S.
to stay away from the region and concede to their whims
and long-standing demands?35 There is also a second,
mostly domestic and humanitarian, aspect suggesting that
nuclear Pyongyang is concurrently trying to intimidate the
international community so as to extort aid and material
benefits as needed. Combining both aspects (regional/
strategic-military and internal/socio-economic), and
highlighting the latter in particular, the nuclear blackmail
thesis defies the traditional and largely realist deterrence
argument. To provide comprehensive and transferable
insights into this theoretical clash, it is good to start off with
an instant flashback of North Korea’s unenviable domestic
situation (isolation, drought, major floods, and famine) in the
1990s.

Given the daunting post-Cold War socio-economic
challenges faced by the North, as well as other, typically
Occidental concerns, some defense academics and
practitioners nowadays feel increasingly compelled to ignore
the multifaceted political utility of nuclear weapon and
missile possession in favor of emphasizing the “blackmail/
bargaining” component of Pyongyang’s otherwise delicate
nuclear rationale. For instance, during a recent presentation,
Canada’s foremost ballistic missile defense (BMD) expert
James Fergusson described Pyongyang’s original pursuit of
nuclear weapons as “a strategy of nuclear blackmail” where
“the warheads and ICBMs were unintended
consequences...this was originally the strategy, once they
started they couldn’t stop.”36 Professor Fergusson then
went on to enumerate other notable drivers behind the
DPRK’s controversial conduct, such as “attention, prestige
and status,” while also inferring that “no one’s gonna pay
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attention to Kim Jong Un otherwise [since] there are no great
benefits for the capitalist world with penetrating [the
North].”37 While this deterrence discounting position might
sound surprising coming from a realist and a proven “Cold
Warrior,” it is nonetheless meritorious in its own right. Not
only does it undermine the traditional deterrence argument in
the context of North Korea (and thereby Pyongyang’s own,
coinciding narrative), but it is moreover consistent with the
recently revived analytical tendency pressing for U.S.
counterforce policy.38 As such, it deserves a brief scrutiny
for objective shortfalls.

The nuclear blackmail/bargaining thesis
benefits from, and is being mainly
perpetuated by, the Kim regime’s proven
affinity for nuclear extortion and dictating
terms during every de-escalation phase of
the West-DPRK relations.

In the author’s modest opinion, the nuclear blackmail/
bargaining thesis benefits from, and is being mainly
perpetuated by, the Kim regime’s proven affinity for nuclear
extortion and dictating terms during every de-escalation phase
of the West-DPRK relations. We can safely take this as an
axiom, which would then leave us with the key question: Is that
“affinity” rooted in a long-adopted strategy, or is it rather more
spontaneous and contingent on circumstances? North Korea
experts, regardless of whether or not they deem themselves
proponents of the nuclear blackmail thesis, seem to make a
strong case for the existence of a blackmail strategy in
Pyongyang whenever they touch upon or zoom in on the
regional, strategic-military aspect of the thesis itself. Consider
for instance the argument made by current and former members
of President Trump’s national security team: “[B]y threatening
Los Angeles or Chicago…[Kim Jong Un] may be hoping
to…cast doubt in South Korea and Japan that the United States
would come to their aid if a regional war broke out.”39 The same
line of thinking is espoused by Bruce Bennett and others at
RAND: “If North Korea can threaten mainland America, then it
can raise the stakes for any American intervention on behalf of
South Korea…‘Are we prepared to trade San Francisco for
Seoul?’”40 This uneasy dilemma (American lives vs. Korean and
American lives) imposed on Washington by the DPRK’s
nuclear capability per se reveals two different but mutually
reinforcing elements of strategy: first, an implicit and ever-
present nuclear blackmail on the part of Pyongyang (“If you do
or fail to do this or that, we could/will attack U.S. assets or
target the U.S. itself), and second, according to Bennett, a
systematic effort at decoupling South Korea from the U.S.41

This now begs a clarification: Is the DPRK’s nuclear strategy a
more recent and blackmail strategy by origin as purported by
Fergusson, or a Cold War-like decoupling concept as claimed

by Bennett and others? The reasonable answer would be: It is
an evolving blend of both, as well as of other motives and
concepts (deterrence/self-defense in the first place), and
parsing it requires understanding of the differences and
subtleties between the overlapping components. Thus, while
Pyongyang may not have a specific codified strategy to
blackmail Washington into a favorable political (in-)action (e.g.,
aid, force withdrawal, non-interference), it cannot deny its
adherence to a long-term plan to help Korea get rid of the
Americans, a plan that now appears to be backed permanently
by an implicit nuclear threat.

Still, the real question here is not whether the DPRK’s nuclear
conduct can somehow qualify for a blackmail strategy. It
certainly can, just as it can be described in many other ways.
Rather, it is about the order and primacy of Pyongyang’s
nuclear motives (which one comes first and why?), and this is
where the nuclear blackmail thesis really falls short in providing
a convincing explanation. The Kim factor (“affinity”) aside, the
thesis is flawed in at least three major respects.42 First, by
concentrating almost exclusively on the post-Cold War
constraints on (and the resulting conduct of) the DPRK, the
analysis underpinning the thesis is plagued by a huge temporal
gap (1950-53 and 1960s-1991). Few if any could dispute the fact
that “[w]ith the end of the Cold War, North Korea was largely
politically isolated and vulnerable” due to the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the “questionable…support” from China, and
that “the first decade of [its] nuclear programme…strongly
suggests that the programme was driven by an attempt to
extract economic benefits from the West/the US via nuclear
blackmail.”43 Yet, this historical segment tells us little about the
true origins and primordial driver of Pyongyang’s nuclear
quest. Detailed chronology is crucial for explanation here.
According to a register of relevant DPRK events prepared by
the James Martin Centre for Nonproliferation Studies (CNS,
Monterey Institute of International Studies), the North Korean
leadership embarked on its pursuit for the A-bomb as early as
1966-67, with Kim Il Sung “issu[-ing] a directive to develop
nuclear warheads for missiles.”44 Based on defector information,
this ostensible fact could of course be technically inaccurate,
but then again it is hard to ignore the rational assumption that
the North Koreans have been contemplating ways how to deter
a potential U.S. attack ever since the Truman administration
(which is thought to have considered even the nuclear option
against the North). Attesting to this assumption is, for instance,
Chairman Kim Jong Un’s seminal 2018 New Year’s speech
celebrating the DPRK’s historic accomplishment in the nuclear
and missile domains:

We have realized the wish of the great leaders
who devoted their lives to building the
strongest national defense capability for
reliably safeguarding our country’s
sovereignty, and we have created a mighty
sword for defending peace…45
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Accordingly, it would not suffice merely not to discount the
North Koreans’ “fear that isolation [in the 1990s] threatened
their survival,”46 but to recognize that, in their own eyes,
especially following the unipolar moment which was marked
by a series of Western military interventions (Kosovo,
Afghanistan, Iraq, the Arab Spring, Syria), the perceived
existential threat has always been very real.47 Three years
after completing the acquisition of “the strongest” war
deterrent embodied in a potentially thermonuclear Hwasong-
15 ICBM, they are still in search of a “promising strategic
weapons system” (“planned by the Party one after another
[sic]”) that they hope would help them “put the objective
factors [i.e., the U.S./the West] under…control.”48 For the
moment, that promising role is being played by the
presumptive Hwasong-16, the world’s largest (liquid-fuel)
(road-)mobile ICBM design revealed on October 10 during a
spectacular midnight military parade marking the 75th

anniversary of the Korean Workers’ Party (WPK). Quite
frankly, that is just a preliminary solution. It follows without
saying that the communist regime in Pyongyang would most
likely never have a sufficient level of confidence in U.S.
promises—even if they are written security guarantees such
as those of 2005-0749—to meet Western expectations of full
denuclearization.50

It follows without saying that the
communist regime in Pyongyang would
most likely never have a sufficient level of
confidence in U.S. promises...to meet
Western expectations of full
denuclearization.

Second, giving “blackmail” and other secondary nuclear
motives precedence over an ingrained national fear of long-
anticipated foreign aggression implicitly questions the
primacy of deterrence as a national defense strategy and/or
function. The counter-explanation that “deterrence is a
western/US preference of interpretation, and applying it to
the NK regime is potentially ethnocentric”51 sounds
reasonable, but unfortunately fails to take the full picture
into account. This is not simply about nuclear deterrence as
an exclusive post-World War Two (WWII) Western
invention and, for some time, practice, but rather about
military deterrence in general, deterrence as a truly universal
defense concept present in virtually all national defense
policy and military-strategic documents through the
syntagm “to deter and defend.” Seen from this broader,
international perspective, it is impossible to overlook how
salient the concept actually is to all (ex-) communist nations
and militaries, let alone the DPRK and its radicalized people’s
defense (discussed further in this section). Now, even if one

were to assume hypothetically that Pyongyang’s nuclear
deterrence narrative and practice are no more than a Western
import or a quasi-version thereof, recent experience suggests
that Asiatic peoples (China in the first place) are very good
at eclecticism and reverse engineering and have no issues in
adopting and implementing advantageous foreign concepts
and technology (see, for example, A2/AD below).

Another counter-argument that is often raised “as an aside” in
this very same context contends that in a hi-tech era, which in
essence is the fourth industrial revolution, in which the U.S. has
developed its counterforce capability to unprecedented heights,
the North Koreans “have no real deterrent strategically.”52 This
implies that, since Pyongyang is most likely aware of the degree
of technological superiority on the part of the U.S./the West
(“The NK can’t or shouldn’t be blind about this reality”),53 it can
use its nuclear weapons and missiles only as a tactical deterrent,
mostly for blackmail and local “adventures” as is already the
case. This reasoning may be 100 percent accurate from a
technocratic viewpoint, yet it is intrinsically dangerous. Not
only does it encourage the military option against the North
contrary to the largely bipartisan consensus (and the opinion
of some of America’s finest strategic minds) to avoid costly war
on the Korean Peninsula54 but, in addition, it could eventually
lead to a horrific outcome diametrically opposed to the “zero-
casualty warfare” doctrine and inconceivable to the Western
public.55 To believe that North Korea is not just vulnerable but
also realistically attackable, just because it lacks, in a technical
sense, a true strategic deterrent (i.e., a survivable long-range
retaliatory force) against the U.S., may not be a gross disregard
for the current state of its defense capabilities and what harm
they could do, but it surely signals overconfidence in U.S.
counterforce capacity, which is far from perfect and indubitable
(e.g., the continuing inability of U.S. intelligence to determine
the exact number, status, and [underground] location of all
North Korean nuclear warheads and missiles is contrasted by
a presumably growing DPRK stockpile that may already count
well over 80 nuclear weapons!).56 Moreover, as a rule of thumb,
beliefs and arguments of this sort invariably miss factoring in
the psychological state of mind of the die-hard opponent who,
albeit technologically inferior, tends to behave as if being in
possession of hundreds of operational nuclear weapons.
Therefore, make no mistake; as far as the DPRK and other rogue
regimes are concerned, even a single “nuke,” the very first one,
let alone 80, should be enough to keep the U.S. at bay—or to
make a mess, a real mess, if necessary.

The third and perhaps most acceptable “weakness” of the
nuclear blackmail argument may be no weakness at all, for it
directly relates to the political and ideological portion of the
argument’s rationale. In principle, the West and most of its
intellectual aces refuse to accept deterrence as a primary driver
of Pyongyang’s strategic conduct since “it serves to legitimize
their [nuclear] programme.”57 Political expedience matters.
Besides, accepting the deterrence narrative in the case of North



American Intelligence Journal Page 87 Vol 37, No 2, 2020

Korea would basically amount to “a modern version of
appeasement,”58 and appeasement politics, history teaches us,
never ends up well. These long-term concerns troubling U.S.
and allied strategists (“what if we were to accept North Korea’s
nuclear status and its official deterrence narrative?”) make
sense, save in two aspects. First, there should be no fear that
recognizing, at an academic and purely technical level, the true
driver behind the North’s nuclear quest would be politically
damaging; quite the contrary, such expertly acknowledgment,
which does not necessarily translate into diplomatic action,
would be desirable and welcomed in most cases, as it would also
help set things straight, both analytically and administratively
(e.g., with a view to creating a neutral, longer-range analysis
capability), within the respective national defense and
intelligence community.59 Second, the possibility of a 21st-
century appeasement scenario detrimental to U.S. and broader
Western interests is somewhat exaggerated. The Trump
administration demonstrates all but a Chamberlainian attitude,
despite allusive criticisms,60 and the Kim regime is nowhere near
to rising like Nazi Germany. North Korea is and will most likely
remain in an inferior position allowing for diplomatic flexibility
on the part of Washington.

Thus, regardless of the nuclear blackmail narrative, seen from
a North Korean perspective and on a more fundamental level
(statehood), and especially in a post-1990s context, nothing
seems to be as critical as having the ability to deter and, if
necessary, repel a potential Western military intervention,61

which, hypothetically at the extreme, might even take the form
of a preventive or preemptive nuclear strike.62 Sagan is right on
the money when saying that the DPRK’s nuclear arsenal is, in
essence, “a potent deterrent” and “not a bargaining chip.”63 The
same has long been reiterated by North Korean senior officials,
primarily the Supreme Leader himself whose address at the
unparalleled October 10 rally highlighted the following:

We will continue to strengthen the war
deterrent. We clarify that our war deterrent is
being developed not for aiming at others. We
are developing it in order to defend
ourselves.64

This is actually more than insisting on deterrence—a clear
and rigid state-centrism, however controversial and
frustrating that might be. Hence, while one might readily
agree with conventional assessments that
“conservatism…runs in [all]…authoritarian regimes” and
that Kim Jong Un simply wants “to rule for a very long time
and die peacefully in his own bed,”65 focusing excessively
on the Kim regime’s self-centric behavior, legitimacy, and
survival, in a more or less (neo-)liberal and postmodernist
fashion, can be largely misleading for it downplays North
Korea’s elementary Westphalian truths: state security,
obsession with sovereignty, and “self-defensive”
deterrence.66

With regards to the DPRK’s conduct—rational or out of
bounds—in implementing its nuclear deterrence strategy, there
has been a vigorous debate, primarily in non-expert circles.
Although the rationality argument prevails where it matters
most—namely, among leading academics, strategists, and high-
level decision-makers67—one critical property remains largely
unspecified in open literature: What is the exact type of rational
calculation underlying Pyongyang’s strategic decision-making,
aside from its expected “instrumental” dimension?68 How
plausible and politically expedient is it for journalists and
pundits alike to propagate an oxymoron by calling such
reasoning “rational madness” or a madman’s rationality?69 After
all, is there a true irrational component to North Korea’s nuclear
thinking and conduct and, if so, what is it? How prominent is it?
This work is not designed to provide a precise multi-
disciplinary answer to all these demanding questions. That
would require a great deal of effort beyond what is strictly
political science, in order to delve deeply into relevant aspects
of decision-making theory, personal and social psychology,
cultural anthropology, ethnology, and economics, as well as
other areas of research. Nonetheless, it is quite possible here to
identify and delineate the overarching strategic-cultural
framework within the confines of which the North Korean
leadership has been considering the role of its nuclear and
ballistic missile programs. Doing so would importantly lend
support to the author’s hypothesis that Pyongyang’s strategic
decisions are mainly driven by a sort of defensive rationality:
maximizing political and material profits is only as good as it
contributes to the defense of our “single-hearted” nation and
the preservation of our sovereignty and socialist way of life,70

and ought to be pursued chiefly by defensive and asymmetric
means in the homeland.71

First, ever since WWII, North Korea has been cultivating its
own authentic way of real socialism based on a distinct, inward-
looking, and autarkic political philosophy known as Juche
(basically self-reliance). An official state ideology since 1972,72

Juche edifies the North Korean citizen-soldier that they are the
master of their own revolutionary destiny, independent in their
(largely collectivist) political thinking and action, and
thoroughly self-confident and self-sufficient through
“displaying the revolutionary spirit of self-reliance.”73 This
“nuanced” axiological system and North Korean “religion” of
life,74 styled, in broader terms, as Kim-Il-Sung-ism or Kim-Il-
Sung-ism/Kim-Jong-Il-ism,75 and construed by Pyongyang as a
“creative” contemporary version of Marxism-Leninism,76 is a
powerful domestic strategic determinant; it is simple, morally
well-grounded with stoical and solidarity-oriented values,
purified from undue dogmatic content, and thus very effective
in practice. Aside from being highly instrumental as a means of
general indoctrination, Juche has had far-reaching political and
strategic-military implications. One of its most prominent
derivatives is byungjin, Pyongyang’s official two-prong
(economic development + nuclear deterrent) policy used as a
tool (out of six in total) to preserve the Kim dynasty in power
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indefinitely.77 On the surface, the policy was introduced in 2013
and reportedly supplanted just five years later,78 when
Chairman Kim famously urged his nation to “launch” what he
described as “[a] revolutionary general [‘all-people’]
offensive…to achieve fresh victory on all fronts of building a
powerful socialist country,” and especially “[a]
breakthrough…in reenergizing the overall economic front.”79

However, reality is rather more complex and does not fully
support the South Korean defense ministry’s 2018 assessment
whereby the Kim regime “is [now] seeking a strategic change
[and]…adopting a new strategic line…by focusing all efforts on
building a socialist economy.”80 Historically, the nascence of
byungjin as a dual-track policy concept can be traced back at
least to the mid-1960s. In October 1966, expert sources report, a
WPK leadership conference was held at which Kim Il Sung
“emphasize[d] the need to develop economic and military
capabilities together”81 and, as already noted, around the same
time came the founding father’s inaugural decision concerning
the DPRK’s nuclear deterrent. This means that, for North
Korean society, the journey down the dual path (military/
nuclear capabilities-economy) of Chollima, the worshiped
mythical horse symbolizing endurance, perseverance, and
stoical feats,82 had been a practical and ideological imperative
for almost half a century before being officialized as byungjin at
the highest level.

Seen from this retrospective angle, it is hard to believe that
something that has been transpiring as a strategic policy
concept for so long would now abruptly (or even gradually) be
terminated and replaced with a strictly economic “offensive,”
especially if “we have no direct clues on this North Korean
supposed new direction, or of what might be in store for the
future of U.S.-North Korea relations.”83 Consider just a few of
the quite opposite indicators in this regard: for instance, how
about Kim Jong Un’s highlighting “the validity and vitality of
the Party’s line of simultaneously conducting economic
construction and building up [the DPRK’s] nuclear forces
[author’s emphasis].”84 This somewhat overlooked assertion
within his now well-known 2018 annual address was not just an
ex-post “justification of...‘byungjin’”;85 it was followed by a
demand that the national defense industry keep “holding fast to
the line of simultaneously promoting the two fronts,” and,
moreover, by a call to “mass-produce nuclear warheads and
ballistic missiles” and stand “ready for immediate nuclear
counterattack.”86 More concretely, how about the newest
strategic-military hardware developed at Mallima speed and
lately marching in glitter and splendor along the Kim Il Sung
square?87 To be clear, for now, there is no strategic shift that
would make any special difference to the U.S. Korea strategy.
Pyongyang’s so-called “new path/direction” is consistent with
byungjin, if not byungjin itself. Whether conceived/manifested
as a focused economic effort to secure a degree of domestic
prosperity and deflect outside pressure or as vengeful military
hardware hyperproduction, or likely as both, it is nothing really
novel or unexpected.

Another strategically remarkable Juchean product is no doubt
the DPRK’s independent Songun (Military First) policy. An
official government policy since the mid-1990s, Songun is more
than just a sheer communist statism/etatism and having high
regard for the status and role of the military in society. On the
one hand, its de facto post-1994 implementation by Kim Jong
Il’s National Defense Commission is commonly seen as extorted
and pragmatic—that is, as “a concession to an increasingly
restless military whose interests were challenged by the
economic downturn and general social unease accompanying
famine.”88 On the other hand, putting the (North) Korean
People’s Army (KPA) first would arguably never have
happened in such form and scope without the socio-historical
context provided by the pervasive ideology of self-reliance.
Similarly to byungjin, the earliest hints of Songun can be found
in the era of Kim Il Sung. Having been a nationalist, anti-
Japanese guerrilla fighter and commander in Northeast China
(Manchuria) for most of the 1930s, and also at the helm of a
Soviet-sponsored Korean communist resistance clique during
WWII, the elder Kim is said to have had “blind belief in the
Korean military.”89 His “Military First” concept first started
taking shape in 1960, with a father-and-son visit (joined by Kim
Jong Il) to the Pyongyang-based Seoul 105th Guards Armored
Division Headquarters, and continued two years later when the
DPRK, in line with its deeply Juchean principle of “self-reliant
defense,” adopted its famous “Four-Point Military Guidelines”:
“turn…the whole nation into a fortress,” “arm the entire
people,” “instill…cadre potential in every soldier,” and
“modernize the army.”90 Embedded in Juche and enshrined by
Article 60 of the North Korean Constitution, this Spartan vision
of collective survival has been the alpha and omega of
Pyongyang’s military policy and strategy ever since. The last
point/guideline (military modernization) thereof, in conjunction
with the others, is nothing but Songun unveiled. As a distant
prelude to the policy’s official promulgation in 1997, during a
1992 parade the generally introverted Kim Jong Il “allowed his
voice to be heard in public” (albeit not for the first time)
exclaiming: “Glory be to the heroic soldiers of the Korean
People’s Army!”91 (The latter is sometimes translated/
paraphrased simply as “Long live the Korean People’s
Army!”92) According to Choe Su Hon, North Korea’s vice
foreign minister until 2005, Songun has been an integral element
of his country’s deterrence strategy, which “is not to attack
anyone, but to serve as a self-defensive means to safeguard our
sovereignty.”93

Thinking of North Korea’s markedly sovereignist and self-
defensive form of defense-mindedness, it is hard to overlook
the country’s second most significant source of strategic
orientation: its own version of the shared communist concept of
people’s defense. Thanks to this adapted concept, the North
Koreans are not just theoretically capable during wartime of
mobilizing and fielding about one third (7,769,000-8,900,000) of
their population of 25 million.94 A common denominator of all
communist nations and militaries, the strategy of people’s
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defense is said to have been elevated to a much higher, ultra
level by Pyongyang: an all-out people’s revenge in case of
external aggression, spearheaded by formidable artillery,
ballistic missile attacks, and an extremely large ground force
(131 brigades and 4,300 tanks!95) poised for counter-invasion.96

This intimidating retaliatory dimension of the North Korean
military strategy is yet another emanation of Juche’s ideological
iron fist, which warrants patriotic sacrifice in the sense “we’re
all going to die for our country, if necessary!”97 Stressing it is
not meant to blur or discount the North’s offensive military
plans and tactics. Quite the contrary, Pyongyang’s strategic
resolve, coupled with its long historical record of special
operations (i.e., infiltrations, subversions, raids, and [attempted]
assassinations) in the Republic of Korea (ROK), with “over
76,000 [committed] transgressions against the armistice treaty”
only between 1953 and 1999,98 serves as a good reminder of the
risks associated with its enduring intent to reunify the Korean
Peninsula under its own terms.

However, despite all war risks, there is a third major defensive
element at play here: the present structure and equipment of the
KPA as a whole. Considered vis-à-vis the technologically
superior Combined (ROK-U.S.) Forces south of the border, the
KPA units and their mutual differences in terms of
modernization reflect an increasingly growing commitment to
asymmetric defense. Due to fiscal constraints, especially in the
wake of exorbitant nuclear program costs, over the past two
decades the DPRK’s conventional forces have been
“degraded” and “modernized only selectively.”99 The KPA
Navy, for instance, while having in its inventory up to 73
tactical diesel-electric submarines (mainly Romeo and Sang-O
class, although observers are not quite sure about how many of
them are truly combat-ready),100 one of which (Sinpo/Gorae
class) is an experimental strategic platform (SSB) and potentially
carrying, along with its more capable future derivatives,101

nuclear-tipped Pukguksong-1/Polaris-1/KN-11, -3/Polaris-3/
KN-26 and/or -4/Polaris-4 submarine-launched ballistic
missiles (SLBMs),102 remains inferior to ROK naval forces in
terms of larger, blue-water surface combatants and naval
aviation.103 Speaking more broadly, so as to consider all
non-nuclear/WMD forces of the North, even the KPA’s
“robust and diverse” Special Purpose Forces (SPF), which
inter alia perform important strategic functions, have,
according to the IISS’s Military Balance 2019, dwindled
somewhat, from 104,000 (44 battalions + 15 brigades) in
1999104 to 88,000 (26 battalions + 22 brigades) at
present.105 On the other hand, it is well-known/estimated
that the overall strength of these forces in a broader
sense—once referred to by the South as “special warfare
forces” and nowadays as “special operations forces”
(SOF)—currently stands at about 200,000 personnel,106

having steadily and enormously grown over a 20-year
period (e.g., 120,000 in 2006 vice 180,000 in 2008, etc.).107

Yet, the most conspicuous example of stagnation and
retrograde tendencies within the KPA’s broader conventional
segment is definitely its Air Force. Given Pyongyang’s
ambitious “asymmetric” priorities amid resource scarcity, this
service branch appears to have been deliberately degraded in
terms of equipment, to an extent that even its modest nuclear
“arm,” consisting of refurbished H-5/Il-28 Beagle (light,
medium-range) bombers, fails to escape the backwardness
assessment. Of the KPA Air Force’s 19 fighter/interceptor
regiments, as many as 16 are (well) bellow MiG-21bis capability,
equipped with utter old-timers such as MiG-15, -17, -9, -21F-
13/PFM, as well as J-5, -6, and -7.108 In other  words, while the
DPRK does have “545 [or 810109] combat capable aircraft” on
paper, barely one-fifth (104+) of them are deemed somewhat
contemporary; these are the third- and fourth-generation jet
fighters MiG-21bis (30), -23 (56), and -29 (18+).110 The harsh
reality is that North Korea’s air power presently comes to rely
on merely 18+ MiG-29 A/S/UB Fulcrum and about 34 Su-25/Su-
25 UBK Frogfoot ground attack aircraft which, for the sake of
truth, do mean something (e.g., Syria).111 The situation is,
however, better with the country’s air defense. The DPRK’s air
defense network remains quite solid, although its best bet
against a joint air strike are brigades comprised of S-75 Dvina/
SA-2 Guideline, S-125 Pechora/SA-3 Goa,112 S-200 Angara/
SA-5 Gammon and the domestic, fourth-generation KN-06/
Pon’gae-5 surface-to-air missile (SAM) system.113

At this point, one might argue that the Air Force has never
been the KPA’s strong suit, which is true. Nonetheless, if until
the late 1990s the “DPRK and ROK Air Forces” were
considered “roughly equal,” with the ROK having just “a slight
advantage in numbers of rotary platforms or helicopters” and
“an obvious [qualitative] advantage” only when/if U.S. “fixed
wing assets and surveillance aircraft” (e.g., AWACS) were taken
into consideration,114 today the DPRK’s air combat capabilities
are nowhere near that comparison. Its 1,640 military aircraft (this
includes, by the hundreds, “relic” jets, trainers, and transport
planes, including some used by the national airline) are largely a
nominal force compared to the ROK’s mix of advanced air
assets (e.g., 40 F-35, by 2021).115 A few recent positive
developments, such as increasing the number of KPA air
divisions from four to five, or manufacturing indigenous
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) and lightweight aircraft,116 are
insufficient to change the general impression. No doubt, the
intra-military trade-offs in favor of the chosen asymmetric
defense strategy, especially since Kim Jong Un’s rise to
power (September 2010-July 2012), are the product of a
conscious and well-calculated strategic decision.
Pyongyang appears resolved to continue to invest, despite
all political-economic hardships, in its costly nuclear
deterrent rather than following, to some extent, the Western
trend of prioritizing conventional air power over other types
of military force in line with the Revolution in Military Affairs
(RMA) concept. The aim is obviously to build, by learning
from other countries’ countermeasures against U.S. air and
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naval predominance (e.g., China’s artificial islands in the
South China Sea, road-mobile DF-17, -21D, and -26C anti-
ship ballistic missiles [ASBMs] infamously known as “carrier
killers,” as well as its air-launched CH-AS-X-13), a hybrid
multi-domain anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) system. In
addition to traditional air and missile defenses, this system
should effectively integrate the following offensive and
retaliatory capabilities:

• the KPA’s infamous 21,500+ (26,000-27,000,
according to some) artillery pieces meticulously
layered north of the 38th parallel; 5,100 (5,500
according to ROK defense authorities117) of
which (three times more than China!118) are
multiple rocket launchers (MRLs, including the
300-mm guided rocket KN-09/KN-SS-X-9) with
approximate aggregate firepower (based on the
average number [19.1] of launch tubes per MRL
and excluding the DPRK’s newest, super-large,
600-mm “MRL” system KN-25)119 of 100,000
(i.e., 97,410) artillery rockets that could be fired
in a single, relatively short salvo;

• a proper mix of solid- and liquid-fueled, road- and/
or sea-mobile, close-range (CRBMs: 24 Luna/
Frog-3, -5, and/or -7 unguided ballistic rocket
launchers kept in reserve along with some KN-02/
OTR-21 Tochka/SS-21B Scarab mod complexes
which can be armed with chemical warheads, as
well as the KN-09120), short-range (SRBMs [200+
{up to approx. 900 msl.}121]: various Scuds,122 plus
“the [brand new, maneuverable] Son of Scud”
[KN-23]123 and the latter’s immediate forerunner
[KN-21] and shorter version [KN-24], as well as
KN-25), medium-range (MRBMs: [100+{up to
approx. 300+msl.}124]: No Dong-1/A/Hwasong-7,
some Scuds-ER/Hwasong-9, the Pukguksong-1,
-3, and -4 SLBMs and their land-based
Pukguksong-2/Polaris-2//KN-15 variant) and
intermediate-range (IRBMs: Musudan, Hwasong-
12,125 and potentially the Pukguksong-4 SLBM
or its future upgrades126) ballistic missiles;127 and

• different generations of anti-ship missiles (AShMs:
P-15 Termit/SS-N-2 Styx, HY-1/CSS-C-2
Silkwarm), including cruise missiles (ASCMs:
KN-01, Kumsong-3, or -3 mod/KNSS-N-2
Stormpetrel).128

Evidently, the DPRK’s asymmetric approach to defense, which
also relies on ICBMs (Hwasong-13/No Dong-C/KN-08, -13 mod/
KN-08 Block 2/KN-14, -14/KN-20, -15/KN-22, and -16) as its
pinnacle, concentrates on three elements: (1) strategic capabilities,
primarily nuclear and WMD-related (e.g., Strategic Force of 10,000
personnel [9 brigades] recently organized as an independent KPA
branch129); (2) creating and exploiting “localized comparative

advantage”; and (3) “a large, forward-positioned force” along the
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) capable of massive counterattack or
blitzkrieg.130 Pyongyang arguably deems these elements fitting
for modern warfare where the defense is generally disadvantaged
vis-à-vis the offense. However assertive at first glance, they
essentially reveal a defensive, status-quo attitude, at least in the
current context. To grasp such an attitude to the fullest, one needs
to move beyond utilitarian/Baconian/Benthamian (maximize
pleasure/gain, minimize pain/loss)131 and consequentialist/
Machiavellian (the aim justifies the means) reasoning, namely the
predominant type of rationality in the West that renders RDT and
its prognostic function somewhat unreliable. This largely
individualist, profit-oriented way of thinking and decision-making—
which in political and social sciences is alternatively referred to as
“self-interested,” “self-centric,” “selfish,” “hedonistic,”
“instrumental,” “practical,” “same,” “narrow,” “emptied,” or
“bottom-line rationality”—albeit psychologically compatible on a
key Freudian level (sub-consciousness, natural instincts) and thus
truly universal (intrinsic to all humans more or less), is highly
reductionist by its nature. First, by definition, it downplays the
impact on decision-making of not just powerful emotions (the
irrational), but also a highly internalized political and strategic-
cultural creed acquired via thorough socialization. Second,
operating in stark contrast to broader, Aristotelian, contextualized,
collectivist, and less conventional forms of reason, such as Jürgen
Habermas’ “communicative rationality” or a green party’s
“environmental ethics,”132 it can hardly offer accurate predictions
of the strategic conduct of culturally remote nations with a solid
egregore such as North Korea.

Clearly, in anticipating the DPRK’s future strategic moves,
intelligence, deterrence, and BMD experts cannot and should not
count on RDT alone. Common rational choice concepts (prudent/
logical decisions >the greatest benefit/satisfaction), while precise,
represent a sort of “‘bounded’ rationality,” not just technically
(“man’s limited computational abilities in making decisions”) as
stressed by Herbert Simon,133 but also in terms of substance.
Managing to go beyond them, including the more adaptive concept
of Muthean rationality (i.e., rational expectations), would also help
to better comprehend the irrational component (e.g., interpersonal
aversion, collective emotions, sovereignist pride) in Pyongyang’s
assertive behavior. This subjective component, driven for instance
by patriotic sentiments and national myths, is omnipresent (because
each attitude features its own emotional layer), albeit not commonly
decisive in high-level policymaking. Occasionally though, such as
in the lead-up to World War I, it can become a prominent and deadly
factor.134

TECHNOLOGICAL GAP

The second important reason not to take Kim
Jong Un’s nuclear threats too seriously lies with
the thus far comparatively primitive design and

capabilities of the DPRK’s nuclear devices and intermediate- to
long-range ballistic missiles. To be fair, in recent years the latter
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have undergone a significant process of technological
advancement, thereby surprising many. For instance, inspired
by the DPRK’s latest technological success, a rocket engineer
close to the Federation of American Scientists (FAS) has not
only called the insular socialist regime a candidate for “the
world’s fourth missile power” following the West/NATO,
Russia, and China, but it has moreover displayed such a level of
technological determinism venturing to claim that modern-day
politics is actually non-existent, i.e., reduced to developing and
owning advanced nuclear and aerospace technology.135

Even so, the North’s strategic arms are invariably still plagued
by outdated components and inferior technical characteristics.
This is due to the imperfection and deficiencies of two key
processes that have determined the DPRK’s current level of
nuclear and missile development. The first trend is the post-
1948 Sino-Russian economic and military-technical support for
Pyongyang. The DPRK received from the former USSR its first
missiles (SAMs: 1 battalion of SA-2) in late 1962, as well as the
first consignment of (unguided) ballistic missiles (Frog-3, -5, -7)
six year later (1968-70).136 The first Chinese missiles (SAMs:
HQ-2; and AShMs: HY-1) arrived in Pyongyang in the late
1960s, and in 1971 Beijing signed a bilateral agreement on
military-technical cooperation enabling Kim Il Sung “to acquire,
develop, and produce modern weapons systems, including
ballistic missiles.”137 Ever since, there have been countless
instances of Sino-Russian weapons supplies and technology
transfer (whether direct or indirect) to North Korea, ranging—
only in the nuclear and missile domains—from specific nuclear
components to missile design schematics (e.g., R-5 Pobeda, R-
21/SS-N-5 Sark, R-27 Zyb/SS-N-6 Serb, JL-1, and -2, or more
recently and questionably Iskander-M/SS-26 Stone) and know-
how on rocket motors and propellants (e.g., R-27’s 4D10
engines and vernier thrusters, the famed RD-250 liquid
propulsion system, unsymmetrical dimethyl hydrazine [UDMH]
and nitric tetroxide), to “cold-launch” technology (e.g., for the
Pukguksongs, including the aspect of using submersible
barges as testing platforms, but also for SAMs as there are
indicative similarities between KN-06 and the Chinese HQ-16A
SAM), to trucks and truck chassis (e.g., ZiS-151, GAZ-63, ZIL-
135LM, URAL-375D, the KN-09’s reportedly modified 6X6
HOWO ZZ2257M5857A/”Sinotruk,” MAZ-543/7310
Uragan, and the KAMAZ-based Taepaeksan-96 chassis)
intended for MRL or transporter-erector-launcher (TEL)
vehicles, to entire ballistic missiles (e.g., CRBMs, R-17E/
Scud B via Egypt, and possibly an SS-N-6 Serb) and
military-industrial plants. However, one moment in Cold War
history stands out as a harbinger and critical enabler of the
recent North Korean breakthrough in rocketry: the Kremlin’s
putative post-INF (Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces)
Treaty (1987) decision, purportedly endorsed by Mikhail
Gorbachev himself, to ensure “smart” Soviet compliance
with the Treaty, including by selling problematic and
outdated missiles and/or missile technology (e.g., Scud C,
Scud D/ER/Aerofon because of its originally huge CEP, RSD-

10 Pioneer/SS-20 Saber, and SS-12 Scaleboard) to highly
interested customers like North Korea, Iran, Iraq, Syria,
Libya, and others.138 It was most likely due to this sort of
high politics, and not some subsequent private, black market
ventures, or particular administrative authorizations or bans
issued by relevant ministries of the Russian Federation (e.g.,
the then-Ministry of General Machine Building and the
Ministry of Security), that in the early 1990s the renowned
Makeyev Rocket Design Bureau got involved in furnishing
Pyongyang with missile know-how, and possibly even an
entire Serb,  which the North Koreans then utilized as a
springboard and catalyst for their previously sluggish
nuclear and ballistic missile development efforts.139 Today,
there are about 27 types of relatively indigenous North
Korean missile systems,140 including ASCMs, SAMs, and
guided artillery rockets, and among them as well as the
supporting equipment it is hard to identify a single unit that
is not, at least remotely, brought into connection with
Russian/Soviet and/or Chinese military-technological legacy.

Despite all this, over the years Moscow and Beijing have
shown sufficient strategic precaution and restraint not to
provide the Kim regime with technology beyond what is
necessary for minimal nuclear deterrence and not to allow it
to skip over generations in terms of research and
development. As of today, more than half (16) of North
Korea’s (23) indigenously produced ballistic missiles are
either still under development (12, mostly IRBMs and
ICBMs) or of unknown/uncertain service status (4 [KN-21, -
23, -25, and -26], though most if not all of them are deemed
to have been successfully tested and thus operational),
whereas one is outright obsolete (Taepodong-1).141 These
facts and figures are not meant to discount the country’s
domestic technical prowess and dedicated national security
effort. Indeed, behind the DPRK’s recent technological
achievements one finds a respectable and continuously
improving defense industrial base, as well as solid science
and IT education since elementary school level. Moving
forward in these domains constitutes the second key trend,
one that is perhaps best reflected by the stunning fact that
Pyongyang has “a nearly 7,000-strong unit of cyber-warfare
specialists, some of whom are deployed overseas.”142

Consequently, rather than imbued with sarcasm, the point
here is more essential and delicate: what is nowadays often
debatably perceived as an “entirely indigenous”143 North
Korean nuclear and missile production has thus far taken
Pyongyang no farther than the realm of first-generation
nuclear warheads (with some recent exceptions, as explained
further in the text) and, conditionally speaking, advanced
third-generation (3+/3++) ICBMs.144 It is therefore rightfully
believed by connoisseurs that the pace and scope of North
Korea’s progress in nuclear and missile terms, especially
when it comes to conquering major technologies (e.g.,
MIRV, a three-stage solid-fuel ICBM, hypersonics), will
continue to depend on foreign assistance.145
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The DPRK is yet to demonstrate its
capability of assembling a compact,
credible, and missile-mountable nuclear
weapon.

For one, the DPRK is yet to demonstrate its capability of
assembling a compact, credible, and missile-mountable
nuclear weapon. At least two (2006, 2016/1) of its hitherto six
nuclear tests (2006, 2009, 2013, 2016/2, and 2017) were
considered fizzles, and up until its most recent September
2017 trial, which apparently involved a thermonuclear device,
experts had seriously questioned its ability to create an
operational nuclear warhead within a one-ton (metric) missile
payload limit (e.g., for Hwasong-13 or -14) and with a yield
greater than 7-10 kt (which is only about half the destructive
force of the “Little Boy” gravity bomb dropped on
Hiroshima). Doubts of this sort still persist, mainly due to the
North’s presumed warhead miniaturization issues and
difficulties with integrating the right amount of plutonium
needed for higher yield. Moreover, the 2017 hydrogen bomb
test—which, according to Pyongyang, was not its first—
spurred a huge debate over technical matters such as the
bomb’s design and maximum yield. Many have claimed that
the bomb was “improvised,” being just a boosted fission
device, or at best a single-stage “layer-cake” design, rather
than a true Ulam-Teller thermonuclear weapon. Also,
relevant institutions worldwide (e.g., German and Chinese
institutes, U.S. intelligence/Air Force) initially came up with
quite diverging yield assessments, ranging from 70 to a few
hundred kt, although eventually a more conservative
estimate (100-150 kt maximum) has prevailed.  In this sense,
while most experts agree that the North has demonstrated
the ability domestically to produce tritium, lithium 6, and a
solid lithium deuteride,146 some still harbor doubts as to
whether Kim Jong Un has all the necessary chemical
ingredients for the tritium-deuterium thermonuclear fuel,
suggesting that certain basic elements might have had to be
imported from Russia.147 All this uncertainty and conflicting
reports leads to one conclusion: Despite Pyongyang’s boast
about possessing an ICBM-mountable hydrogen bomb, “it
remains unclear whether NK has mastered warhead
miniaturization and married them to missiles.”148 This is of
key importance, especially since the alternative, the airborne
leg (obsolete H-5 bombers) of the North’s defensive triad, is
all but a prudent nuclear delivery option given the context.

As for the missile design itself, the DPRK’s ballistic missiles
are still tipped with single (unitary), first-generation
warheads, meaning a long-surpassed and much less capable
and destructive Cold War (1960s) technology. Thus far,
there have been only two debatable exceptions in this regard
involving at least six individual missiles. First, Hwasong-15

and -16, the country’s latest ICBMs and most advanced
missiles, have created much buzz as of late. Given the officially
released photos and footage, which clearly show their sizable,
dome-shaped nosecone (i.e., the reentry vehicle protective
shroud), both missiles are believed to be intended for
prospective use of MIRV (multiple independently targetable re-
entry vehicle) technology, likely following preliminary
application of the simpler and technically less demanding MRV
(multiple re-entry vehicle) concept. However, there is one
particular and curiously unspoken distinction revolving around
Hwasong-16’s super-heavy design. The missile’s significantly
increased payload capacity compared to its predecessor is a
central, eye-catching feature, disclosing perhaps the Kim
regime’s vision to concurrently possess a reliable, high-altitude
electromagnetic pulse (HEMP) weapon. At this early stage,
Hwasong-16 is tentatively estimated to have a throw-weight
somewhere in the range of 1,800-2,000 to 3,300-3,500 kg, which
is sufficient to deliver, to anywhere in the U.S., up to “four
smaller re-entry vehicles” or, alternatively, a large-to-very large
thermonuclear warhead.149 A Starfish Prime-like detonation
(megatonic and ionospheric [F layer], at an altitude of 400 km) of
just a single North Korean thermonuclear weapon over a well-
picked central location in the continental U.S., such as Kansas,
would generate a non-violent but technologically devastating
EMP shockwave within a 1,340-mile radius (2,205 km),150

knocking out near instantaneously not just a huge portion of
the U.S. power grid, telecommunications, computer networks,
and hi-tech military assets, but also much of North America’s
critical infrastructure.151 While it is unlikely that Pyongyang is
mulling over HEMP as a first-strike option against the U.S.,152

the regime is undoubtedly part of the global band of rising and/
or rogue actors looking forward to acquiring or already
possessing HEMP capability as “an attractive asymmetric
option,”153 both offensively and defensively (in terms of
enhancing deterrence). There are two easily identifiable reasons
for that: one technological and very practical, and the other one
doctrinal. On the one hand, the HEMP concept instantly
“solves” Pyongyang’s warhead miniaturization problems as it
does not necessarily require sophisticated low-yield nukes. To
employ this concept effectively, the DPRK does not necessarily
need a super-powerful thermonuclear device (e.g., over one
megaton) to fit on its heavy ICBMs, since even a “low-yield
nuclear explosion high above the United States, or over a
battlefield, can produce a large-scale, high-altitude EMP effect
resulting in widespread loss of electronics, but possibly
without direct fatalities.”154 Still, in pursuing its asymmetric
military strategy the communist North appears to again follow
in the footsteps of its main benefactor China, whose growing
EMP capabilities have been worrying the Pentagon greatly.155

The second deviation in terms of the DPRK’s hitherto
implemented warhead technology relates to KN-18, the “new
variant of Scud” inaugurated by Pyongyang a few years
ago.156 This MaRV (maneuverable reentry vehicle)-ed missile
has arguably been serving as experimental grounds and a
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technological springboard for the North’s supposedly
remote future when it comes to acquiring real MIRV and
AMaRV (advanced maneuverable re-entry vehicle)
capabilities. The first palpable results from the scientific
work surrounding KN-18 arrived as early as mid-2017 and
throughout 2019 with a series of flight tests that introduced
a whole new family of North Korean SRBMs: the
maneuverable KN-21, -23, and -24. A modernized version of
the DPRK’s very first homemade ballistic missile (Scud B/
Hwasong-5), these three “sons of Scud” are best known for
traveling along depressed and quasi-ballistic (i.e., irregular,
non-parabolic) trajectories, just like Russia’s Iskander-M.
Thanks to their still unknown guidance system, they are
capable of performing the so-called “pull-up maneuver” in
the terminal phase; however, unlike KN-18, which carries a
separable re-entry vehicle, these SRBMs are all non-
separating, unitary designs.157

One does not know for sure what the future might hold but,
given Pyongyang’s asymmetric strategy and incessant
defense technological endeavors, it can be assumed, with a
high level of confidence, that the North Koreans would not
mind having some of their latest or upcoming Pukguksong
SLBMs MIRV-ed as well. The bulky shape and breast-like
top of both Pukguksong-3 and its recent upgrade
(Pukguksong-4) revealed during the October 10 parade lend
credence to such thinking. While the payload and warheads
to be carried by these SLBMs remain undisclosed for now,
the missiles as a whole are no doubt a strategic asset which
may one day evolve into a true intercontinental threat.158

Never mind current claims of them being “only a marginal
addition to” North Korea’s defensive triad or any related
range and vulnerability considerations with regard to their
potential delivery platforms (i.e., the Sinpo-class submarine
and its derivatives).159 That said, it is important to stress that
at present all of the DPRK’s missiles associated with MIRV
and/or advanced guidance technology remain either under
development or of unknown service status.

No less important in this context is the fact that, while
awaiting more foreign and particularly Russian know-how,
the North’s longer-range ballistic missiles continue to rely
heavily on old-fashioned, Soviet-era, open-cycle, low(er)-
specific-impulse,160 liquid-propellant rocket engines for stage
I and, where applicable, stages II and III,161 which in turn
makes them excessively vulnerable. Reportedly, it takes
about 45 minutes to an hour to fill up the fuel and oxidizer
tanks of an erected ICBM such as Hwasong-14, and almost
twice as long to make its cumbersome successor Hwasong-
15 launch-ready after transport, not to mention the DPRK’s
latest, “monster” ICBM where “[t]he fueling process would
require a few [or several] hours unless specialized pumps are
available” on site.162 Conversely, it would take fewer than
only 17 to 20 minutes for U.S. military surveillance satellites
and forward-deployed assets to identify and eliminate the

threat in preparation, despite anticipated employment of
creative camouflage and concealment tactics by Pyongyang.
Apart from this, North Korean science, which is thought to
be years, if not decades, away from successfully integrating
MIRVs, let alone advanced hypersonic gliders and cruise
missiles (HGVs and HCMs), is yet to prove it has overcome
the traditional warhead miniaturization and re-entry issues it
has been facing.163 All in all, “Engineering reliability?”
remains a legitimate question when it comes to the current
state of North Korean aerospace technology.164

This argument is by no means meant to conform to “claims that
the North’s WMD programs are a hoax” and thus ignore the
fact that the country “has an even greater capability at a more
advanced state of development than previously anticipated.”165

Rather, the aim is to emphasize a purely technical point, made
from an engineer’s perspective, with important policy
implications: while Pyongyang’s missiles and nukes are
certainly capable of doing significant harm, North Korean
science and military programs “are not [yet] at that [MIRV/
AMaRV] level” required to threaten the West more gravely.166

According to a 2017 RAND Corporation analysis, “literature
reviews of…North Korea [and other countries]…offered little
information on what hypersonic research the countries might be
conducting, or whether there are any such programs.”167

Hence, before it could ever come close to hitting North
American soil, a North Korean ICBM, even if more
sophisticated than the latest Hwasongs, has a daunting task
to complete. It first needs to survive pre-launch priming as
well as boost-phase intercept attempts by avoiding being
eliminated early on by the U.S.’s vigilant pre-positioned
military assets in the Asia-Pacific.168 Then, if successful, it
has to overcome two strategic layers (see Figure on page
94) of the U.S. global anti-ballistic missile shield: the sea-
mobile Aegis BMD system equipped with latest SM-3
interceptors and now officially capable of engaging ICBM
targets,169 and the Ground-Based Midcourse Defense (GMD)
which was likely completed as expected and fully operational
by the end of 2019.170

REGIONAL GEOPOLITICS

Finally, there is much in the regional context that
serves as an anti-escalation regulator (e.g., the
renewed inter-Korean dialogue) on the Korean

Peninsula, thus diminishing the prospects of a surprise
attack by Pyongyang. As a general and overriding factor,
the progressively multipolar geopolitics in the Asia-Pacific
favors the survival of the communist North, however ironic
this might sound. No major power involved in the region has
sufficient interest in an abrupt regime change in Pyongyang,
an ominous scenario that could conceivably trigger not just a
serious humanitarian and refugee crisis and various post-
conflict management problems (China’s nightmare in particular)
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Figure.  North American Aerospace Defense (Radars, Interceptors, and Forward Deployed Assets)
Source: CIC presentation on North Korea by Dr. James Fergusson, University of Manitoba, March 6, 2019

but, moreover, some form of nuclear retaliation, if not by those
targeted to be ousted then by their fanatic followers (i.e.,
loyalist generals) or exasperated sponsors.171

Quite the contrary, resurgent Russia and rising China see the
Kim regime as a functional buffer zone against U.S. hegemony
and, as it appears, for nothing in this world would they stay on
the sidelines in case of a U.S.-led invasion. Accordingly,
Moscow and Beijing keep doing what they have traditionally
done in a more or less discreet fashion: providing Pyongyang
with military-technical and economic backing in contravention,
at least, of the spirit of the relevant UN Security Council
Resolutions. In addition to this hypocrisy, undermining the
Security Council’s increasingly debatable credibility are also
some rather symbolic acts. The Kremlin, for instance, seems to
have deliberately ignored the northeast trajectory of some of
the DPRK’s recent ballistic missile test flights. This flight path,
albeit highly lofted, basically runs along Russia’s Far East,
some 400 km off the coast, apparently “denying access” to the
Sea of Okhotsk where many of the Russian Navy’s strategic
submarines are based. More importantly, in mid-February 2018
President Vladimir Putin, seemingly emulating U.S./NATO
military officials and policymakers, vowed, perhaps for the first
time in Russia’s recent history, to protect allies from potential
nuclear attacks. At least on an implicit declaratory level, this
message extended the Russian nuclear and security umbrella
over North Korea and like-minded nations (e.g., Syria, Iran, and
others). Meanwhile, China openly threatened Washington by
standing up militarily for its patronized eastern neighbor in case
of a U.S. anticipatory attack.

On the other hand, President Trump’s occasionally
destabilizing rhetoric and the Pentagon’s controversial
military planning (e.g., a limited “bloody nose” strike, swift
and systematic elimination of the North’s missiles, launch
sites, nuclear facilities, and command and control posts
through a “kill-chain” operation, tactical nuclear options)172

do not reveal the full picture. For quite understandable and
legitimate reasons Washington keeps insisting on a
complete and irreversible denuclearization of the DPRK, yet
numerous observers see the U.S. as potentially benefiting
from a stable and relatively controllable Kim Jong Un rule,
even if nuclear-armed, as long as the latter helps perpetuate
the idea of “America’s Pacific Century” while also enabling
key U.S. allies to join the great game.173 Canada for instance,
while advocating for a peaceful and diplomatic solution to
the crisis on the Korean Peninsula,174 has already shifted its
naval strategy according to pre-existing “strategic policy
prescriptions” and is now gradually concentrating its naval
efforts and assets on the Pacific.175

The West’s Pacific pivot aside, South Korea’s ambiguous
conduct toward its northern brother is not simply determined
by its reasonable fear of being literally annihilated in case of
a full-scale regional war. From what could be seen and
discerned in the wake of the 2018 Winter Olympics in
PyeongChang, the underlying natural trend toward Korean
reunification, predicated on relatively strong fundamentals,
such as a common ethno-cultural background and mutual
affection, and potentially unfavorable to the U.S. strategic
interests and military presence in the region, seems to be
intensifying steadily over time. This will likely be facilitated
further by the “new direction” in U.S.-ROK defense relations
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charted since the 50th Security Consultative Meeting (SCM)
toward “transition of wartime operational control (OPCON)
in a timely manner and building an ROK-led combined
defense system.”176 Likewise, Japan, however genuinely
wary of the strategic rise of the two Koreas, and especially
of China as its historical and archetypal enemy, would hardly
miss the opportunity to exploit further the ongoing regional
uncertainty in favor of its strategic emancipation from the
U.S. and its long-awaited politico-military revival on the
global scene. However, make no mistake: none of the major
powers actively involved in the Asia-Pacific is interested in a
rapid political merger of the Koreas. Just like the West
rejects any idea of a united Korea under Pyongyang’s
control, Russia and China fear reintegration under U.S.
guidance and mentorship whereby the liberal and capitalist
South would eventually prevail and absorb the communist
North analogous to the 1990 German reunification action.
Japan, for its own part, prefers to avoid entirely having a
single, powerful Korean state as its closest neighbor,
regardless of the unification model and the West’s role in its
design and implementation.

With all this in mind, could the strategy of nuclear
deterrence finally fail after decades of proven reliability and
effectiveness against state actors, and arguably to the
detriment of the entire world? The short answer is: highly
unlikely, albeit not impossible. Proactive and thoroughly
psychological as it is, and raising the stakes enormously
high, this game, this nuclear version of deterrence, is likely
to hold–for now.

CONCLUSION: A DYNAMIC AND CASE-
ADAPTIVE DETERRENCE

North Korea’s strategic assertiveness, driven by
its enduring aspirations to own a more
sophisticated and survivable nuclear force,

especially when it comes to ICBMs and SLBMs, has lately
been generating a great deal of concern. Nevertheless,
despite Pyongyang’s presumed desire to possess a more
promising capability to strike strategic targets as appealing
as the District of Columbia, Yellowstone National Park, and
the San Andreas Fault, for the time being the possibility of a
surprise North Korean nuclear attack remains extremely
remote—not to say unimaginable. Indeed, the Kim regime,
however “undeterrable” at a sub-strategic level (e.g., local
“adventures,” nuclear blackmail),177 would hardly dare to
challenge its desirable destiny unless provoked in existential
terms.178 The reason is fairly evident: a mix of defensive
rationality, technological constraints, and regional
geopolitics.

Based on these three cardinal and largely verifiable factors,
the Pentagon and its U.S. interagency counterparts should
come up with a well-tailored and dynamically adaptive

deterrence and containment strategy against the North.
Besides tactical or bona fide concessions (e.g., normalization
of relations through sanctions alleviation and peace talks,
“changes to U.S. and South Korean military exercises,” and
even keeping high-readiness strategic bombers at Guam
rather than having tactical nuclear weapons on South
Korean soil),179 swift, unpredictable shifts in forward
posture,180 and if/when necessary, direct pressure and
reprisals, this overarching civil-military concept would also
require a relatively fixed, orthodox approach prioritizing
indispensable hard-power countermeasures such as BMD
(including “left-of-launch” capabilities, non-kinetic options
and boost/ascent-phase interception), active intelligence,
joint intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (JISR)
platforms, and cyber operations.181 Why? First, it is hard to
believe that the newfound diplomatic enthusiasm (not least
by the Trump administration) about solving the Korean
conundrum will eventually lead to any substantial level of
denuclearization on the part of Pyongyang. This is neither
Gaddafi’s Libya nor late-apartheid South Africa. The surreal
communist regime, while embracing the diplomatic “tango,”
is fully aware of the tactical dimension of Washington’s
current insistence on dialogue and “full denuclearization.”182

Moreover, its recent triumphalist rhetoric, which cannot be
said to be for domestic purposes only, bluntly underlines the
irreversibility of the process (e.g., “our Republic has at last
come to possess a powerful and reliable war deterrent, which
no force and nothing can reverse.”).183 Second, the ongoing
second-track diplomacy (NGO activities, North-South
reconciliation efforts, democratization workshops, business
and investment initiatives),184 which operates on an idealist
premise that international humanitarianism, dialogue, and
interaction bring about socio-political change and would
thereby help, at some point, open up even the hermetic
DPRK society,185 is unlikely to render concrete results
anytime soon.

With this in mind, Washington should be carefully gearing up
for the period ahead in which dynamic and forbearing deterrence
could prove to be the only workable Korea strategy. Despite the
enticement of some recently self-assuring tendencies in U.S.
academic and national security circles, the mainly hard-power
approach against the North ought to be leaning conceptually
toward deterrence (anti-hubris defensive realism), not
counterforce (high-risk offensive realism), although the latter
capability must be further and maximally developed to contribute
to the overall dissuasion effect and to provide for an ultima
ratio option if necessary. At the same time, in anticipating the
DPRK’s future strategic moves, U.S. intelligence and military
experts should not rely on RDT/rational choice concepts alone.
As a culturally remote nation cherishing patriotism and nurturing
a highly collectivist Oriental ethos and pride (e.g., thanks to the
post-1991 communist collapse around the globe, the majority of
North Koreans nowadays tend to believe that “our way of
Socialism” is superior and unmatched186), the North is set to
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remain an enigmatic source of unpredictability. (This is despite
the findings, by some recent neuroscience-laden analytic studies
on the Kim regime, of inconsistent psychological evidence of
East Asia-West cross-cultural differences in terms of “key
aspects of decision-making such as responses to risk, losses or
fairness.”187) After all, its sovereignist and primarily defensive
attitude is context-dependent and does not nullify (offensive
military plans and tactics stemming from) its enduring striving
for Korean reunification.

In the worst-case scenario short of war, Pyongyang would
continue to follow the Juchean “Path of the Sun Horse [military]
and…the Wind Horse [economy]” (two incarnations of
Chollima) through the military-technological component of its
Five-Year Plans (2016-2020, 2021-2025…),188 seeking brand
new Hwasongs (-17, -18...?) behind diplomatic curtains at an
even faster (Mallima) pace. In doing so, the North Koreans
surely would be working hard, as they already do, conceivably
with Russian and/or Chinese help (e.g., concerning Yars/RS 24/
SS-27 Mod 2, Topol-M/SS-27 Sickle B, or DF-31 and -41), on
developing a solid-fuel, high-specific-impulse rocket engine as
a true milestone (i.e., “a breakthrough head-on”189) for their
nuclear and missile programs and their national defense in
general.190 Alternatively, the North Koreans might even decide
to stick to their liquid-propellant rocket designs indefinitely,
were they to find a way—which is quite unthinkable at the
moment—to the secret of the new Satan’s (RS-28 Sarmat/SS-
X-30 Satan 2) PDU-99 propulsion system that is reportedly
powered by a newly invented heavy liquid fuel,191 or to a similar
closed-cycle combustion know-how, which would in turn give
their respective missiles much more thrust and efficiency.

In this sense, and in the spirit of the latest U.S. National
Defense Strategy (increased investments in BMD,
“strengthening alliances”),192 it would be beneficial if
Washington considered somehow reengaging Ottawa on the
subject of a joint continental BMD. While, at this point, the
“negotiation” ball is indeed in Canada’s court,193 U.S.
decision-makers could nonetheless make it slightly clearer, at
an official level, that the door to a mutually reinforcing
continental BMD arrangement, preferably enabled through a
modernized and mission-expanded NORAD and based on a
prudent 21st-century vision of the bilateral defense
relationship, is still open and awaiting bold initiative from
their closest ally.194
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