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SEOUL, SOUTH KOREA

F or two weeks in February, Seoul’s downtown 
streets were awash with right-wing protesters 
opposing the government’s efforts to recon-
cile with North Korea. The marchers, mostly 

middle-aged and older, clutched bullhorns and bal-
loons and waved South Korean flags. One banner, 
done up in a style typical of Korean funerals, mocked 
the South Korean president, saying that with liberal 
Moon Jae-in in charge, “reunification with commu-
nists is no problem.”  A few even carried large posters 
supporting his recently impeached predecessor, who 
still has a small cultish following in the country. The 
protesters clogged the downtown area during rush 
hour and even attempted, albeit unsuccessfully, to 
block the motorcade carrying North Korea’s delega-
tion to the closing ceremonies for the Olympics. 

The overwhelming majority of South Koreans are 
skeptical about prospects for peace with Pyongyang, 

In South Korea, right-wingers have  
an idea for deterring the North.  

Nukes.

SOUTHERN
DISCOMFORT
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President Trump and  South Korean President 
Moon Jae-in meet in Seoul in November 2017. C
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but it’s South Korea’s hard right, a small minority of 
the population, that is leading the opposition to the 
government’s outreach to North Korean dictator Kim 
Jong Un. They are highly mobilized and — not un-
like America’s own conservatives during the Obama 
years — in something of a chrysalis. What exactly will 
emerge on the other side is unclear. 

What is apparent, however, is that the evolution 
of South Korea’s conservatives will profoundly affect 
the future of the U.S. alliance, the country’s prospects 
for pursuing a nuclear weapon and the stability of the 
entire East Asia region. To protect the country from 

Kim’s nuclear arsenal, South Korean 
conservatives are campaigning for 

the return of U.S. short-range nucle-
ar weapons that the United States 
withdrew from the peninsula in the 

early 1990s. The only other al-
ternative, some in the hard-

right camp argue, is for South Korea to develop its own 
nuclear bomb. 

“We have to do either one of them in order to main-
tain our dignity as a nation,” argues Cheon Seong-
whun, a former national security adviser to President 
Park Geun-hye, who was impeached in late 2016.

Either option would undoubtedly make it more 
difficult for the United States to navigate the tangled 
web of potential security disasters in East Asia. All the 
more reason, argue South Korean analysts, for Wash-
ington policymakers to start paying active attention to 
what is developing beneath the radar in Seoul.

Were South Korea to pursue a nuclear weapon, 
it would have cascading negative effects for the 
United States and the global nonproliferation 
order, which is already teetering. There is 
strong reason to believe that Japan, which 
has its own security concerns regarding 
North Korea, would be tempted to acquire 
its own nuclear weapon. Japan, which already 
produces nuclear fuel, would have a jump-start on a 
nuclear weapons program. It could spur Taiwan, an-
other advanced nuclear state in East Asia that Beijing 
claims as its territory, to get its own nuke. 

“China will raise hell,” Andrei Lankov, director of 
the Korea Risk Group, says over cups of sweetened tea 
in his cluttered office at Kookmin University, where he 
teaches. “For China, it will be seen as a life-and-death 

issue. They will stop at nothing.”
North Korea’s nuclear weapons are already an 

enormous security concern for the United States. An 
East Asia where South Korea, Japan and even Taiwan 
all have nuclear arsenals that are aimed at North Ko-
rea and China, with missiles pointing right back at 
them from Beijing, would be a much greater nuclear 
nightmare than anything seen during the dark days of 
the Cold War. 

President Moon, a onetime activist and former hu-
man rights lawyer, enjoys strong approval ratings and 
his ruling Democratic Party is expected to do well in 
local elections this June. But Moon, who was swept 
into office in a special election in 2017 on a tide of pub-
lic disgust with his conservative predecessor’s corrup-
tion, has embarked on a high-risk, high-reward for-
eign and domestic agenda. If things go badly for Moon 
over the next few years, particularly on the North Ko-
rea front, it likely won’t be long before conservatives 
are back in power, a position they have occupied for 
most of South Korea’s 70-year history.

Moon backs President Donald Trump’s planned 
spring summit with Kim. But there are many risks for 
South Korea. Trump, an inexperienced nuclear ne-
gotiator with little interest in or patience for wonky 
policy details, could rush to make a deal with Kim 
that would destabilize South Korea and the alliance. 
Trump could strike a deal, for instance, that would 
halt North Korea’s work on a nuclear intercontinental 
ballistic missile targeting the United States but leave 
the rest of Pyongyang’s weapons programs intact, in-
cluding the shorter-range ballistic missiles that could 
strike South Korea and Japan.

Contrary to both Moon and Trump’s optimism 
about the prospects for a diplomatic breakthrough 
with Pyongyang, Cheon and most South Korean con-
servatives see “zero possibility” that Kim Jong Un 
would give up his nuclear weapon capabilities.

 

CHRONIC INSECURITY
Most South Koreans say they would support their 

country developing a nuclear weapon. And more and 
more independent South Korean strategists worry 
about the reliability of U.S. security guarantees now 
that North Korea is on the verge of an ICBM. These 
voices are expected to only grow louder and stron-
ger, particularly as Seoul questions the United States’ 
commitment to its security. 

Trump cast doubt on the countries’ relationship in a 
March fundraising speech, when he implied the Unit-
ed States would withdraw some of its troops from the 

Korean Peninsula if South Korea didn’t give him what 
he wanted on the trade relations front.

“We have a very big trade deficit with them, and we 
protect them,” Trump said, according to a Washing-

Military Assets of North Korea, South Korea 
and the United States
Each nation has invested in di�erent areas of its military arsenal. Here’s a 
breakdown of known numbers in each category:

Including Worker-Peasant Red Guards, 
Red Youth Guard and paramilitary units
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Land equipment, in thousands

Troops, in millions
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Source: Congressional Research Reports, Federation of American Scientists

Note: Aircraft counts include only combat-capable aircraft; nuclear weapon counts 
are estimated. Numbers do not reflect the operational state of the weaponry.
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South Korea abandoned its nuclear 
energy program in the 1970s

MOON SHOTS: 
Right-wingers in Seoul 
protest their president’s 
approach to the North. 
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“FOR CHINA, IT WILL BE SEEN AS A 
LIFE-AND-DEATH ISSUE. THEY WILL 
STOP AT NOTHING.”
— Andrei Lankov, Korea Risk Group

Jayine Chung
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South Korea has one 
of the world’s largest 
atomic energy industries 

and an immediate and growing 
existential threat on its border 
in the form of North Korea’s 
nuclear arsenal. That Seoul 
thus far has chosen not to de-
velop a nuclear weapon owes 
almost entirely to the nuclear 
deterrence guarantees made 
by the United States.

But South Korean con-
fidence in the U.S. nuclear 
umbrella is wavering, at least 
among the country’s conserva-
tives. If Seoul decides to build 
its own nuke, how long would 
it take, given the country’s 
existing atomic know-how and 
infrastructure?

The answer to that ques-
tion may determine whether 

lawmakers approve an updated 
nuclear trade deal with South 
Korea that could be submitted 
in 2021. U.S. lawmakers are 
increasingly leery of approving 
atomic energy export deals 
with countries such as Saudi 
Arabia that might seek to 
acquire a bomb.

Washington and Seoul 
agreed in 2015 to jointly 
conduct a technical study 
into a new form of nuclear 
waste reprocessing known as 
pyro-processing, which South 
Korea has pioneered. Propo-
nents of the new technology 
argue it is more resistant to 
nuclear proliferation than 
traditional fuel recycling as the 
plutonium removed from the 
spent fuel would remain in a 
form poorly suited for fueling a 

military-grade warhead.
“I’ve been worried that it’s 

been turned into a playpen,” 
says Princeton University 
physicist Frank von Hippel, a 
prominent nonproliferation 
expert. Work on the joint pyro- 
processing study, he says, is 
unfocused and dominated by 
scientists in the United States 
and South Korea who are advo-
cates of the technology.

Not all South Korean nuclear 
scientists are behind the pro-
gram. Among them is Hwang 
Yongsoo, a principal researcher 
at the Korea Atomic Energy 
Research Institute, who says the 
process of building a low-yield 
nuclear bomb from plutonium 
produced by pyro-processing 
may be time-consuming but “it 
can be done.”

Because South Korea’s nu-
clear energy program relies on 
U.S. reactor designs licensed 
under what’s called a 123 
nuclear trade agreement, the 
country needs U.S. govern-
ment permission if it wants 
to engage in certain sensitive 
nuclear activities that can also 
be used to build a weapon.

In the United States, nuclear 
experts are largely unmoved by 
South Korea’s environmental 
and economic arguments for 
why it should be allowed to 
have a reprocessing capability, 
seeing instead a nationalist 
desire by Seoul for any technol-
ogy that its former colonizer 
Japan is allowed to have. 

Washington granted Tokyo 
the right to use reprocessing 
technology years before India 
exploited such technology to 
build its own bomb, a move 
that caused the United States 
to become more cautious 
about granting access to the 
technology.

SECRET EXPERIMENTS
South Korea’s own history of 

conducting illicit nuclear bomb 
experiments makes nonprolif-
eration advocates leery. Seoul 
has disclosed the nature of the 
previous research, but the rea-
son for why it was conducted is 
still unclear. 

President Richard Nixon’s 
1970 decision to withdraw a 
U.S. Army division from South 
Korea helped spur the coun-
try’s then-dictator Gen. Park 
Chung-hee to launch a secre-
tive nuclear weapons research 
program known as the “890 
Project,” according to a March 
2017 report by the National 
Security Archive. South Korea 
ended the official program 
when President Jimmy Carter 

backed off a campaign pledge 
to withdraw all U.S. troops 
from the Korean Peninsula, but 
related experiments continued 
in fits and starts for several 
more years.

In 2004, South Korea 
revealed it had conducted 
experiments from 1979 to 1981 
on the chemical enrichment 
of uranium; in the early 1980s 
on the separation of small 
amounts of plutonium; from 
1983 to 1987 on the creation of 
depleted uranium armaments; 
and in 2000 on uranium 
enrichment tests, according to 
the NSA report. 

Those activities violated 
International Atomic Energy 
Agency rules as well as nuclear 
cooperation agreements with 
the United States and others. 
The international community 
nonetheless agreed to essen-
tially forgive and forget when 
Seoul came clean about the 
experiments.

As a junior officer at the CIA 
station in Seoul in the 1970s, 
Richard Lawless played a 
major role in uncovering and 
alerting Washington to the  
secret weapons program. 

“The biggest missing 
component is why did they 
do it? What caused them to 
make this decision?” says 
Lawless, who went on to serve 
as a deputy undersecretary of 
Defense for Asian and Pacific 
Security in the George W. Bush 
administration.

The South Korean govern-
ment has committed itself to 
peaceful nuclear energy uses, 
but questions remain about 
not only the motives of the 
Park Chung-hee government 
but also later independent 
experiments conducted by the 
Korea Atomic Energy Research 
Institute. Today, KAERI is 

leading the pyro-processing 
research for the South Korean 
government.

Hwang estimates that 90 
percent of his KAERI co- 
workers “hate” the current lib-
eral Moon Jae-in government 
because of its anti-nuclear 
energy policies.

A PATH TO BREAKOUT
Hwang estimates it would 

take two to three years for 
South Korea to produce a nu-
clear bomb, including building 
some necessary infrastructure. 

But for a comprehensive 
nuclear weapons program, the 
country doesn’t have the per-

sonnel needed to build and run 
the back-end fuel cycle tech-
nologies required to produce 
the plutonium for a warhead.

However, South Korea could 
stop short of developing and 
testing a working warhead, 
which would bring with it retal-
iatory international sanctions, 
diplomatic backlash and mili-
tary consequences from North 
Korea and China. 

Seoul could walk to the edge 
— as Iran essentially did before 
the 2015 multinational deal 
on its nuclear program — by 
producing the fissile material 
that would allow them to build 
a warhead within a matter of 
months.

A reprocessing program 
— even a pyro-processing 
program — would help South 
Korea obtain that so-called 
breakout capability, which 
could be used as an implicit 
deterrent to its neighbors rath-
er than the explicit threat of a 
nuclear arsenal.

Hwang Il-soon, a nuclear 
engineering professor at Seoul 
National University who sup-
ports his country having a py-
ro-processing capability, says 
South Korea would need a new 
reprocessing plant to produce 
weapons-grade plutonium. 
With that new plant, the coun-
try would need just one year to 
produce enough weapons- 
grade plutonium to fuel rough-
ly 20 warheads, he says.

But should it go along with 
a weapons program, the South 
Korean atomic energy industry 
would jeopardize its licenses 
from the United States, Can-
ada and elsewhere, which so 
much of the country’s domes-
tic reactors and export market 
rely on to operate, he says.

Yim Man-sung, a nuclear 
engineering professor at the 
Korea Advanced Institute of 
Science and Technology, esti-
mates South Korea has a two-
year technical time frame for 
developing a nuclear weapon. 
Political infighting, however, 
would slow down the process.

Unlike during Gen. Park’s 
day, South Korea is now a 
democracy and acquiring a nu-
clear weapon would have to be 
debated at the national level.  
Even if the pro-nuclear side 
were to obtain sufficient public 
support to move forward, there 
would still be drawn-out legal 
fights at the local level on such 
divisive issues as where the nu-
clear testing would take place.

— Rachel Oswald

If It Wanted to, South Korea  
Could Build Its Own Bomb

PRIMED AND READY: 
A South Korean soldier 
stands below a display  
of missiles in 2002.
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SEOUL LEGACY: In these 
2004 photos, workers 
test for radiation and 
dismantle a reactor.
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ton Post report. “We have right now 32,000 soldiers 
on the border between North and South Korea. Let’s 
see what happens.”

Though trade has complicated the bilateral rela-
tionship before, Trump is the first U.S. leader to ex-
plicitly link economics with the security alliance. His 
comments are deeply disturbing inside South Korea, 
where even longtime experts of the U.S.-South Korea 
alliance quietly and anxiously confided that they don’t 
know what to make of the political events happening 
inside the United States.

Kim Hyun-wook, a professor of American Studies 
at the Korea National Diplomatic Academy, a govern-
ment-run school that trains South Korea’s diplomats, 
says it is Trump’s “America First” trade policies that 
are the biggest threat to the alliance.

Comments by other senior U.S. officials like CIA 
Director Mike Pompeo, now Trump’s pick to lead 
the State Department, and former National Security 
Adviser H.R. McMaster have many in South Korea 
wondering. Inside Seoul, officials and experts see 
Trump’s new National Security Adviser John Bolton 
as even more problematic. In a March interview with 
Fox News, the combative former U.S. ambassador to 
the United Nations derided the South Koreans as “like 
putty in North Korea’s hands.” 

Senate Armed Services member Lindsey Graham 
of South Carolina last year told NBC News, “If there’s 
going to be a war to stop [Kim Jong Un], it will be over 
there. If thousands die, they’re going to die over there. 
They’re not going to die here.” The famously unre-
served Republican hawk followed up those comments 

by telling CNN in March that “all the damage 
that would come from a war would be 

worth it, in terms of long-term stability 
and national security.”

While Kim Ji-yoon, who leads the 
right-leaning Seoul-based Asan 

Institute’s polling research, says 
she doesn’t think the Trump 
administration would actual-
ly initiate a limited strike on 

North Korea — which the overwhelming majority of 
experts agree would escalate into a full-blown war 
with a death toll not seen since the days of World War 
II — she doesn’t understand why Graham and other 
top U.S. officials have made so many careless remarks 
about South Korea’s security.

“What Korean people hate most is being neglected 
or being taken for granted,” Kim says. “It’s hard to ex-
plain in English, but it’s a really sensitive feeling that 
you basically want to be recognized as an important 
ally.”

But even if Trump and lawmakers like Graham 
weren’t making troubling remarks, South Korea 
likely would still be plagued by insecurity — as it has 
throughout its decades-long security relationship with 
the United States.

DECADES OF STRESS 
In the early 1970s under the direction of South 

Korean dictator Gen. Park Chung-hee — the father 
of Park Geun-hye — South Korean scientists began 
developing a nuclear weapons program. At the same 
time, South Korea and the United States were nego-

tiating terms for the continued deployment of U.S. 
forces in the South with Washington eager to draw 

down its presence and reduce its security assis-
tance, which Park opposed.

The Ford administration learned about 
the nuclear program in 1974, according 

to a recently declassified State Depart-
ment report. Over the ensuing years, 

Washington worked both to shut 
down the channels providing 
South Korea with its nuclear 

weapons technology and threat-
ened to pull its military and economic 

support if the weapons work continued. 
President Jimmy Carter took a different tactic 

in 1978 when he backed off a pledge to withdraw 
U.S. troops. Park finally shut down the official pro-
gram. Still, secret nuclear weapons-relevant experi-
ments took place in the early 1980s.

That history offers useful lessons today about what 
really motivates South Korea’s major defense deci-

sions — and also what kinds of threats and induce-
ments can keep Seoul tethered to the United States.

There are also significant parallels to nuclear devel-
opment in Europe in the 1950s.  

Though Washington tried using security guaran-
tees to talk London and Paris out of developing their 
own independent deterrents, the Soviet Union’s 
then-conventional military advantage over Europe, 
plus its rapid advances in nuclear and missile testing, 
were ultimately too unnerving. 

“We are exactly following the same path that West-
ern Europe took 50, 60 years ago,” says Cheon Seong-
whun, the former adviser to President Park. He leans 
forward and speaks urgently throughout an hour-long 
interview because, he says, he feels passionately about 
the United States understanding South Korea.

Cheon doesn’t want South Korea to get its own nu-
clear weapon, but he thinks the United States should 
be more sympathetic to the security situation in Seoul, 
noting that North Korea represents a much more di-

“WHAT KOREAN PEOPLE HATE  
MOST IS BEING NEGLECTED OR  
BEING TAKEN FOR GRANTED.”
— Kim Ji-yoon, Asan Institute

“IF THERE’S GOING TO BE A WAR 
TO STOP [KIM JONG UN], IT WILL BE 
OVER THERE. IF THOUSANDS DIE, 
THEY’RE GOING TO DIE OVER THERE.”
— Sen. Lindsey Graham, R-S.C.
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A Full Theater for the United States
The United States has more than 100 military bases, identified by 
the dots below, tasked with supporting e�orts to contain North 
Korea. While the Army, Navy, Marines and Air Force installations are 
hosted by six countries, more than half are located in South Korea.
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AMERICAN TOUR: 
President Richard Nixon 
with South Korean leader 
Park Chung-hee in San 
Francisco in August 1969.

A
P 

ph
ot

o

Tom Williams/CQ Roll Call



CQ  | APRIL 9, 2018     23  22     APRIL 9, 2018 | CQ 

COVER STORYCOVER STORY

rect threat to the South than the Soviet Union ever did 
to Western Europe.

But the United States traditionally has resisted giv-
ing South Korea the type of explicit security guaran-
tees officials there have sought. 

In alliance talks on U.S. extended deterrence, 
which includes nuclear weapons, ballistic missile de-
fense and conventional military capabilities, Obama 
administration officials “always refused to get into 
specific discussions” about the circumstances under 
which the United States would use its nuclear weap-
ons to defend South Korea, says Choi Kang, vice pres-

ident of the Asan Institute and a former South Korean 
government defense strategist.

The United States, Choi says, has never provided 
details, saying only that any decision to use nuclear 
weapons is the exclusive domain of the U.S. president.

That hasn’t sat well in South Korea, where officials 
wonder if Trump or a future U.S. president would 
hesitate to use nuclear weapons to protect the South. 
And so, for those South Koreans who believe that the 
bomb is the ultimate form of deterrence, being under 
the U.S. nuclear umbrella doesn’t feel quite as secure 
as it once did. 

NURTURING PROCESS
As a former deputy assistant secretary of Defense 

for East Asia during the Obama administration’s final 
years, Abraham Denmark took part in multiple alli-
ance meetings with South Koreans on U.S. extended 
deterrence. 

“I participated in these conversations a lot and 
understood where our South Korean allies were 

coming from,” says Denmark, now with the 
Woodrow Wilson Center. “Their security is de-

pendent upon another country and it makes 
perfect sense that they would seek that re-
assurance.”
Denmark says the United States tried to 

give South Koreans more confidence, including 
issuing regular statements on the health of the ex-
tended deterrence options, increasing the number of 
deployments of strategic bombers to the Korean Pen-
insula and Guam, and bringing South Korean delega-
tions to the United States for tours of key U.S. nuclear 
weapon sites.

But it never seemed to be enough for the Park gov-
ernment. “We tried to do a lot and our Korean allies 
were always trying to figure out new ways to explore 
this issue,” he says.

The problem, as U.S. and South Korean experts 
explain it, is that South Koreans need increasingly 
stronger and stronger reassurances from the Unit-
ed States. What worked a few years ago is no longer 
good enough, and even if the United States were to 
grant some conservatives their wish and redeploy tac-
tical nuclear weapons to the peninsula, it wouldn’t be 
long before the South Koreans would start calling for 
something else, like the permanent home-porting of 
a U.S. ballistic missile submarine at the Busan Naval 
Base.

For now, the Moon government says it feels good 
about the strength of the U.S. alliance, despite con-

cerns last year and even as recently as January that 
Washington would ignore Seoul’s wishes and 

carry out a limited attack on North Korea 
to halt its ICBM progress.

Kim Kyung-hyup, a member of Moon’s 
party who serves as vice chair of the For-

eign Affairs and Unification Committee in the 
Korean National Assembly, laughed and shook 

his head when a CQ reporter pressed him for his 
honest opinion about Trump.
Speaking through a translator, Kim says he disre-

gards Trump’s flippant remarks and pays attention 
instead to the formal statements the U.S. government 
issues about the relationship with South Korea, which 

are largely in line with decades of bipartisan foreign 
policy toward Seoul, as well as the feedback and in-
formation received from the Pentagon and State De-
partment, which is also mostly unchanged since the 
Obama administration. “All of those multi-channel 
supporting centers can prevent spontaneous deci-
sions of Donald Trump,” he says.

 GOING NUCLEAR
In the ongoing debate over the future of South 

Korea’s national security strategy, it is emotional ar-
guments, not logical ones, that are likely to have the 
most salience.

South Korean conservatives, including Hong Joon-
pyo, current chairman of the main opposition Liberty 
Korea party, have seized on the nuclear weapons issue 
to distinguish themselves from Moon and his liberal 
government. 

If the Moon administration bungles the North Ko-
rea issue, as previous liberal governments have done 
with their own failed “sunshine” policies of aid-for- 
denuclearization, South Korean conservatives could 
be elected back into power, as most experts agree is 
eventually inevitable.

Traditionally, about 40 percent of South Koreans 
are conservative and 25 percent to 30 percent are lib-
eral, according to Kim Ji-yoon, the polling expert.

“They will resurrect and [South] Korea will still be 
a conservative country, thanks to North Korea,” she 
predicts. 

Just as Republicans were hardened during the 
Obama years, reacting to what they viewed as danger-
ous liberal overreach in both the domestic and foreign 

Sara Wise/CQ
Source: World Nuclear Association

R U S S I A

PAKISTAN

INDIA

C H I N A

MYANMAR

THAILAND
CAMBODIA

VIETNAM

SRI LANKA

LAOSBANGLADESH

MALAYSIA

PHILIPPINES

TAIWAN

I N D O N E S I A

JAPAN

SOUTH KOREA

NORTH KOREA

Nuclear Capabilities of the Asia-Pacific Region
There are 10 states in the Asia-Pacific exploring or developing nuclear energy programs, considered a first step toward creating a 
nuclear weapons program.

Exploring or developing nuclear energy/no weapons 
or existing energyNuclear weapons Advanced nuclear energy/no weapons

RIGHTWARD PULL: Liberty Korea leader Hong Joon-pyo.
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policy realms, South Korean conser-
vatives are trying out various policy 
arguments against Moon as he em-
barks on a risky diplomacy push with 
Pyongyang. But it’s the organized 
and mobilized hard right and not the 
moderate conservatives in Seoul who 
have the microphone right now. 

South Korea has never had the 
historical aversion to nuclear weap-
ons that neighboring Japan has had. 
For decades, South Korea was pro- 
nuclear, viewing the United States’ 
use of the atomic bomb in the final 
days of World War II as the thing that 
finally freed the Korean Peninsula 
from the yoke of Japanese coloniza-
tion. It’s only in the last few decades, 
and particularly under the influence 
of the Obama administration, that 
the language of nuclear nonproliferation and nuclear 
security became a common public value, experts say.

Traditionally, security issues such as North Korea 
and the U.S. alliance affect South Koreans’ voting de-
cisions more than comparable defense matters do for 
American voters, says Woo Jeong-yeop, a polling ex-
pert with the conservative Sejong Institute.

During an interview at his organization’s spacious 
offices on the outskirts of Seoul, he notes that even 
some South Korean liberals are open to a domestic 
nuclear weapon because they view it as a sovereign-
ty issue and a way to wean themselves off relying on 

the United States for their defense. Historically, 
South Korean conservatives have been much 
more pro-United States than liberals.

Support for “South Korea’s nucleariza-
tion” has slowly ticked up from al-

most 56 percent in 2010 to nearly 
65 percent in 2016, according to 

Asan Institute polling. Both pro- 
nuclear and anti-nuclear analysts 

agree, however, that support is mostly lukewarm, with 
the hard right being the most fervent nuclear backers. 

Conservatives argue this latent support could 
be “catalyzed” into an active political movement if 
the North Korean nuclear crisis worsens and public 
doubts grow about the reliability of the U.S. security 
umbrella.

On the other hand, liberals say the existing tepid 
support would likely fade if South Koreans were better 
informed of all the economic, diplomatic and security 
tradeoffs the country would make in order to secure 
either a U.S. tactical nuclear weapon deployment or, 
and even more so, an independent atomic arsenal. 

Still, the most notable increase of support for some 
sort of nuclear weapons option has been found within 
South Korea’s elites, including a small number of lib-
eral academics. And as South Korea — unlike the Unit-
ed States — has a largely top-down political culture, 
the views of the party leadership are largely adopted 
by the rank-and-file.

“More and more people in the opposition party sub-
scribe themselves toward indigenous nuclear capabil-
ity,” says Choi. “That’s a big change.”

The principal opposition party Liberty Korea has 
yet to take an official position on South Korea having 
an indigenous nuclear weapons program and is focus-
ing its efforts instead on trying to rally public support 
for the redeployment of U.S. gravity bombs. But if the 
United States refuses to listen to these calls, then the 
party would be open to pursuing a nuclear weapon 
with the goal of achieving parity with North Korea, 

says Jeong Nak-keun, the chief researcher for securi-
ty studies at the Yeouido Institute, which is affiliated 
with Liberty Korea.

Duyeon Kim, a senior research fellow with the 
Korean Peninsula Future Forum who has done con-
siderable research on whether South Korea will try to 
acquire a nuclear weapon, says it’s likely the country’s 
pro-nuclear voices will be increasingly empowered if 
the United States tries only to contain — rather than 
dismantle — North Korea’s nuclear weapons program. 

 Considering Kim Jong Un’s nuclear fervor, it’s hard 
to see how the “go nuclear” argument does not gain 
more support in South Korea. Lee Jung-hoon, profes-
sor of international relations at Yonsei University and 
an adviser to the South Korean Foreign Ministry, pre-
dicts that Pyongyang’s behavior toward South Korea 
will likely grow more belligerent and coercive once it 
views itself as a “genuine, bonafide nuclear power.”

“Can you imagine … ?” Lee asks, a note of incredu-
lity rising in his otherwise carefully modulated voice, 
as he conjures the prospect of a North Korea confident 
that its nuclear powers have made it untouchable — 
not the least against South Korea. Such a future would 

be “extremely difficult” for South Korea to tolerate, 
he says. “If not, then something is wrong with us.” 

 

WHAT TO DO
While U.S. lawmakers are laser-fo-

cused on the North Korea danger and 
the potential for Trump to begin a war 

with Pyongyang, only a few, like Massachusetts 
Democratic Sen. Edward J. Markey, are paying 
much attention to South Korea’s latent nuclear 
proliferation potential.

There is no quick and easy solution, but Wash-
ington policymakers are not without options 
to respond to the evolving security situation in 
South Korea. Despite its liberal government, 
giving short-shrift to South Korea’s pro-nuclear 
arguments, as was possible during the Obama 
years, is no longer feasible, analysts agree.

There is an argument to be made that rede-
ploying U.S. tactical nuclear weapons would be 
a good deal better than allowing South Korea 
to develop a nuclear weapon, with the potential 
domino effects that would cause in Japan and 
Taiwan. But that scenario is still years away, in 
large part because the Moon government has lit-
tle interest in such a hawkish response to Pyong-
yang. 

The nuclear issue in South Korea could come to a 
head in 2022 if the country elects a pro-nuclear conser-
vative president, giving the United States four years to 
mollify South Korea’s security concerns.

Denmark says the U.S. should not put itself in a po-
sition where it feels like it has no choice but to rede-
ploy nuclear weapons to the South. “My sense is there 
are a lot of steps between here and there and the U.S. 
should be proactive about pursuing them,” he says.

Those steps include significantly increasing the 
amount of time U.S. ballistic missile submarines and 
heavy bombers spend in the Western Pacific, a move 
that would send a strong message to both China and 
North Korea about the United States’ commitment 
to South Korea. The United States could also create a 
consultative body similar to NATO’s Nuclear Planning 
Group where nuclear policy, planning, doctrine, oper-
ations and incidence management can be discussed 
in greater detail with Seoul, according to a December 
policy brief written for 38 North by Richard Sokolsky, 
a former longtime official with the State Department’s 
prestigious Office of Policy Planning.

“We are at a threshold of North Korea becoming 
a genuine nuclear state and that is a whole new ball-
game than what we’ve been dealing with in the past,” 
says Lee Jung-hoon of Yonsei. “Are we ready for that? 
Not the way we’ve been responding, no. So we need 
change, a new approach. 

Reporting on this story was supported by a grant from the 
Pulitzer Center on Crisis Reporting.

“WE ARE AT A THRESHOLD OF NORTH 
KOREA BECOMING A GENUINE NUCLEAR 
STATE AND THAT IS A WHOLE NEW  
BALLGAME ...”
— Lee Jung-hoon, Yonsei University
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