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Introduction 
 
 The United States’ most vulnerable allies in East Asia are beginning to rethink their 

security strategies. Historically, “nuclear umbrella” states in East Asia, or major non-nuclear U.S. 

allies who are threatened by the nuclear forces of regional adversaries, have relied primarily on 

U.S. extended deterrence to counter security threats. More recently, however, South Korea, 

Taiwan, and Japan have begun to take advantage of new advances in manufacturing and satellite-

based modelling technologies in order to independently develop, or consider developing, advanced 

military capabilities, which were previously only available to nuclear-armed states. Most 

interestingly, these allies are acquiring, or planning to acquire, weapons that are capable of 

carrying out strategic strike operations inside their adversary’s territories in China and North Korea. 

This trend is particularly puzzling given the conventional understanding of nuclear deterrence and 

stability, which treats deterrence dynamics as a function of the interaction between nuclear-power 

states, and therefore accords no particular role to be played by non-nuclear allies.  

 In light of these developments, this research explores the implications of new and emerging 

technologies on nuclear deterrence and stability. It does so by examining why non-nuclear allies, 

who are guaranteed protection by the nuclear forces of a major-power ally, are seeking enhanced 

conventional capabilities. I focus particularly on the Republic of Korea (ROK), given its active 

pursuit and deployment of such advanced weapons. Using the ROK as a case study, this project 

explores the question: why is South Korea, despite being protected by the U.S. nuclear umbrella, 

acquiring independent strategic military capabilities?  

 The long-standing body of literature on nuclear deterrence and stability dynamics treats 

non-nuclear weapon states (NNWS) in extended deterrence arrangements as passive actors lacking 

agency to affect outcomes. This is because conventional nuclear deterrence theory largely focuses 
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on interactions between the nuclear forces of pairs of adversaries, with any third-party actor being 

treated as a passive recipient of extended deterrence. Implicit in these characterizations is the 

assumption that non-nuclear allies are automatically assured by the ability of U.S. nuclear forces 

to deter an adversary’s attack on their territories. This narrative fails to account for allies’ 

acquisition of advanced strategic capabilities that allow them to target an adversary’s strategic and 

nuclear forces independently of its nuclear-armed ally. Moreover, because non-nuclear allies lack 

agency or escalation capacity in conventional understandings of deterrence and stability dynamics, 

some have argued that their acquisition of advanced weapons is solely for the purpose of 

reinforcing the capability and credibility of their nuclear-armed ally. Specifically, the possession 

of indigenous strategic military weapons by non-nuclear allies like South Korea reduces the costs 

of intervention for the United States while drastically increasing the adversary’s costs of escalating 

or initiating a crisis.1 These arguments not only fail to take into account the unique technical 

qualities of new and emerging strategic weapons, but also overlook South Korea’s own intentions 

behind developing advanced capabilities.  

 In contrast, I argue that South Korea’s decision to acquire independent strategic weapons 

is driven by its perception of the inadequacy of current forms of extended deterrence to ensure its 

security and that it allows South Korea to affect outcomes regarding strategic stability in the 

Korean peninsula. By extension, this research also argues that new and emerging technologies are 

offering non-nuclear allies like South Korea the means through which to reshape the asymmetrical 

relationship between the patron state providing extended deterrence and the client state. In 

particular, the development of advanced strategic weapons allows South Korea to redefine its role 

 
1 Grygiel 2015. 



 
 

 

3 

as a non-nuclear ally in nuclear deterrence and stability dynamics, from a passive recipient of 

extended deterrence to an active participant in strategic dynamics.  

 I demonstrate this argument by looking in greater depth at the advancement of South 

Korea’s strategic military capabilities and placing these developments in the context of South 

Korea’s assessment of its extended deterrence arrangement with the United States and its 

perception of the technical potential of new non-nuclear strike capabilities. A careful study of 

South Korea’s acquisition of strategic conventional weapons offers new approaches for research 

on nuclear deterrence and stability, with important consequences for alliance management, 

deterrence and escalation, as well as future arms proliferation and control policies.  

 Answering why South Korea is acquiring independent strategic military capabilities first 

and foremost requires an examination of the traditional role of non-nuclear allies in nuclear 

deterrence and stability and the ways in which new technologies are reconceptualizing this role. 

This discussion is supplemented by an historical analysis of key drivers behind major military 

developments and reforms in South Korea to demonstrate the ways in which South Korea views 

non-nuclear strategic military weapons as a technical means to overcome historical concerns about 

extended deterrence arrangements. In particular, I show that South Korean leaders’ reduced 

confidence in the credibility of the U.S. security commitment and their resentments over the deep 

imbalance of power in U.S. – ROK relations fundamentally drive South Korea’s pursuit of 

independent non-nuclear strategic capabilities. Moreover, by reviewing early and current debates 

by nuclear-weapon states on the changing role of advanced conventional capabilities, I further 

demonstrate that these weapons are providing South Korea with independent means of affecting 

regional security outcomes and reshaping the asymmetrical relationship between nuclear and non-
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nuclear weapon states. Lastly, I conclude with a brief discussion of the implications of this analysis 

for regional and international security dynamics.  

 

Strategic Stability in the Past and Present 
 

Despite the importance of the concept of strategic stability in political and academic 

discourse, the term itself is inadequately defined and lacks a clear and consistent definition.2 In the 

broadest terms, “strategic stability” refers to how easily a system can be startled or destabilized 

out of its current state.3  What is less debated, however, is that the meaning of the term strategic 

stability has been fundamentally transformed by the development of nuclear weapons and their 

delivery systems.4  With the capacity to instantly destroy an unlimited number of unprotected 

targets in one blow, nuclear weapons have ensured that the principal goal of strategic stability is 

to prevent a nuclear war. As a result, the idea of strategic stability remains closely linked to nuclear 

deterrence. More specifically, strategic stability is generally associated with two interconnected 

criteria. First, there is the need to maintain “arms-race stability” in order to prevent either side from 

building excessive nuclear capabilities that can lead to pressures for preventive war.5 Second, 

strategic stability implies not providing incentive for any party to undertake a pre-emptive strike 

to disable the adversary’s nuclear and strategic assets, a concept known as “crisis stability”.6 

 Given that the dynamics of strategic stability are fundamentally shaped by nuclear 

weapons, it is no surprise that early conceptions of the term focused exclusively on nuclear-weapon 

states (NWS) as the primary actors influencing nuclear deterrence and stability. The theory and 

 
2 Elbridge and Gerson 2013. 
3 Kokoshin 2011. 
4 Ball et al. 1987. 
5 Mcdonough 2007. 
6 Kokoshin 2011. 
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practice of nuclear deterrence and stability first originated in the Cold War context and was 

characterized by the interaction between the nuclear forces of the United States and the Soviet 

Union. Because stability during this period was mainly a function of the bipolar relationship 

between two superpowers with a relatively symmetric distribution of material and social power, 

the deterrence and stability structure was characterized by a relatively low level of structural 

complexity.7 Consequently, the United States and the USSR were able to design the main elements 

of the approach toward strategic stability when they began discussions of reducing and limiting 

strategic nuclear weapons.8 While the concept of strategic stability has certainly expanded since 

this initial formulation to consider new nuclear-armed states, even so, the discussion of strategic 

stability was restricted to nuclear weapons and nuclear weapon-possessing states. 

Recently, however, there has been a gradual shift away from the focus on major powers to 

recognize that regional players are no longer simply proxies of superpowers in strategic stability 

dynamics.9 Authors like Paul, Morgan, and Wirtz, for example, argue that the complex nature of 

the post-cold war international system has caused an expansion of deterrence relationships, leading 

to increased uncertainty for strategic stability. Whereas during the Cold War, the international 

system was largely formed by the interactions of two superpowers, the authors argue that in today’s 

near-unipolar system, multiple layers of interactions have emerged so that weak states can now 

take advantage of the rapid spread of technology to develop asymmetric capabilities and 

strategies.10 Thus, it is now possible for small states with highly destructive capabilities to present 

strategic challenges to major nations. However, even while recognizing that the deterrence 

structure has become more complex with the move of the center of strategic relations from 

 
7 Paul, Morgan, and Wirtz 2009. 
8 Kokoshin 2011. 
9 Paul, Morgan, and Wirtz 2009; Bracken 2012. 
10 Paul, Morgan, and Wirtz 2009. 



 
 

 

6 

superpower relations to regional security and asymmetric warfare, Paul, Morgan, and Writz restrict 

their analysis to rogue states that have acquired weapons of mass destruction (WMD) capabilities 

(e.g., Iran, North Korea, and Syria) and non-state terrorist organizations. 

Discussions of strategic stability have thus shifted from an explicit emphasis on the role of 

superpowers in an era of bipolarity to a new focus on the ways in which changes in the post-Cold 

War international system affect strategic stability. However, noticeably absent in the existing 

literature on stability dynamics is the role of non-nuclear allies and their capacity to affect strategic 

stability outcomes. In fact, implicit in scholarly discussions of nuclear deterrence and stability is 

the fundamental assumption that allies of nuclear-weapon states lack agency in strategic stability 

dynamics and are ultimately unable to make decisions regarding their own fate.11  

This account is particularly relevant for East Asia, because contrary to the policy planning 

and decision-making mechanisms that exist in Europe with NATO, the United States’ bilateral 

extended deterrence dialogues with its allies in the East Asian region is strictly consultative in 

nature and excludes any collaboration on the operational level of extended nuclear deterrence. 

Accordingly, U.S. officials have made clear that nuclear mechanisms instituted in Asia would not 

replicate a NATO-type integrated military planning and command structure.12 In particular, the 

United States established that bilateral extended deterrence dialogues would be strictly 

consultative in nature and would not involve nuclear sharing arrangements or bargaining on how 

and when U.S. nuclear weapons might be employed.13  

 Just as the concept of strategic stability has expanded to consider new actors, it has also 

shifted away from a singular emphasis on nuclear weapons to acknowledge the importance of non-

 
11 Delpech 2012. 
12 Frühling and O’Neil 2017. 
13 Roberts 2016. 
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nuclear strategic conventional weapons for stability. The end of the Cold War significantly altered 

international politics, and several interdependent technological revolutions transformed the 

strategic situation, and consequently, the meaning of strategic stability. 14  The rich existing 

literature on new military technologies identifies the following main technological developments. 

First, improvements in computers and electronics are permitting major advancements in all-

weather precision-guided weapons and unmanned reconnaissance systems that are translating to 

increased lethality and efficiency in achieving a given military objective. Second, air and space 

sensors are being combined with various weapons platforms to enable more fuel efficient, faster 

and stealthier combat forces that are more rapidly deployable. 15  Examples of these new 

developments include guided missile systems, stealth fighter jets, guided munitions, as well as 

intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance systems (ISR), among many others. With dynamic 

changes in military technologies, the focus of the literature on strategic stability has shifted to 

accommodate the sharply increased role of information and communications technologies, 

network-centric warfare, new electronic warfare capabilities, and the robotization of striking 

assets.16  

 Recognizing the increasing importance of strategic military capabilities, the Bush 

administration in 2002 proposed a “new triad” concept in its Nuclear Posture Review, which 

placed heavy emphasis on the important role of non-nuclear conventional strike capabilities for 

U.S. military strategy. In response to this development, technical and scientific experts have begun 

to analyze the potential impact of nuclear states’ non-nuclear weapons for stability. While this 

change represents a significant departure from the single-minded focus on nuclear weapons, the 

 
14 Ball et al. 1987. 
15 Paul, Morgan, and Wirtz 2009. 
16 Kokoshin 2011. 
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literature still presupposes acquisition of new strategic military technology to be the exclusive 

domain of major nuclear-power states. In fact, one author claims that the revolution in military 

affairs is “an American phenomenon,” and one in which U.S. allies have been unwilling or unable 

to take part because they lack the same kinds of investments in relevant technologies.17 

 

South Korea’s Strategic Military Capabilities 
 

Recently, however, in direct contradiction to this assessment, South Korea has begun to 

secure independent, non-nuclear means for attacking strategic targets in North Korea, thereby 

reducing America’s wartime escalation control and attaining the potential to escalate a 

conventional conflict into a nuclear war between North Korea and the United States. These 

concerns are illustrated most acutely by South Korea’s active pursuit of a three-pronged strategy 

to counter the North Korean threat by 2020: Kill Chain, Korea Air and Missile Defense (KAMD), 

and Korea Massive Punishment and Retaliation (KMPR). In particular, the “Kill Chain” is a 

purpose-built integrated counter-missile system that aims to strike North Korea’s nuclear missile 

force and its command-and-control infrastructure before the weapons are launched.18 This strategy 

is based on South Korea’s unique and steadily expanding arsenal of locally developed precision-

guided ballistic and cruise missiles, to be integrated with sensors based on unmanned aerial 

vehicles (UAV) and satellites. A similar contingency plan, the KMPR targets not only North 

Korea’s nuclear weapons and their infrastructure, but the regime’s leadership as well.19  

South Korea has expressed confidence in the ability of its military technology to effectively 

target North Korea’s strategic targets, including its nuclear and missile-related facilities. For 

 
17 Paul, Morgan, and Wirtz 2009. 
18 S. Lee 2017. 
19 Chul-hwan Kim 2017. 
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example, according to the Ministry of Defense, the Korean Tactical Surface-to-Surface Missile 

(KTSSM) – South Korea’s indigenous ballistic missile system – can “destroy North Korea’s core 

facilities and bunkers built several tens of meters deep.” 20  Similarly, South Korea’s stated 

objective for its cruise missile “Taurus” includes “destroying the North’s underground nuclear and 

missile facilities,” while its stealth fighter jet (F-35) has the ability to “see and shoot first,” thereby 

“defeating the enemy’s air defense network…and precisely striking strategic facilities.”21 The 

ROK’s precision guided bombs, such as the Korea GPS Guide Bomb (KBBG), which has the 

nickname “North Korea long-range artillery killer,” can detect and strike strategic targets even 

with North Korea’s GPS disturbances.22  

Most interestingly, as evidence for South Korea’s determination to secure independent 

capabilities, the ROK has expressed continued interest in acquiring nuclear-powered attack 

submarines (SSNs), despite U.S. reservations and unwillingness to sell or lease nuclear submarines 

to South Korea due to nuclear proliferation concerns. In fact, South Korea launched a clandestine 

military project in 2003 to develop an indigenous nuclear sub capability. The project, code-named 

“362 initiative,” was canceled one year later when the project became public and was brought to 

the attention of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). 23 Despite this setback, however, 

South Korea remains committed to developing indigenous nuclear-powered submarines, with one 

Korean military official stating in 2017 that “even if it takes ten years to introduce the 

submarine…acquisition is a matter of necessity.”24  Consistent with this statement, the South 

Korean Navy announced in October 2019 during a National Assembly National Defense 

 
20 이데일리 [E Daily] 2017. 
21 S. Kim 2017; Kwon 2018. 
22 Yoon 2017. 
23 Gady 2017. 
24 Chung-hwan Kim 2017. 
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Committee parliamentary audit that it is operating a task force to review development plans for 

pursuing nuclear-powered submarines. Chief of Naval Operations Adm. Sim Seung-seob added 

that a nuclear-powered submarine would be “most useful in tracking and destroying North Korean 

missile-carrying submarine,” and that it would constitute “a useful deterrent capable of responding 

to North Korea.”25  

Lastly, South Korea has embarked on an ambitious plan to develop its own intelligence, 

surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities. Whereas the ROK has so far relied heavily on 

U.S. satellites to secure core military information about North Korea’s military developments, 

South Korea’s investments in ISR capabilities will enable the country to independently obtain 

information on North Korea’s nuclear and missile-related activities.26 

 The Kill Chain concept was first formulated by the Lee Myung-bak administration (2008-

2013) in response to the North Korean sinking of the Cheonan corvette and the bombing of 

Yeonpyong Island in 2010.27 Specifically, in 2012, the Lee administration announced during the 

2012 Security Consultative Meeting (SCM) with the United States that South Korea will be 

creating a Kill Chain by 2015 to actively deter North Korean missiles and long-range artillery. The 

Park Geun-hye administration (2013-2017) further developed the concept with the addition of 

KAMD and KMPR, largely in response to North Korea’s fifth nuclear test in September 2016.28 

Consistent with this commitment to developing strategic military capabilities, the current Moon 

Jae-in administration likewise announced its plans to reform the Korean armed forces. In particular, 

“Defense Reform 2.0,” an expansive initiative announced on August 2018, aims to restructure and 

modernize Korea’s defense system. Among the designated focus areas, Defense Reform 2.0 

 
25 Yoo 2019. 
26 Jun 2016. 
27 Noh 2019. 
28 Noh 2019. 
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includes strengthening counter-asymmetric capabilities such as establishing an indigenous missile 

defense system with satellite surveillance and precision strike capabilities.29  

 At the heart of these developments are South Korea’s reassessments of the ability of 

extended deterrence to serve South Korean security interests. Specifically, the ROK’s acquisition 

of new military technologies reflect deep insecurities about the credibility of American defense 

commitments as well as a desire for autonomy to determine outcomes in the Korean peninsula. 

Korea’s weaponization is therefore driven by a combination of political considerations –including 

the need to exercise autonomous diplomacy – as well as technical ones, namely, an understanding 

of the technological potential of new and emerging conventional weapons.  

Understanding how independent non-nuclear strategic weapons offer South Korea a 

technical solution to political concerns about the inadequacy of extended deterrence thus requires 

an analysis of South Korean perceptions of its security alliance with the U.S. as well as the military 

potential of advanced conventional weapons. As Eyre, Suchman, and Alexander note, 

“[T]echnology is never just technology…every machine has a socially constructed meaning and a 

socially oriented objective, and the significance of technological developments can never be fully 

understood or predicted independently of their social context.” 30  Accordingly, the following 

section discusses how the ROK has historically assessed its security alliance with the United States 

and examines South Korea’s intentions behind pursuing major, comparable military developments 

and reforms.  

 

 
29 Song 2018. 
30 Eyre and Suchman 1996, 86. 
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ROK’s National Security Strategy: “Koreanization of Korean Defense”31 
 
 Following the end of the Korean War and the signing of the Armistice agreement in July 

1953, South Korea’s primary security priority was to prevent another war on the Korean 

peninsula.32 In this context, when UN forces began to withdraw and the United States started to 

pull out its troops in Korea, the ROK feared that hostilities could resume if South Korea was left 

defenseless. President Syngman Rhee (1948-1960) therefore strongly sought to secure a long-term 

U.S. military presence in Korea.33 The ROK-U.S. Mutual Defense Treaty signed in October 1953 

was the combined product of South Korea’s desperate effort to keep the U.S. committed to the 

ROK’s security and U.S. recognition of Korea’s geostrategic value in the war against communism 

in the region.34 Additionally, Victor Cha argues that the United States’ preference for bilateral 

alliances in East Asia was itself an intentional decision to construct an asymmetric alliance in order 

to exert maximum control over the smaller ally’s actions.35 In particular, the U.S. sought to inhibit 

the highly unpredictable government led by Syngman Rhee and minimize the risks of entrapment 

by exercising direct control and creating dependency on the part of the weaker ally. Significantly, 

the ROK agreed to leave the command authority over its armed forces in the hands of the United 

Nations Command to create a structural link between the ROK and U.S. forces, thereby ensuring 

U.S. commitment to the defense of South Korea. Thus, despite recognizing that it would play a 

limited role in strategic stability dynamics, South Korea entered into an extended deterrence 

arrangement with the United States based on a rational decision to maximize South Korea’s 

security.  

 
31 Roh Moo-hyun administration’s (2003-2008) conceptualization of national security, in Alagappa 2008. 
32 Choi and Park 2008. 
33 T. Kim 2005.  
34 I. Kim and Cho 2003. 
35 Cha 2009. 
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 This calculation, however, was tested repeatedly throughout the 1960s and 1970s. For 

South Korea, the DPRK’s military provocations increased both in frequency and intensity, 

including multiple attempts to assassinate President Park Chung-hee (January 1968, June 1970, 

and August 1974) and shooting down the U.S. EC-121 reconnaissance plane (April 1969), among 

others.36 The United States, however, was engaged deeply in the Vietnam War, and because the 

U.S. was unable to risk another war, it failed to satisfy Seoul’s desire for a strong U.S. military 

response to North Korea’s provocation.37 Exacerbating South Korea’s sense of insecurity, the 

Vietnam War ended in a communist victory after the U.S. withdrawal under the Nixon Doctrine 

(1969), which emphasized the role of each Asian country to take responsibility for its own 

defense.38 Despite opposition by the ROK, the U.S. completed the withdrawal of its 7th Infantry 

Division (ID) in March 1971. As a result, for the first time since the end of the Korean War, only 

ROK forces were deployed at the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). According to Dong-hyun Lee, the 

unilateral nature of these decisions deeply disturbed President Park, and U.S. withdrawal of forces 

from the DMZ area was interpreted as a loss of guaranteed and automatic U.S. involvement in the 

event of a North Korean invasion.39 U.S. actions thus undermined the credibility of its security 

commitment in the perception of South Koreans, leading them to reassess whether their current 

security arrangement with the U.S. in fact best served their security interests.  

 It was in this context that President Park called for a “self-reliant national defense,” 

beginning with measures to modernize South Korea’s armed forces.40 Moreover, recognizing that 

South Korea will always remain vulnerable without its own deterrent option, President Park 

 
36 Choi and Park 2008.  
37 Cho 2001. 
38 Jung 1993 in Choi and Park 2008.  
39 D. Lee 2002; Cho 2001.  
40 Jung 1993 in Choi and Park 2008. 
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embarked on a secret nuclear weapons program in the early 1970s.41 The program ultimately never 

materialized due to strong opposition by the U.S., which threatened the complete withdrawal of 

U.S. forces from Korea. 42  While traces of South Korea’s nuclear weapons program thus 

disappeared with the assassination of President Park in 1979, his conception of “self-reliant 

national defense” has continued to serve as a foundation for South Korea’s national security 

strategy. 

The Roh administration (2003-2008), in particular, experienced many of the same 

frustrations as the Park Chung-hee government when navigating the U.S. –ROK alliance. In his 

memoir, Lee Jong-seok, who served as the deputy secretary-general of the National Security 

Council (NSC) and as a unification minister under the Roh administration, recounts President 

Roh’s commitment to achieve autonomy for South Korea. Similar to Park Chung-hee, President 

Roh, at the beginning of his presidential term, was confronted with the U.S. Department of 

Defense’s request to relocate the U.S. Forces Korea (USFK) and Seoul’s Yongsan military 

garrison from their bases north of the Han River to the south, in addition to partially reducing the 

size of the USFK.43  The relocation of troops meant that American forces would once more 

completely withdraw from the DMZ, leaving South Korean forces to take up defense of the entire 

DMZ. More concerning, however, was the prospect of reducing the size of the USFK, particularly 

given North Korea’s emerging nuclear threat.  

Lee recalls that his experience in the negotiation process for troop relocation and reduction 

taught him that South Korea could not simply block a reduction plan pursued by the United States. 

He further comments that historically, USFK reductions have taken place regardless of the ROK’s 

 
41 Jang 2016.  
42 Choi and Park 2008. 
43 J.-S. Lee 2017. 
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needs and U.S. decisions have never been based on discussions with Seoul. In response to these 

events, Lee recalls President Roh commenting to the NSC (ROK) that “there still remains an 

imbalance of power in U.S.–South Korean relations [and] we can achieve nothing by shouting our 

demands.”44 Sharing President Roh’s assessment of the U.S.–ROK alliance, Lee reflects that “the 

current state of ROK–U.S. relations cannot be allowed to stand” and that “this one-sided 

relationship must change, no matter the cost.”45 He continues, writing that “[South Korea] should 

not show ourselves to be vulnerable to being dragged around like this. We must move toward an 

equal relationship based on negotiation!”46 

South Korea’s “bitterness” with its lack of agency in the bilateral alliance with the United 

States becomes more pronounced when this asymmetrical power dynamic translates to producing 

unilateralist results with regards to North Korea.47 Specifically, Lee’s experience at the Six-Party 

Talks resulted in his perception of South Korea’s weak position to negotiate outcomes regarding 

stability dynamics in the Korean Peninsula. He comments that the “destiny of the Korean Peninsula 

was at risk of being decided in a battle between Washington and Pyongyang, irrespective of the 

intentions of the Republic of Korea…The fate of the Korean Peninsula should be decided by 

Koreans, but in reality the South Korean government had little room to speak.”48  

The Park and Roh administrations’ desire for autonomous defense was thus ultimately 

based on an assessment of the inadequacy of the U.S.–ROK extended deterrence arrangement to 

protect and represent South Korea’s security interests. Both administrations’ experiences with 

America’s “unstable defense policy and security strategy” led them to seek autonomy as a means 

 
44 J.-S. Lee 2017, 55. 
45 J.-S. Lee 2017, 77. 
46 J.-S. Lee 2017. 
47 J.-S. Lee 2017, 145. 
48 J.-S. Lee 2017, 149. 
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to overcome South Korea’s excessive reliance on the United States in the area of national 

security.49 In other words, the concept of autonomy was derived from South Korea’s recognition 

that it would be unable to negotiate with a superpower over important security matters as long as 

South Korea remained a weaker state in a hierarchical alliance relationship.  

It is in the context of Roh’s call to “take charge of our national defense,” that Seoul’s 

policymakers have begun to implement the ambitious defense reform program, Defense Reform 

2020. 50  The development of advanced non-nuclear strategic capabilities, then, is both a 

continuation and a break from the past: it is a continuation of Park’s and Roh’s desire for South 

Korea to have the means to exercise autonomous diplomacy; at the same time, the unique 

capabilities of new and emerging technologies mean that for the first time, South Korea will 

possess the technical means to claim a limited military strategic veto power in the region. To 

demonstrate South Korea’s newly obtained military capability, the following section provides a 

technical discussion of U.S. and Russian perspectives on the implications of developing advanced 

non-nuclear weapons for strategic stability. I examine U.S. and Russian perspectives because they 

were among the first to discover and analyze the potential for non-nuclear strategic weapons to 

cause consequences catastrophic enough to warrant the use of nuclear weapons.  

 

Non-Nuclear Weapons and Nuclear Risks 

Since the end of the Cold War, state leaders and military officials of nuclear-weapon states 

have increasingly recognized the potential for advanced non-nuclear conventional capabilities to 

shape nuclear deterrence and strategic stability. Today, new advancing technologies are making it 

 
49 J.-S. Lee 2017, 86 
50 J.-S. Lee 2017, 55. 
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possible for nonnuclear weapons to perform some of the missions that were previously assigned 

only to strategic nuclear forces.51 Non-nuclear weapons are now capable of being used against an 

adversary’s nuclear arms, the bases at which those arms are deployed, as well as their associated 

command, control, communication and information systems.52 By enabling a range of missions 

that can threaten nuclear forces or command-and-control nodes, hunt mobile targets at sea and on 

land, and preempt imminent missile launches, new military developments such as the expansion 

of precision-guided munitions, combined with new sensors, platforms, and information-processing 

tools for intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance now introduce qualitative changes to 

strategic stability.53  

State and military leaders of the United States and Russia, in particular, have regularly 

considered the potential of large-scale conflicts being won through non-nuclear means. The 

expansion of American non-nuclear counter-force capabilities was particularly prominent during 

the George W. Bush administration, which attempted to implement several significant revisions to 

American nuclear strategy. Among these revisions was the decision to introduce a “new triad” 

concept based on offensive-strike systems (both nuclear and non-nuclear) that would replace the 

traditional nuclear triad rationale for U.S. strategic force posture.54 According to the 2002 Nuclear 

Posture Review (NPR), the traditional strategic arsenals of intercontinental ballistic missiles 

(ICBMs), submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), and penetrating bombers would now 

be combined with conventional strike capabilities to form the “offensive strike systems” 

component of the new triad. 55  According to Mcdonough, the emphasis on new non-nuclear 

 
51 Builder et al. 1984. 
52 Arbatov et al. 2017. 
53 Arbatov et al. 2017. 
54 Mcdonough 2007. 
55 United States 2002. 
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counter-force capabilities was intended to threaten the destruction of an adversary’s strategic 

military capabilities and provide the United States with greater flexibility in the design and conduct 

of military campaigns for the purpose of defeating its opponents decisively. At a more implicit 

level, this new strategy also entailed denial and escalation-dominance capabilities for use against 

competitors such as Russia and China.56 In assessing the implications of the new triad concept, 

Mcdonough argues that the resulting strategic destabilization may be sufficiently severe to cause 

deterrence failure; that is, while the new strategic concept may provide the United States with 

greater military flexibility, it simultaneously ensures increased first-strike anxiety by the adversary 

and provides an incentive for war initiation and destabilizing launch postures.57  

 The concern over the potentially destabilizing effects of new non-nuclear conventional 

capabilities is shared by Russian leaders. According to Arbatov, Dvorkin, and Topychkanov, an 

enduring notion within the Russian leadership is the real possibility that a massive, disarming strike 

can be conducted against Russia’s key military nuclear infrastructure using non-nuclear high-

precision weapons. During a speech at the 11th Annual Meeting of the Valdai Discussion Club in 

2014, for example, President Vladimir Putin called for the need to reduce nuclear weapons 

worldwide. In doing so, he also expressed his concern about non-nuclear technology such as the 

threat of high-precision weapons. He stated: “Today, many types of high-precision weaponry are 

already close to mass-destruction weapons in terms of their capabilities…nations that are leaders 

in creating and producing high-precision systems will have a clear military advantage.” 58 

According to Putin, the effect of this new technology will be to “disrupt strategic stability…likely 

bring[ing] destabilization.” That is, as the incentives to use the “so-called first global preemptive 
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strike,” increases, the risks to stability only intensifies. Putin repeated this concern the following 

year; during the 12th Annual Meeting of the same forum, he discussed how unconstrained military 

competition can lead to an imbalance in the international system. He stated: “A concept already 

exists for the so-called disarming first strike, including one with the use of high-precision long-

range non-nuclear weapons comparable in their effect to nuclear weapons.”59 Consistent with 

Putin’s statement, Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Rogozin also claimed in 2013 that a strike by 

high-precision conventional weapons could destroy 90 percent of Russia’s strategic forces in 

several hours.60 Similarly, Pavel Sozinov, the constructor general of Almaz-Antey corporation, 

which designs and manufactures air-defense systems, specified: “The main threat now is the [U.S.’] 

massive use of cruise missiles…during the first phase of military action, [which] could inflict 

colossal damage on Russia’s strategic nuclear sites.”61 

In response to this new perceived threat, Russia has planned to increase the combat 

capabilities of its strategic non-nuclear forces four-fold by 2021. Moreover, because Russia’s 

Military Doctrine reserves the right to use nuclear weapons in response to existential non-nuclear 

threats (importantly, the meaning of existential threats remains unspecified), Arbatov, Dvorkin, 

and Topychkanov have argued that there is a real possibility that Moscow will retaliate early with 

a limited strategic nuclear strike in response to the United States’ conventional counterforce 

operation against Russia’s nuclear forces. Specifically, the more insecure that Moscow is about 

the survivability of its nuclear forces, the more likely that a non-nuclear encounter will escalate 

into a nuclear conflict.62 

 
59 Putin 2015. 
60 Rogozin 2013 in Arbatov et al. 2017. 
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The instability dynamics captured by U.S. and Russian discussions of non-nuclear weapons 

demonstrate how advanced conventional capabilities can result in non-nuclear threats to nuclear 

weapons and their associated command, control, communication and information systems. While 

non-nuclear strategic weapons do not effectively substitute for nuclear weapons, a wide range of 

non-nuclear technologies can now interact with nuclear weapons. This entanglement of non-

nuclear weapons with nuclear forces introduces a destabilizing factor for escalation dynamics 

between the nuclear and conventional realms by allowing advanced conventional weapons to 

escalate a crisis involving nuclear weapons.63  

For South Korea, this means that advanced strategic capabilities could allow non-nuclear 

allies to independently escalate a crisis using advanced conventional weapons. Already reflecting 

confidence in this newly obtained independence, Shin Won-sik, a retired three-star general who 

was the South Korean military’s top operational strategist, commented that South Korea’s 

development of indigenous strategic strike capabilities will enable the military to “instill the kind 

of fear a nuclear weapon would – but do so without a nuke.”64 His comment that these indigenous 

advanced conventional capabilities now represent the “best deterrence” that South Korea has, 

second to possessing its own nuclear arsenal, is particularly telling for its subtle lack of 

acknowledgement of the U.S. extended deterrence.  
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Conclusion and Implications  
 
 Strategic stability and nuclear deterrence have long been treated as the exclusive domains 

of nuclear-weapon states. However, the emergence of new military technologies and the 

acquisition of these advanced strategic capabilities by non-nuclear weapon states has begun to 

invalidate this narrative. The Korea example, in particular, demonstrates how actors previously 

unaccounted for by conventional theories of strategic stability and deterrence are acquiring 

independent means of protecting their security interests. I have argued that South Korea’s pursuit 

of advanced conventional weapons is a result of its perception of the failure of extended deterrence 

to protect vital security interests, as well as a recognition of the technical potential of non-nuclear 

weapons. New and emerging technologies are thus offering non-nuclear allies like South Korea an 

independent means through which to affect regional security outcomes by reshaping the 

asymmetrical relationship between nuclear and non-nuclear weapon states.  

 The result of this development has been the emergence of a “strategic triangle” among the 

nuclear-armed patron state, its non-nuclear ally, and their shared adversary as a new feature of the 

international security environment. While scholars have extensively studied the stability dynamics 

between two nuclear-armed adversaries, the increasing capabilities of non-nuclear allies have been 

largely overlooked, making this the least well-understood, and perhaps the most unstable, aspect 

of the strategic triangle.  

In fact, contrary to South Korean desires to enhance its security by acquiring strategic strike 

capabilities, there are already signs that this development is a major source of instability. For 

example, in response to South Korean messaging and demonstration of its missile capabilities, 

North Korea successfully infiltrated South Korea’s military networks in 2017, including the 



 
 

 

22 

ROK’s defense ministry, to steal war operation plans and the KMPR strategy.65 Likewise, in 

response to a video released by the South Korean Ministry of Defense containing flight-tests of 

indigenous ballistic and cruise missiles, North Korea released an official statement that attacked 

South Korean leaders for their “temerity” to “dare talking about ‘striking the supreme 

headquarters’.” 66  The same statement, issued by the “special operation action group of the 

Supreme Command” of the Korean People’s Army, announced that “special actions” would “soon” 

be conducted against South Korea’s president.67 While no military aggression was targeted at the 

South Korean president, North Korea reportedly attempted GPS jamming against South Korea in 

the weeks following the above statement, affecting commercial air traffic at Seoul’s Incheon 

International Airport.68 Around June of the same year, a North Korean ground attack airplane 

reportedly approached the Military Demarcation Line near Seoul, prompting eight South Korean 

fighters to scramble.69 In the latest instance of possible instability, North Korea’s state media 

issued a warning to South Korea on July 2019 that its acquisition of F-35 stealth fighter jets from 

the U.S. will force North Korea to “develop and test the special armaments to completely destroy 

the lethal weapons reinforced in South Korea.” In the same statement, North Korea maintained 

that these “invisible lethal weapon[s]” have the potential to “open a gate to invading the north,” 

and that this constitutes “extremely dangerous action which will trigger our reaction.”70 

 Ironically, these events suggest that Seoul’s very push for autonomy and security through 

acquisition of advanced strategic military capabilities is itself a new source of instability and 

heightened threat perception by North Korea, which can result in the escalation of a conventional 
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66 KCNA 2012. 
67 KCNA 2012. 
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70 Smith 2019. 



 
 

 

23 

conflict into a nuclear war. While the military dynamics of this new strategic triangle remain to be 

seen, the potentially destabilizing implications of new technologies require nuclear-weapon states, 

their allies, and the international community to begin active discussions over how nuclear 

deterrence, strategic stability, arms control and alliance management will continue to be shaped 

by these emerging military technologies.  
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