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THE EVOLUTION OF THE NORTH KOREAN NUCLEAR PROGRAM: 
FROM SURVIVAL STRATEGY TO IDEOLOGICAL LEGITIMIZATION 
By Marco Milan 

Abstract 
In recent years the North Korean nuclear program has increasingly 

become a major concern for East Asian security. Pyongyang has 

repeatedly demonstrated its advancements in both missile and 

nuclear technology, with the final goal of acquiring a credible 

n'udear deterrent. To achieve this goal1 the regime has committed 
a vast amount of state resources 'and has jeopardized relations 

with neighboring countries and major powers. This dangerous 

situation has created instability in the region and has hindered 

the possibilities of inter-Korean_dialogue and cooperation. 

The traditional interpretation of the North Korean nuclear 

program focuses on the survival of the regime and emphasizes 

the military aspect of security. While these factors play a 
significant role, over the last twenty-five years new roles have 
emerged for the nuclear program. Survival remains the priority, 

but in addition to the military level of nuclear deterrence this 

paper introduces two different aspects directly connected to the 

security of the regime: economic security and domestic ideological 

legitimization. Th~ development of nuclear weapons has been 

repeatedly used by Pyongyang as leverage in negotiations and to 

strengthen its political legitimacy. Understanding the complexity 

and the different factors. behind this strategy is crucial to design 

and Implement a viable and effective strategy aimed at limiting 
or eliminating the North Korean nuclear threat. 

Key Wonts: North Korea, nuclear and missile programs, Kim Jang-un, 

US-North Korea relatfons, non--troditionaf security 

Introduction 
During the last twenty-five years, the North Korean nuclear 
program has been one of the most major concerns for the United 

States and the international community. Since the end of the 

Cold War, the North Korean regime has invested an incredible 

amount of resources with the goal of developing a reliable ard 

independent nuclear deterrent. This path has gone through 

several phases of ifltensity, but it has remained a constant 
feature of North Korea's security policy, starting from the last 

years of Kim II-sung, covering the entire period of Kim Jong-il's 

leadership, and through the rise to power of the current lead.er 

Kim Jong-un. Over this period, the international community, led 

by the United States, has tried to address this major concern in 

different ways: using diplomacy-in both bilateral or multilateral 
talks-threats of force, economic engage_ment, and even hostile 

indifference.' All these efforts have produced mixed results, but 

failed to eliminate the nuclear threat from the Korean Peninsula. 

In recent years, Kim Jong-un 1s regime has demonstrated a 
clear commitment to pursuing and achieving a reliable nuclear 

· deterrent-consisting not only of nuclear Warheads, but also. 
of a delivery system in the form of Intercontinental Ballistic 

Missiles (ICBM)-with nuclear and missile tests that dwarf those 

of his predecessors. 

The current situation has jeopardized the security equilibrium 

of the region, relations between North Korea and the United 

States, and every other issue related to North Korea, such 

as inter-Korean relatiorys arid human sec·urity.2 To design and 
implement a successful strategy to address this issue, it is crucial 
to analyze and understand the reasons behind North Korea's 

nuclear program. 

The traditional interpretation of North Korea's nuclear program 
emphasizes the military security aspect, considered as a 
guarantee for regime survival from external attacks. The end 

of the Cold War left Pyongyang in a very precarious situation in 
terms of regime survival. The Soviet Union was not only a major 
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