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The Driving Forces behind the Kim Jong-un

Regime’s Possession of Nuclear Weapons and

the Incentives for Nuclear Abandonment in
North Korea

Park, Joon Hye(University of North Korean Studies)

Under the Kim Jong-un regime, North Korea’s nuclear capabilities
have advanced both qualitatively and quantitatively, and this progression
continues today. Through an analytical framework that incorporates
Scott Sagan’s three models of nuclear proliferation and William Potter’s
determinants of nuclear decision-making, in this study I analyze North
Korea’s motivations for maintaining its nuclear arsenal and potential
incentives for denuclearization. Like previous regimes, Kim Jong-un’s
regime cites security threats from the United States as the primary
justification for nuclear development. Amid shifting international
dynamics, particularly the US-China rivalry, North Korea has faced the
risk of abandonment by allies such as China, prompting the regime to
build an independent nuclear force. Additionally, the regime promotes its

nuclear status as a means to enhance national prestige, viewing it as a
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way to secure legitimacy and overcome the vulnerabilities of its
third-generation hereditary leadership. While domestic opposition and
international norms have served as constraints on nuclear development
in other countries, these factors are less significant in North Korea. Due
to the unique structure of the regime—where the autonomy of elite
relations between the leader, the party, government, and military is
limited—Kim Jong-un’s personal will and objectives play a significant
role in driving nuclear development. Furthermore, North Korea’s
withdrawal from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) limits the
application of international norms. Considering the challenges of
accurately assessing the effectiveness of economic sanctions against
North Korea, this study demonstrates that the motivations for retaining
nuclear weapons under the Kim Jong-un regime outweigh the incentives

for denuclearization.

Keywords: Kim Jong-un, nuclear retention motivations, denucleari-
zation incentives, Scott Sagan, William Potter, security

threats, national prestige
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