
Rethinking Nuclear Deterrence in a Shifting 
Global Order: Theoretical, Empirical, and 
Policy Perspectives

Jeheung Ryu

This special issue examines the strategic choices and policy options for South 
Korea and the US in responding to North Korea’s rising security challenges. With 
President Trump back in office and shifts in policy priorities, South Korea currently 
faces difficulties in establishing credible deterrence measures against North Korea. 
This introductory article provides theoretical discussions on nuclear deterrence 
and explores the complexities of achieving deterrence within the framework of 
asymmetric alliances, in which actors have the alliance dilemma—abandonment and 
entrapment risks. To better understand the three articles in this special issue, these 
theoretical discussions provide readers with necessary context, addressing various 
aspects of the alliance dilemma, public support for foreign policies, and alternative 
deterrence policy options, such as independent nuclearization and nuclear sharing 
agreements.
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Introduction

The nuclear nonproliferation regime was established and primarily led by the 
US and the Soviet Union in the Cold War era. The regime played a significant 
role in preventing and controlling the spread of nuclear weapons worldwide. 
In this regime, the 1968 Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 
(NPT) took a leading role in curbing nuclear proliferation while simultaneously 
facilitating the peaceful use of atomic energy. As the cases of India, Israel, and 
Pakistan demonstrate, however, the NPT and nuclear superpowers could not 
entirely control proliferation. In these cases, they either did not join or did 
not comply with the regime. Nonetheless, except for several such cases, the 
nuclear nonproliferation regime has substantially contributed to global arms 
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control efforts and set precedents for the cooperation of major nuclear powers. 
Following the end of the Cold War, the US continued to work with Russia and 
newly independent countries to secure and dismantle nuclear arsenals, warheads, 
and fissile materials that remained in the region. Furthermore, US diplomatic 
pressure led Libya to voluntarily terminate its nuclear weapons program in 
2003. In 2015, the Obama administration played a leading role in negotiating 
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) to limit Iran’s nuclear 
program in exchange for sanctions relief and other provisions. Although not all 
nonproliferation efforts have been successful, as with North Korea, the US has 
consistently made diplomatic and coercive efforts toward nonproliferation.

Recently, the nonproliferation regime has gained renewed attention and 
scrutiny with the return of US President Trump to office. During his second 
term, President Trump’s well-documented skepticism regarding the provision of a 
nuclear umbrella to US allies is widely expected to continue, presenting significant 
risks to the global nonproliferation regime (Vikram 2024). Specifically, Trump’s 
questioning of the strategic value of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) threatens its integrity and potentially encourages European nations 
(such as Poland) to pursue independent nuclear deterrents (Cienski and Kość 
2025). In East Asia, Trump’s possible withdrawal of US forces from South Korea 
could drive Seoul to seek its own nuclear capabilities in the absence of credible 
US security guarantees. Indeed, in January 2023, South Korean President Yoon 
suggested that the country should consider deploying tactical nuclear weapons or 
developing its own nuclear capabilities if the security situation regarding North 
Korea deteriorates. In the Middle East in 2018, President Trump unilaterally 
decided to withdraw from the JCPOA. This move caused serious concerns in Iran 
and resulted in pushing it closer to a nuclear ambition. Many experts worried 
that the US withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal would increase chances of a 
nuclear arms race among Iran’s neighboring countries. In addition, President 
Trump’s reported sharing of sensitive nuclear information with US ally Saudi 
Arabia following the US withdrawal from the JCPOA has further provoked Iran 
and aggravated concerns about weakening nonproliferation regimes.

Whether and how the existing nonproliferation regime accomplishes 
its original purpose under these circumstances has drawn attention. As 
many policymakers of US allies become skeptical of the US’ willingness and 
capabilities for protecting its allies, countries like South Korea might actually 
begin reconsidering the status quo and examine alternative security options, 
such as independent nuclearization or nuclear-sharing agreements similar to 
the NATO model. Such policy options, however, could have extensive political 
and diplomatic consequences, endangering the NPT regime or triggering an 
arms race with its neighbors. Nonetheless, the recent escalation of nuclear 
threats from North Korea does call for an urgent examination of multilateral and 
regional security mechanisms. Any alternative—such as reinforcing US security 
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commitments, strengthening diplomatic ties, or exploring a new arms control 
regime—must, crucially, be an optimal and feasible policy for sustaining stability 
on the Korean Peninsula. In this regard, this special issue aims to help readers 
gain a better understanding of the challenges and constraints involved in the 
South Korean government’s search for optimal nuclear deterrence policies, with a 
particular focus on the independent development of nuclear weapons and nuclear 
sharing.

Among many aspects of these challenges and constraints, this special issue 
examines how the public perceives the South Korean government’s foreign policy 
decisions. In the field of international relations, the influence of public opinion 
on foreign policymaking has drawn increasing attention. As political leaders 
in democracies are likely to respond to the voices of the public, the scope of 
policy choices become further constrained. In line with this trend, the article 
by Kim and Huffmon provides empirical evidence on public opinion in the US 
regarding the independent nuclearization of South Korea, which is shown to be 
influenced by perceptions of the costs associated with both the current deterrence 
mechanism and the nuclear threats from North Korea. These results provide 
a deeper understanding of public opinion and its potential role in influencing 
foreign policies relating to the security dilemma of entrapment for the US. To 
help readers grasp the theoretical foundations of the challenges and constraints of 
the security dilemma discussed in Kim and Huffmon’s study, the following sections 
of this introductory article outline the logic of entrapment and abandonment. 
The article by Lind and Press, meanwhile, contributes to this discussion of the 
dilemma by analyzing the credibility issue caused mainly by South Korea’s risk 
of abandonment. Their analysis provides a theoretical basis for why nuclear 
sharing is a more viable option for South Korea than independent nuclearization. 
These two articles give us insights into the challenges and constraints faced by 
South Korea. The article by Idomoto and Kang shifts our attention to the critical 
need for assessing the security environment on the Korean Peninsula through 
theoretical perspectives—how we analyze the security dilemma fundamentally 
determines the means of overcoming it. Idomoto and Kang’s article reveals the 
importance of analyzing underlying security phenomena and dynamics from 
theoretical perspectives. In the next section, I discuss the concept of deterrence 
and its implications in the nuclear era.

The Concept and Discussion of Deterrence

Deterrence is generally defined as inducing fear or stress among enemies to 
suppress desires or impulsivity for launching an attack by consciously threatening 
harm through the imposition of restrictions. In the field of national security, 
deterrence involves “discouraging the enemy from taking military action by 
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posing for him a prospect of cost and risk outweighing his prospective gain” 
(Snyder 1961, 3). The key aspect of deterrence per this definition is to decrease 
the benefits that the opposing party expects to gain from aggression while 
increasing all types of associated costs.

In the classical literature, deterrence has two distinct approaches: denial and  
punishment (Snyder 1961; Mearsheimer 1983). Deterrence by denial seeks to deter 
aggression by making success infeasible, thereby undermining the opponent’s 
confidence in attaining its goals on the battlefield. The purpose of denial is to make 
adversaries perceive that the costs of attacking outweigh the potential benefits. 
Fundamentally, this strategy is about protecting a commitment through securing 
an ability to defend and preventing an enemy attack by influencing an adversary’s 
initial intentions (Mazarr 2018). Deterrence by punishment is a strategy to prevent  
adversaries from engaging in aggressive actions by threatening to inflict damage or 
retaliate if attacked. Unlike deterrence by denial, which seeks to deter aggression  
by making success impossible, deterrence by punishment relies on the threat of 
harsh punishment. For deterrence by punishment to be effective, the threat must 
involve demonstration of both the capability and willingness to inflict costs. Some 
scholars argue, however, that these two deterrence strategies are conceptually 
ambiguous and difficult to distinguish, as the emphasis on inflicting costs in the 
deterrence by punishment approach can overlap with elements of the deterrence 
by denial approach. To address this issue, Lupovici (2023) proposes two dimensions 
to differentiate the two strategies—the first is whether the deterring state employs 
offensive or non-offensive means, and the second one is the timing of the deterring 
state’s use of these means.

For deterrence to be effective at dissuading potential adversaries from taking 
aggressive action, several prerequisites must be satisfied. First, an indication of 
a threat conveyed to an enemy must be credible (Shimshoni 1988). To convey a 
credible threat, states have to demonstrate that they “would prefer to execute at 
the time it is to be executed” (Kilgour and Zagare 1991, 307). Second, to send 
a credible signal, the deterring states must possess the capability to effectively 
punish a potential adversary (Schelling 1960). This form of coercion relies upon 
presenting the resolve and capability to inflict damage on the targeted state. 
Third, deterring states’ resolve and willingness to counteract must be effectively 
and unambiguously communicated. Failure to effectively signal this resolve may 
undermine deterrence by leaving adversaries uncertain about the consequences 
of their actions.

Exploring the definition of and conditions for deterrence reveals that it is 
closely associated with rational behavior. Deterrence stability could be achieved 
with complete information and effective communication among warring states 
because either side would be able to calculate the potential costs of conflict and the 
value of maintaining the status quo (Kilgour and Zagare 1991). Strategic stability 
relies on the assumption that adversaries would act rationally so that initiating 
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an attack would never be an option. Rationality in game theory traditionally 
centers on maximizing utility payoffs. However, real-world complexities— 
such as crisis escalation, misperception, and domestic political motivations—
complicate this framework. In practice, strategic decision-making is often 
influenced by miscalculations and incomplete information that create vulnerab
ilities within deterrence structures (Lebow and Stein 1987; Zagare 1996).

With the proliferation of nuclear weapons between two major nuclear 
powers—the US and the Soviet Union—theoretical analyses of deterrence strategies 
have evolved. In the early stages of nuclear development and based on the 
unprecedented destructive power of nuclear weapons, the concept of massive 
retaliation was introduced to conceptualize deterrence. As Brodie (1946) noted, 
nuclear weapons fundamentally transformed the nature of war. Due to their 
formidable destructive power, they paradoxically make the outbreak of all-out 
war least likely. This led to the argument that nuclear weapons should only serve 
as a deterrent, rather than a means of conventional war (ibid.), which was later 
conceptualized as mutual assured destruction (MAD) (Brodie 1959). According 
to MAD, the more countries possess nuclear weapons, the less likely they are to 
have war because the shared fear of mutual annihilation deters war. To attain 
this strategic balance, countries with nuclear weapons should refrain from using  
them first. They should pledge to not initiate a war, but to retaliate with overwhel
ming power if attacked. While the stability of this strategic equilibrium relies 
exclusively on rational decision-making, several cases exhibit the risks of 
miscalculations, misperceptions, and misinformation, as the Cuban Missile Crisis 
arguably demonstrated (Allison 1969; Allison and Zelikow 1971).

From a realist perspective, deterrence theorists have sought to formalize 
the conditions for strategic balance. In this process, it becomes evident that the 
balance of nuclear capabilities is a key factor for guaranteeing stability. Also, 
maintaining second-strike capabilities, which refer to the assured capacity to 
respond to a nuclear attack with overwhelming retaliation, becomes critical for 
deterrence. The incentives to not initiate a first strike is contingent on mutual 
possession of second-strike capabilities, and thus neither side would gain a 
decisive advantage. Classical deterrence theorists claimed that the spread of 
nuclear weapons would enhance stability by making large-scale war extremely 
costly (Rosen 1977; Intriligator and Brito 1981; Waltz 1981; Bueno de Mesquita 
and Riker 1982). Despite these expectations, however, policymakers have 
consistently sought to limit nuclear proliferation. If nuclear weapons indeed 
provided countries with a degree of deterrence, their uncontrolled proliferation 
would undermine the strategic dominance of nuclear superpowers and would 
end up disrupting the existing balance of power.
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The Dynamics of the Relationship between Patron and Client States

In the previous section, deterrence theory was discussed primarily among 
two or more disputing countries. The strategic calculus becomes significantly 
complicated, however, when considering third-party actors, such as military 
allies. Military alliances, formed to strengthen collective defense capabilities, 
inherently introduce complexity, especially in the context of asymmetric alliances 
(Snyder 1990; Walt 1990). In asymmetric alliances, disparities in power between 
participating states create unique strategic considerations and vulnerabilities. In 
this section, I expand upon deterrence theory by incorporating the role of third- 
party states and explore how their involvement modifies the analytical frame
works. To do so, I first discuss the essence of military alliances and examine how 
they change deterrence dynamics. 

For security cooperation to achieve its intended goals, alliances must be 
credibly mobilized for contingencies. In the previous section, credibility referred to 
a state’s ability to send reliable and convincing signals to potential adversaries for 
the purpose of securing deterrence. In the context of this section, credibility refers 
to the degree of trust between the patron and client states, reflecting whether  
a client state believes that its patron state will honor its security commitments 
in times of war. Prior to the escalation of crises, members of an alliance must 
have credible assurance that mutual support will materialize. Credibility is thus 
pivotal to the effective functioning of alliances. Establishing credibility requires 
that alliance members clearly signal their willingness and capacity to fulfill their 
security commitments. If they renege on or fail to fulfill their commitments, it will 
end up not only breaking alliances but also risking their reputations (Fearon 1997;  
Gibler 2008; Crescenzi et al. 2012). Therefore, alliance members must strategically 
find an optimal level of commitment. Excessively weak commitments may fail 
to deter adversaries, whereas overly strong commitments could inadvertently 
entangle countries in unwanted conflicts, posing significant security risks.

One of the central challenges confronting alliance members is the “entrapment 
and abandonment dilemma” (Snyder 2007). Entrapment refers to the fear of 
being dragged into conflicts by alliance partners. In this process, the unwilling 
countries have no choice but to support their partners’ adventurous or risky 
behaviors and actions that do not align with their original policy interests or 
goals. In contrast, abandonment means the fear that alliance partners will not 
fulfill their security duties when crises occur. In an asymmetric alliance, these 
dilemmas are particularly prevalent. The structural asymmetry magnifies the 
challenges inherent in the dilemma, as clients frequently fear abandonment and 
thus may either overcommit to concessions or pursue other independent security 
measures (Snyder 1991; Yarhi-Milo, Lanoszka, and Cooper 2016). Meanwhile, 
patrons remain cautious about entrapment, carefully calibrating their security 
assurances to avoid becoming embroiled in conflicts driven by the actions or 
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policies of their clients. 
Alliance formation essentially seeks to maintain a balance of power and 

deter potential adversaries (Snyder 1990; Walt 1990). The introduction of nuclear 
weapons, however, significantly changes strategic calculations within alliances. 
First, the conventional logic of entrapment and abandonment does not entirely 
hold in the context of nuclear deterrence between patron and client states. While 
client states may still fear abandonment, patron states are less preoccupied 
with entrapment risk when nuclear weapons are involved. This is largely due 
to the altered foundation of deterrence credibility in which the credibility of a 
deterrence commitment is based not on entrapment risk but on the client state’s 
strong motivations for survival.1 Second, as conventional military strength can 
be considered less potent in nuclear competitions, client states seek to fill the 
strategic gap. South Korea, for instance, confronted increased insecurity following 
North Korea’s nuclear development efforts that began in the early 1990s. Similarly, 
upon the establishment of NATO, member states recognized that conventional 
military power alone was insufficient to counter the nuclear threat posed by 
the Soviet Union. In both cases, without pursuing indigenous nuclear weapons, 
South Korea and European countries had to depend entirely on the nuclear 
capabilities and security assurances provided by their patron, the US. As a result, 
their ability to achieve deterrence is limited and exclusively dependent on their 
alliance partners.

Following the end of World War II, the US prioritized nuclear nonproli
feration as a central and enduring strategic objective (Schrafstetter and Twigge 
2004; Gavin 2015). To achieve this goal, the US employed a variety of policy tools, 
including diplomatic initiatives, normative frameworks and treaties, coercive 
measures (such as sanctions and preventive military actions), and extended 
deterrence through alliances and security guarantees (Gavin 2015). Specifically, in 
1957 the US formalized nuclear sharing arrangements with NATO allies, which 
served the purposes of deterring West Germany from developing an independent 
nuclear capability and strengthening Europe’s defense against the Soviet nuclear 
threat (Bader 1966). Under these arrangements, nuclear warheads remained 
under strict US custody and control but could be used for NATO’s defense in 
wartime (Alberque 2017). On the Korean Peninsula, however, the US adopted a 
different approach with extended deterrence (Huth 1988). Instead of applying the 
NATO model to South Korea, the US decided to provide security assurance and 
extended deterrence, backed by explicit promises of significant retaliation in the 
event of conflict. Nevertheless, concerns over the credibility of US commitments 
led South Korean President Park Chung-hee to consider an indigenous nuclear 
weapons program in the early 1970s, despite ongoing US tactical nuclear 
deployments in South Korea (Jang 2016). 

To prevent an accidental outbreak of nuclear war and the provocation of 
North Korea in the early 1990s, US President George H. W. Bush announced the 
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withdrawal of all forms of US tactical nuclear weapons deployed worldwide. In 
response to the announcement in 1991, South Korea’s President Roh announced 
the Declaration on the Denuclearization and Peacebuilding of the Korean 
Peninsula.2 Over the subsequent decades, US extended deterrence has played 
an essential role in addressing North Korea’s nuclear threats. The credibility of 
US commitments has been reinforced through the forward deployment of the 
US forces and frequent public affirmations. These reassurances have enabled 
South Korea to refrain from pursuing a nuclear weapons program on its own. 
Nonetheless, uncertainties regarding the evolving North Korean threats, shifting 
US strategic policies and priorities, and unforeseen geopolitical events have raised 
questions about the reliability and durability of US security commitments.

Figure 1 illustrates the number of missile and nuclear provocations by North 
Korea between 1984 and 2025. As shown, North Korea’s missile provocations 
were initially relatively minimal. However, starting in 2005, the number of missile 
provocations began to grow rapidly, exhibiting a significant escalation trend. In 
the single year of 2022, thirty-eight missile provocations by North Korea were 
recorded. In the case of nuclear provocations, although much fewer in number, 
they have also continued over the past decade. This data reflects the aggravated 
security tensions on the Korean Peninsula. North Korea’s military advancements, 
particularly with its intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) capabilities, have 

Source: Author, with data from the Beyond Parallel (2019).

Figure 1. Missile and Nuclear Provocations by North Korea, 1984-2025
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exacerbated public debate in South Korea about independently developing nuclear  
weapons (Lee 2023).

Another factor influencing South Korea’s perceptions of credible commit
ments originates from the patron state itself. Would the US genuinely be willing 
to defend South Korea and employ nuclear retaliation against North Korea 
in contingencies? If North Korea develops the capability to directly strike the 
US mainland with ICBMs, would Washington remain committed to South 
Korea’s defense and security? Related to US public opinion on alliances, surveys 
conducted by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs (Friedhoff 2024) report 
that almost 70% of US respondents believe that the US security relationship with 
South Korea helps strengthen US national security. However, in recent years, the 
surveys reveal a declining trend in the US public’s willingness to use US troops to 
defend South Korea if North Korea were to invade (ibid.). Although not limited 
to the Korean Peninsula, these questions and concerns have long challenged 
the reliability of the nuclear umbrella (Roehrig 2017). Such concerns intensified 
during President Trump’s first administration, as his emphasis on the financial 
costs of alliances and his reticence about overseas engagements led to speculation 
that the US might avoid entrapment in unwanted conflicts, which undermined 
confidence in US defense commitments to its traditional allies. Confronted with 
the escalation of nuclear threats from North Korea and potential risks regarding  
the credibility of US defense commitments, strengthening deterrence and adapting  
to the changing security environment have become increasingly important for 
South Korea (Bowers and Hiim 2021). The South Korean public has also become 
increasingly aware of these changes. According to a survey conducted by the 
Asan Institute for Policy Studies, public confidence in the US nuclear umbrella 
decreased during the Trump administration (Kim, Kang, and Ham 2023). That 
survey also asked about policy options for the South Korean government to 
enhance its national security, in which results suggest that the South Korean 
public has a clear preference for independent nuclear development over nuclear 
sharing.3

These findings and discussions reveal significant implications for future 
policy options for South Korea. The three articles in this special issue contribute 
to our understanding by addressing critical aspects, such as risk assessment on 
the Korean Peninsula, domestic factors constituting public support for US foreign 
policy, and a variety of available deterrence options.

Contributions to the Special Issue

An existing body of research evaluates the instability and potential threats of 
conflict on the Korean Peninsula (for example, see Bennett and Lind 2011; Mazarr  
et al. 2018; Engman and Lampinen 2023). These studies widely agree that 
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North Korea’s expanding nuclear capabilities are one of the primary sources of 
inter-Korean tensions, leading to regional instability and conflict risk. Recent 
debates also emphasize that, as North Korea consolidates its nuclear arsenal, 
South Korea’s current deterrence posture is insufficient for attaining strategic 
stability (Cha and Kang 2018; Jackson 2018; Leveringhaus 2019). This growing 
asymmetry in military capabilities not only exacerbates strategic uncertainty but 
also raises essential questions about the effectiveness of South Korea’s security 
posture and the broader implications for regional stability. As North Korea’s 
nuclear ambition continues to grow, questions have been raised as to whether 
the traditional deterrence paradigm remains viable and whether Seoul needs to 
bring in security alternatives to defend its national interests. These trends also 
raise concerns about the sustainability of the current deterrence mechanism—
extended deterrence provided by the US—particularly in light of changing public  
opinion in both South Korea and the US and the increasing feasibility of 
alternative security arrangements, such as nuclear sharing. Here, a fundamental 
question arises: How can South Korea best address rising security threats while 
maintaining strategic stability and dealing with concerns about the credibility 
of US security commitments? The articles in this special issue explore the 
theoretical frameworks, public opinion dynamics, and policy options invoked in 
this important question.

Building on this discussion of deterrence and stability, the first article of 
this special issue, by Idomoto and Kang, addresses fundamental questions about 
the perceived instability and potential risks on the Korean Peninsula. Drawing 
on major theories of international relations—specifically the bargaining theory 
of war (Fearon 1995; Powell 2002; Lake 2010)—they challenge the underlying 
perception that North Korea’s belligerent behaviors signal imminent conflict. 
Rather, they argue that Pyongyang and its adversaries share a clear understanding 
of each other’s capabilities and intentions, thus obviating the problem of infor
mation and commitment that typically precipitate war. In addition, Idomoto and 
Kang argue that missile tests and nuclear threats must be regarded as indications 
of costly signals intended to strengthen deterrence, and not as portents of 
escalating tensions. Their work also demonstrates how the balance of power is 
stabilized by North Korea’s obsolescent conventional military capabilities and 
reliance on asymmetric means, and how this contributes to regional stability. 
Lastly, Idomoto and Kang contend that it is necessary to have a closer look at 
the deeper strategic dynamics of inter-Korean relations to grasp the Korean 
Peninsula’s longer-term trajectory, and that a purely phenomenological focus on 
North Korea’s weapons programs largely overlooks the long-term mechanisms of 
deterrence that have ensured stability in the region. 

One of the underlying assumptions in Idomoto and Kang’s argument is 
the continued US military presence and strategic involvement in the form of 
extended deterrence for South Korea. As long as the US continues to uphold its 
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security commitments and maintain its engagement policy against North Korea’s 
nuclear threats, military tensions on the Korean Peninsula can remain stable. 
The long-term visibility of US extended deterrence in East Asia, however, has 
also become a subject of growing interests among policymakers and scholars 
(Huth 1988; Cheon 2011; Manning 2014; Hamre and Nye 2023). While extensive 
research has explored extended deterrence from theoretical and policy-oriented 
perspectives, empirical analyses of its effectiveness and perceptions among 
the public are still limited (Ko 2019; Allison, Herzog, and Ko 2022). This gap 
in the literature highlights the need for further investigation into the practical 
implications of extended deterrence and its effects on regional security structures.

In this regard, the second article of this special issue, by Kim and Huffmon, 
provides valuable insights into how US taxpayers shape their stance on their 
government’s nuclear nonproliferation policy. Specifically, their study examines 
the dynamics of entrapment and abandonment in patron-client relations, 
investigating whether and to what extent the American public supports the US 
government’s foreign policy toward potential nuclearization of South Korea. 
Using survey experiments conducted with South Carolina voters, the study 
finds that concerns over the financial and military costs of extended deterrence 
significantly increase public support for South Korea’s pursuit of independent 
nuclear weapons. In addition, when respondents were informed about North 
Korea’s capabilities to target the US territory with nuclear missiles, they became 
more likely to support South Korea’s nuclearization. These findings contribute 
to the broader discourse on alliance politics, demonstrating that economic and 
security considerations play a crucial role in shaping public opinion on nuclear 
policy. By highlighting the conditions under which voters favor the proliferation 
of allied nuclear capabilities, Kim and Huffmon’s work provides important 
empirical evidence for understanding the evolving nature of US security commit
ments and public attitudes toward strategic deterrence. Notably, these results 
align with the broader shift in the US foreign policy under the first Trump 
administration that pushed forward with reducing security burdens on allies, 
encouraging them to take greater responsibility for their own defense (Kaufman 
2017; Bergmann 2025). The study’s findings suggest that the government policy 
of burden-sharing and reduced military entanglements would continue to shape 
American public opinion on nuclear strategy and alliance commitments.

Drawing on extensive discussions of deterrence means, the final article 
by Lind and Press expands the scope of possible options available to the South 
Korean government. As North Korea continues to advance its nuclear capabilities, 
particularly through the development of its ICBM program, Lind and Press argue 
that South Korea must move beyond its traditional reliance on US extended 
deterrence and consider more robust deterrent measures. After systematically 
comparing three strategic choices, they conclude that adopting a nuclear sharing 
agreement with the US presents the most feasible and strategically advantageous 
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option. The rationale behind their argument is rooted in a shifting strategic 
perspective. North Korea’s development of ICBMs capable of reaching the US 
mainland constitutes a fundamental game-changer as it undermines the credibility  
of US security guarantees. Therefore, Lind and Press claim that the forward 
deployment of a tactical nuclear arsenal would strengthen deterrence by signaling 
an enhanced US commitment and a reinforced allied joint effort, which would 
thus reduce uncertainty on the Korean Peninsula. By integrating South Korea 
into a nuclear-sharing framework, the US and South Korea could ensure strategic 
stability and improve their capacity to effectively address crisis scenarios.

Conclusions

The three articles in this special issue emphasize the importance of sustained US 
security guarantees in maintaining global nuclear nonproliferation regimes. As 
uncertainties concerning US strategic commitments rise, especially under the 
second Trump administration, traditional allies are increasingly pressured to 
reconsider their current security strategies. This dynamic is most pronounced 
in regions with escalating nuclear threats, such as the Korean Peninsula, where 
North Korea’s advanced missile and nuclear capabilities pose a direct challenge to 
both regional stability and global security. For South Korea, the primary policy 
goal is to strengthen extended deterrence and ensure US commitments to the 
defense of South Korea. Following President Yoon’s audacious speech in 2023, 
the leaders of the two countries held a summit and agreed on the Washington 
Declaration, which aims to deepen cooperation on extended deterrence through 
the establishment of the Nuclear Consultative Group. Nevertheless, it remains 
unclear whether and to what extent these security ties will endure, particularly 
given President Trump’s shifting security goals and priorities. Although the 
Trump administration has recently reaffirmed its commitment to the complete 
denuclearization of North Korea, it is still unclear whether President Trump will 
undertake the necessary actions to realize this objective. Instead, widespread 
speculation suggests that he may pursue a bilateral deal with Kim Jong-un. In 
exchange for economic sanctions relief, President Trump might propose a freeze on 
North Korea’s current nuclear programs and a halt to the development of missile 
systems that could deliver nuclear warheads to the US. Such an arrangement would 
imply that the US is prioritizing its own strategic goals over that of complete 
denuclearization, which would pose serious security risks for South Korea. 
Responding to this uncertain context, this special issue provides critical insights 
into viable policy options and relevant considerations while addressing the 
associated challenges and constraints.

The articles in this issue provide distinct yet complementary perspectives on 
deterrence and stability on the Korean Peninsula. Idomoto and Kang challenge 



 Rethinking Nuclear Deterrence in a Shifting Global Order  13

conventional approaches that describe North Korea’s military posturing as a 
signal to imminent conflict. They argue that Pyongyang’s military activities send 
costly signals aimed at reinforcing deterrence rather than escalating tensions, 
which ultimately lead to a stable condition. Their study emphasizes the necessity 
for deeper, theoretical, and long-term analysis of deterrence mechanisms rather 
than a narrow focus on piecemeal approaches. Kim and Huffmon explore 
American public opinion on extended deterrence, demonstrating how economic 
and security concerns shape support for South Korea’s potential nuclearization. 
While military policies are often regarded as being outside the public’s interest, 
they become important factors for the public when considering the costs of war. 
Finally, Lind and Press assess alternative strategic measures for South Korea. 
They advocate for a US-South Korea nuclear-sharing agreement as the most 
viable deterrence option, arguing that forward deployment of US tactical nuclear 
weapons would strengthen security commitments and reduce regional instability.

As the global security environment is rapidly changing, the sustainability of 
nuclear deterrence and extended deterrence remains a pressing challenge. The 
studies in this special issue highlight the complexities of deterrence in the face 
of shifting strategic realities. North Korea’s continued development of nuclear 
capabilities, coupled with uncertainties about US strategic commitments, has 
intensified regional insecurities and compelled South Korea to explore alternative 
deterrent measures. The findings presented in these articles reinforce the notion 
that effective deterrence requires more than just military capabilities—it relies 
on credibility, signaling, and strategic alignment among allies. Moving forward, 
policymakers must carefully assess the trade-offs between nuclear-sharing 
arrangements and independent nuclearization while ensuring that deterrence 
frameworks remain adaptive to emerging threats.
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Notes

1.	 I am grateful for the Reviewer’s comments on this issue.
2.	 South Korea initiated the denuclearization objective on the Korean Peninsula. In 
November 1991, President Roh announced the Declaration on the Denuclearization and 
Peacebuilding of the Korean Peninsula, followed by the Declaration on the Nonexistence 
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of Nuclear Weapons. These unilateral efforts were strategically intended to engage North 
Korea in the denuclearization process, which contributed and led to the historic South-
North Joint Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula in January 1992 
(Kim 2017).
3.	 More specifically, the survey results show that 64.3% of South Korean respondents 
support independent nuclearization, while 61.1% agree with a nuclear-sharing option (Kim, 
Kang, and Ham 2023). When presented with the possibility of sanctions being imposed 
if the South Korean government attempts to develop nuclear weapons, support for 
independent nuclearization drops to 54.7%. A survey conducted in the US by the Chicago 
Council on Global Affairs (Friedhoff 2024) shows that the American public is divided and 
uncertain about whether their allies should have nuclear weapons: 17% supports US allies 
possessing nuclear weapons, while 16% oppose it.
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