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In 2025, both North Korea and Iran remain pressing matters of concern for the United States, as they have
been for much of these initial two-and-a-half decades of the twenty-first century. However, while Iran continues
to be the most pressing case of near-term nuclear proliferation concern, North Korea has emerged as a capable
nuclear adversary of the United States. Since the expulsion of the International Atomic Energy Agency from
North Korea in 2009, the country’s nuclear fuel cycle capabilities, ballistic missile development efforts, and
nuclear weaponization endeavors have all been effectively unconstrained. The U.S. intelligence community has
repeatedly assessed in recent years, as it did in March, that Kim Jong Un, the North Korean leader, “has no

intention of negotiating away his strategic weapons programs.”

Iran, meanwhile, submitted to intrusive verification provisions under the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA) but, in the aftermath of the United States’ violation of that agreement in 2018 under the first
Trump administration, undertook a series of deliberate measures to bring itself closer to a nuclear weapon.
Today, the Trump administration, in its second incarnation, seeks to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear
weapon, prioritizing diplomacy with the specter of possible military action looming in the background.

Iran, unlike North Korea, does not possess nuclear

o|2t2 S5tu} E2| R |E HQsin weapons, but enjoys what may be termed nuclear

OJX|i= OFX|OF '&H QIH|E AEf'0|| QUL threshold status; its ability to assemble 2.1 single

= A o = olale CIoh nuclear weapon has been best measured in days,

= T UCL £, O]ZH2 TR0 not months, following the slow collapse of the
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Korea and Iran are no longer best taxonomized as
problems of the same class has become apparent.
Consider for instance that the Biden administration’s 2022 National Defense Strategy categorized both states under

the category of “Other Persistent Threats” to the country, subservient to the much larger perceived challenges
from China and Russia. This significantly understated the nature of the North Korean challenge, which was
severe at the time and has grown worse since. North Korea and Iran, notably, shared this category with “violent
extremist organizations,” despite the United States’ intelligence community having assessed as eatly as 2017
that Pyongyang had the ability to deliver nuclear weapons on ballistic missiles.


https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/pressreleases/iaea-inspectors-depart-dprk
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2025-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://2009-2017.state.gov/e/eb/tfs/spi/iran/jcpoa/
https://2009-2017.state.gov/e/eb/tfs/spi/iran/jcpoa/
https://www.axios.com/2025/05/04/trump-iran-nuclear-program-dismantled
https://www.axios.com/2025/05/04/trump-iran-nuclear-program-dismantled
https://media.defense.gov/2022/Oct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/north-korea-now-making-missile-ready-nuclear-weapons-us-analysts-say/2017/08/08/e14b882a-7b6b-11e7-9d08-b79f191668ed_story.html
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By 2022, evidence indicated that the United States started reasoning differently about the North Korea problem.
In May 2022, U.S. Strategic Command, the U.S. combatant command responsible for global nuclear operations,

hosted the first-ever nuclear deterrence symposium dedicated to North Korea—a distinction only previously

afforded to America’s two other nuclear adversaries, Russia and China. In December 2024, the outgoing Biden
administration’s unclassified summary of the president’s nuclear employment guidance, meanwhile, notably
classed North Korea alongside Russia and China as part of a complex world of “multiple nuclear competitors.”

Ripple Effects: Shifting Geopolitics and Strained Alliances

While the United States largely now acknowledges North Korea as a nuclear deterrence challenge, this has not
come without costs for its broader national interests and strategic goals. Above all, North Korea’s growing
nuclear capabilities, while they have implicated U.S. national security interests in ways unseen in the past, have
also come to apply stress to the country’s alliance with South Korea. Understandably, South Korean threat

perceptions have sharply risen, particulatly following Kim Jong Un’s open invocation in January 2021 of a
strategic directive to seek the development of tactical nuclear weapons that would be used almost exclusively
against South Korea-based targets at the Eighth Party Congress of the Korean Workers’ Party that year. As a

result, South Korean public support for an independent nuclear capability and tougher bargaining with the
United States over new measures of allied reassurance have followed.

Under the Biden administration, the United States undertook measures to address these growing sources of
anxiety. Most notably, in April 2023, the United States and South Korea announced the Washington
Declaration, a leader-level endorsement of a new Nuclear Consultative Group within the alliance to address

nuclear scenarios involving North Korea and a new leadership communication mechanism modeled on
NATO’s 1962 Athens Guidelines. These were largely “software” solutions to the new stresses on extended

deterrence that emerged due to North Korea’s growing nuclear capabilities.

In the Middle East today, the North Korean experience should be a reminder of the far-flung costs of successful
Iranian proliferation and weaponization. A decision by

Iran to leave the Nonproliferation Treaty and deploy OIIE—I'OI ‘il%,l‘ﬂ'a'xlf_gf(NPT)O"kl
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nuclear weapons would undermine U.S. security ElE|Sl D SHELD|E HlX|S)7| =
interests in the broader region, including with non- "
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treaty-based partners, such as Israel and Saudi Arabia.
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With Saudi Arabia, the prospect of follow-on e N
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proliferation would loom as well; Saudi Crown Prince =
Mohammed Bin Salman has repeatedly stated, on OtH 0|2 2261 fi&det 2ot

record, that his country would seek the bomb if Iran
were to successfully proliferate. As the North Korea experience has shown in Northeast Asia, nuclear
proliferation, for the United States, is not a strictly bilateral matter; the ripple effects shift regional geopolitics

and strain alliances.


https://www.wsj.com/world/asia/u-s-confronts-uncomfortable-reality-about-north-koreas-nuclear-program-11658322000
https://media.defense.gov/2024/Nov/15/2003584623/-1/-1/1/REPORT-ON-THE-NUCLEAR-EMPLOYMENT-STRATEGY-OF-THE-UNITED-STATES.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2024/Nov/15/2003584623/-1/-1/1/REPORT-ON-THE-NUCLEAR-EMPLOYMENT-STRATEGY-OF-THE-UNITED-STATES.PDF
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/0163660X.2021.1969089
https://keia.org/event/the-south-korean-nuclear-armament-debate/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/0163660X.2024.2326727
https://carnegieendowment.org/posts/2023/05/the-washington-declaration-is-a-software-upgrade-for-the-us-south-korea-alliance?lang=en
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/sep/21/crown-prince-confirms-saudi-arabia-seek-nuclear-arsenal-iran-develops-one
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Domestic U.S. Politics and Credible Commitments

A|2 o 47to| o[y MX|o| 2245t Beyond this, however-, the recent histo-ry of both North
Korea and Iran policy does contain an unsettling
HiSl= 0|=0| o[z} 53t F 7|9} takeaway for future U.S. efforts on both fronts.

Maxo=z Fundamentally, swings in domestic politics in recent
years have deeply affected the United States’ ability to
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both countries. These problems ate not fundamentally

new—for instance, North Korea saw during the course of the implementation of the 1994 Agreed Framework

how U.S. lawmakers could frustrate the timely delivery of promised concessions—but have grown worse as
political polarization has deepened in the United States. The first Trump administration, for instance, placed
the United States in violation of its commitments under the 2015 JCPOA despite a lack of evidence that Iran,

at the time of the May 2018 decision, was in compliance with the agreement. What mattered more for the

administration was that the agreement had
been negotiated by his predecessor, Barack
Obama. As Trump, now back for a second
non-consecutive term, seeks to renegotiate an S
agreement with Iran, he will almost certainl o 749 x| S{AlOLO
regach a deal that is infetiot in intrusiveness}j Ao= EOID:L S EEE ° e
thoroughness, and technical depth than the
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U.S. diplomatic experience over decades in J I6 6|0| Tl:':-'l:l'

engaging North Korea. While no diplomatic

engagement between the two countries has

taken place since a working-level meeting in October 2019, up until that point, each time Washington and
Pyongyang returned to the negotiating table, North Korea’s leverage in talks was greater. For instance, the
February 2019 Hanoi summit meeting collapsed largely due to what the United States perceived to be an
audacious North Korean demand for disproportionate relief from international sanctions in exchange for just
part of its weapons-grade nuclear material production capability. While North Korea currently expresses no
interest in reengaging the United States, the shared experiences with both Tehran and Pyongyang suggest that
future diplomacy will be limited in the types of concessions it might extract. Next time, the United States might
find itself, for instance, contemplating sanctions relief after all—and only in exchange, potentially, for a
moratorium by North Korea on long-range missile and nuclear test, something Kim was willing to unilaterally
offer up in April 2018.

Lessons Learned

Despite this grim history, there are lessons from the experience of the last few decades that the United States
should be willing to draw on as it seeks to orient its policies toward the Korean Peninsula for the future. First,
Washington will have to anticipate that its adversarial diplomatic counterparties, North Korea included, are
likely to seek what might be termed a political risk premium in their negotiations Washington.


https://www.armscontrol.org/act/1997-01/press-releases/nuclear-deal-north-korea-back-track-after-sub-incident
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2018-01/trumps-decision-us-role-iran-nuclear-deal
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/north-korea/2019-03-05/hanoi-summit-was-doomed-start
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/north-korea/2019-03-05/hanoi-summit-was-doomed-start
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/20/world/asia/kim-jong-un-hotline-korea.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/20/world/asia/kim-jong-un-hotline-korea.html
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With North Korea, in particular, this will mean that a Trump

administration may find yet another hurdle to engagement, despite the president’s stated belief in a strong
personal relationship with Kim Jong Un. Additionally, with far greater diplomatic leverage now than in the past
due to his growing nuclear capabilities and a growing alliance with Russia, Kim will drive a tougher bargain than
in the past if he chooses to engage. A particular risk is that Trump’s determination to change the U.S. security
paradigm with North Korea could lead him to entirely bypass South Korean concerns, doing harm to the

alliance and raising the risk of South Korean proliferation, too. Such an outcome would no doubt draw sharp

criticism from Democrats, who may then seek to disrupt or reverse engagement to repair the alliance.

The feasibility of Trump’s bid to reengage Kim Jong Un,

however, could be affected by the fate of his outreach to

0} o|gtatel 2| FHA0||A Iran. While Kim likely understands that Trump views
ofr MIIE HEL Lo w2} JskeS their personal relationship differently than the
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predicament the United States faces with Iran, Trump can
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E=ET M demonstrate that the demise of the Hanoi Summit would

not be repeated. Similarly, Trump’s May 2025 historic
encounter in Damascus, Syria, with the new Syrian leader Ahmed al-Sharaa may have shown Kim that during
this second term, Trump is willing to undertake bold overtures, unconstrained by his advisors. Kim, however,
has more options than he did in 2019, particularly due to the sharply improved relationship he enjoys today
with Russia. The administration’s bid to reengage North Korea will need to acknowledge these new realities.

Despite this, the United States should fundamentally seek to reconcile its newfound recognition of the nuclear
deterrence dynamics with North Korea with its enduring grand strategic interest in nonproliferation, including

as it pursues risk reduction with Pyongyang.

The ROK-US Policy Brief is a joint publication between the Seoul National University Institute for Peace and Unification
Studlies (IPUS) and The George Washington University Institute for Korean Studies (GWIKS)
dedicated to exploring current Korea-related policy matters within regional and global contexts.
Disclaimer:

The views expressed in the ROK-US Policy Brief are those of the authors alone, and should not be taken to
represent the views of the editor, IPUS, GWIKS or any other organization.


https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cd7d2g19q00o
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2024-07/news/north-korea-russia-strengthen-military-ties
https://carnegieendowment.org/emissary/2025/04/south-korea-trump-100-days-nuclear-weapons-trade-tariffs?lang=en



