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AAbbssttrraacctt  
 

North Korea is unlikely to willingly relinquish its nuclear program because of its importance 

to the political economy of the DPRK state and the perpetuation of the Kim Jong-il regime.  

It is clear that the nuclear program has great intrinsic value to Pyongyang, its role as a 

defensive deterrent and important element in Pyongyang’s offensive asymmetric war 

strategy.  The nuclear program functions as a bargaining chip in international diplomacy to 

extract economic inputs for its moribund economy, in domestic politics as vehicle for 

bureaucratic interests, and as a rallying symbol of the country’s hyper-nationalist ideology.  

At the same time, regional states lack a credible strategy for coaxing North Korea into 

nuclear relinquishment due to their lack of leverage over the Kim regime, the absence of 

unity in addressing the nuclear issue and the incongruence of their wider strategic goals vis-à-

vis North Korea.  Given this state of affairs, regional countries will have no choice but to 

accept North Korea as a nuclear power and manage regional relations through deterrence.  To 

increase the stability of this environment, regional states may consider unconditional 

normalisation of political and economic relations with North Korea. 
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PPrreeffaaccee  
 

 

 

Analysis of a country like North Korea that imposes such severe restrictions on the flow of 

information across its borders is complicated by impediments to the development of a chain 

of evidence.  It is important at this juncture to acknowledge the limitations of the data sample 

used in this thesis and account for any potential bias that may lie herein.  There is not the 

wealth of primary data available that one could expect to access if studying another country.  

Much of this information is available in South Korea, in Korean, which is an obstacle for a 

researcher based in Adelaide, Australia, with minimal understanding of hangul.  Where 

possible and/or practical, this thesis has drawn on primary data, including government 

documents and official statistics obtained online and through direct observation on two trips 

to the region: a July 2008 research trip to South Korea, and a three-month stay in Dandong, 

China, during 2004, on the west bank of the Yalu River facing North Korea.  Where access to 

primary data is limited, the thesis draws heavily on secondary sources written in English.  

Peer reviewed books and articles are the most prized secondary sources, followed by non-

government organisation (NGO) reports and expert commentaries.  Where appropriate, 

attempts have been made to corroborate primary data and secondary written sources with 

interview testimony from academics, journalists and think-tank policy analysts, gathered 

during the aforementioned trip to South Korea in 2008.  Where interview testimony has been 

used, a description of the interviewee is provided in the footnotes to establish their credibility 

as a source of information.   

 

The reliance on English language sources may bias data collection toward predominantly 

American and Australian perspectives on the nuclear issue.  Every effort has been made to 
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access work by South Korean, Chinese and Japanese scholars, however it is acknowledged 

that a larger and more extensive literature on this subject exists in the native languages of 

those countries.  In relation to the use of Korean words and names, the thesis uses the 

McCune-Reischauer system of transliteration (without breves). 

 

It is for these reasons that the scope of the thesis is limited to providing a fresh interpretation 

of the existing academic literature in order to address its research hypothesis, rather than a 

more ambitious project requiring sustained access to large amounts of primary data.  Despite 

these limitations, the thesis provides a comprehensive analysis of the North Korean nuclear 

issue and reaches conclusions that provide a substantive addition to the scholarly debate on 

this topic. 
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