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From Peaceful Unification to Two Koreas? 
Paradigm Shifts in Inter-Korean Relations
By Christopher Green

For more than three decades, inter-Korean relations have oscillated between confrontation and cautious 
engagement, grounded in a shared yet contested aspiration—more honored in the breach than the 
observance—of eventual peaceful unification. This aspiration, rooted in nationalist ideals on both sides 
of the thirty-eighth parallel, has shaped the political lexicon and security posture of the two Koreas. Yet, 
developments throughout the past year suggest that North Korea under Kim Jong Un is abandoning the 
peaceful reunification paradigm altogether. 

At the turn of 2024, North Korea publicly reframed South Korea not as a compatriot regime but as a separate 
and hostile state. Speaking at a session of the country’s rubber-stamp parliament, Kim issued orders to 
transform that political decision into reality in the country’s society, military, and economy. Given the extent of 
these ambitions, it seems correct to conclude that the pivot marks a potentially irreversible rupture in inter-
Korean relations. Even if there were to be more flexibility in the policy line than currently appears to be the 
case, it would be one with consequences not only for the Korean Peninsula but also for regional geopolitics. 
 
This article explores three interrelated dimensions of North Korea’s policy turn. First, it examines the 
nature, drivers, and implementation of the country’s paradigm shift on unification and reconciliation, 
dating the beginning of the policy back to 2019 due to both the end of U.S.-North Korea dialogue and 
the global COVID-19 pandemic. Second, it analyzes the spectrum of South Korean political responses, 
from government policy to public sentiment. Finally, it reflects on the potential long-term implications of 
this shift for the future of the Korean Peninsula and the broader security environment in Northeast Asia.

Kim Jong Un’s Break with Reunification: Drivers and Implementation
Declaring the End of a Historical Mandate

In December 2023, Kim Jong Un trailed a noteworthy recalibration of the country’s approach to inter-
Korean relations. Kim articulated this new direction at an annual year-end plenary meeting of the Workers’ 
Party of Korea, which, since January 2020, has replaced the North Korean leader’s annual New Year’s 
speech and functioned as a forum for providing policy guidance across all fields for the year. Kim then 
repeated his position during a public appearance at a military installation on January 8, 2024, and the 
Supreme People’s Assembly (SPA), which functions as the country’s formal legislative body, ratified the 
policy changes on January 15.1 Speaking in stark terms during a speech to the SPA, Kim declared that 
the long-standing policy of pursuing peaceful unification with the South was no longer viable and would 
not be pursued. Therefore, he said that the North Korean people should be educated to regard South 
Korea as their country’s “primary foe and invariable principal enemy”—a complete reversal of previous 
rhetoric centered on shared ethnicity and historical destiny.2 
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He explained: 

Since our Republic definitely defined the ROK as a foreign country and the most hostile state 
after completely eliminating the original concept contradictory to reality that the ROK is the 
partner for reconciliation and reunification and the fellow countrymen, it is necessary to take 
legal steps to legitimately and correctly define the territorial sphere where the sovereignty of the 
DPRK as an independent socialist nation is exercised.3

Accordingly, North Korean authorities soon set about implementing the new policy line, going well 
past mere “legal steps” in doing so. A demolition crew was sent to the Monument to the Three-Point 
Charter for National Reunification, or the Arch of Reunification, a landmark situated on the outskirts of 
Pyongyang that had hitherto symbolized the commitment of Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Un’s grandfather 
and the founding leader of North Korea, to peaceful reunification.4 Concurrently, a number of online 
platforms previously administered by the United Front Department (UFD), the principal agency tasked 
with overseeing inter-Korean relations prior to the radical institutional reform, were taken offline.5 The 
UFD itself was also dismantled, with many of its functions relocated to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a 
logical step given the reframing of South Korea as a foreign country.6 The North Korean Constitution has 
also reportedly been revised to reflect the new posture. These revisions have not been independently 
verified, although a session of the SPA appeared to be convened in October 2024 partly to do so.7 

The policy reversal marks a clear departure from North Korea’s long-standing inter-Korean engagement 
strategy. The once-prominent slogan of “By Our Nation Itself” (uri minjok kkiri), a concept implied in the 
first inter-Korean statement of 1972 and that conceptually underpinned inter-Korean agreements in 2000, 
2007, and 2018, has disappeared from official discourse along with any and all rhetorical commitments 
to “peaceful unification.”8 The Unification Pavilion (tongilgak), a hall just across the demilitarized zone 
(DMZ) where the two Koreas met several times for peace talks, is now known simply as Panmun Hall 
(panmungwan).9 The steps that North Korea has taken since Kim’s declaration in early 2024—in fact, 
since the collapse of U.S.-North Korea dialogue in 2019—suggest a key working assumption: that the 
change to the country’s inter-Korean policy is a strategic shift of considerable duration, not a tactical one 
that may prove ephemeral. Kim hopes to fundamentally redefine the inter-Korean relationship as one of 
two sovereign and antagonistic entities rather than long-lost brothers.10 

History

One key question on North Korea’s policy shift involves the timing. It is no secret that alternating cycles 
of engagement and estrangement have long shaped inter-Korean relations. Limiting our focus to the 
twenty-first century, we can see how the period between 2000 and 2008 was characterized by cautious 
optimism under the “Sunshine Policy” of engagement initiated by President Kim Dae-jung in the late 
1990s and continued by his successor, Roh Moo-hyun, in the 2000s.11 The two presidents’ approach, 
rooted in humanitarian and economic cooperation with the North, brought about a certain degree of 
warming in inter-Korean relations and led to two inter-Korean summits in 2000 and 2007, where both 
sides reaffirmed the richly symbolic commitment to eventual peaceful unification. These initiatives 
helped open channels of dialogue and establish joint ventures such as tours to Mount Kumgang and 
the Kaesong Industrial Complex.12
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Conversely, fueled by North Korea’s first nuclear test in 2006 and a string of deadly incidents beginning 
with the death of a South Korean tourist in the North in the summer of 2008, consecutive conservative 
presidents Lee Myung-bak and Park Geun-hye moved to a strictly conditional approach to dialogue 
between 2008 and 2017, refusing to overlook North Korea’s development of nuclear weapons and 
ballistic missiles in contravention of an increasing number of UN resolutions. Lee’s “Vision 3000: 
Denuclearization and Openness” policy and Park’s “Trustpolitik” policy—their respective branding for 
what was mostly the same package of inter-Korean policies—emphasized a balance of pressure and 
cooperation.13 

A return to a version of the earlier period came with Moon Jae-in’s presidency from 2017 to 2022. It 
resulted in three summits with Kim Jong Un, a speech by Moon to a select audience of residents in 
Pyongyang, and a period of close U.S.-South Korea policy coordination under the first Donald Trump 
administration.14 Trump and Kim’s failure to reach a deal at the Hanoi Summit in February 2019 quickly 
reversed the momentum, however, and thereafter, North Korea became largely uninterested in seriously 
engaging either the United States or South Korea. Kim met with Trump (and Moon) in Panmunjom in 
July 2019, and North Korea attended working-level talks with U.S. officials in Sweden in October 2019, 
but without any of the impetus of the first two summit meetings. The COVID-19 pandemic erupted soon 
thereafter, and a policy review in Pyongyang birthed today’s anti-South orientation.

This brief historical overview shows that inter-Korean policy whiplash has been a feature of relations 
between the two countries for a long time. Sometimes, relatively warm inter-Korean relations, mostly 
under left-wing administrations in South Korea, brought North Korea financial and other material 
resources but also produced complex political tensions at home. At other times, frosty relations, usually 
with South Korea’s conservative administrations, alleviated North Korea’s ideological contradictions but 
reduced income flows, impoverishing segments of the patronage networks that keep the Kim regime 
afloat.15  

It is of great interest, therefore, that Kim Jong Un chose this moment to initiate a medium- to long-
term realignment of inter-Korean strategic culture. For Kim to have made such a firm and potentially 
irreversible decision implies that North Korea perceived serious risks in the period between 2020 and 
2024 that made the choice necessary, when it had not been necessary previously, and that the decision 
cannot have been driven simply by the shift in emphasis between the Moon administration and that of 
his successor, Yoon Suk Yeol.

Explaining the Shift: Domestic and Geopolitical Drivers
Domestic Pressures 

Regime security and continuity are the perennial concerns for Pyongyang, and Seoul is a (arguably the) 
major source of risk for regime security. As such, internal North Korean political and social factors are 
vital in explaining the timing of the inter-Korean rupture. 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the North Korean state had grown deeply wary of—and concerned 
by—South Korea’s cultural and informational influences on society. From the regime’s perspective, the 
spread of illicit South Korean cultural content among the North Korean population over many years 
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served as a pernicious influence on ordinary North Korean hearts and minds. To a lesser degree, political 
rapprochement between 2018 and 2019, during which South Korean music was played on North Korean 
television and then President Moon gave a speech in the May Day Stadium in Pyongyang, brought new 
and unwelcome ideas into the North.16 

Accordingly, amidst the enduring effects of its pandemic border closure, the regime sought to narrow 
the aperture through which South Korean cultural content or ideas might infiltrate, thus sending a clear 
message to the domestic population about the acceptable limits of cultural liberalization amidst a marked 
threat to regime stability. In other words, the pandemic presented an opportunity for Pyongyang, guided 
by the timeless maxim that a crisis must never be allowed to go to waste, to try and slam the door on 
South Korea’s negative influences, a policy through line that led to the infamous Law on Rejecting 
Reactionary Ideology and Culture in 2020, changes to the rules and regulations of the Korean Workers’ 
Party (KWP) in 2021, and the passage of the Pyongyang Cultural Language Protection Act in 2023.17 

The decision to reject South Korea altogether represents the denouement of this line of political thinking.18

Geopolitical Realignments 

Externally, the strategic environment surrounding the Korean Peninsula changed significantly, just 
as North Korea needed it to, creating a political and economic environment conducive to the policy 
shift Pyongyang wished to undertake. U.S.-China competition escalated, cementing North Korea’s 
relationship with its main trading ally.19 North Korea’s new comprehensive strategic partnership with 
Russia also brought opportunities for arms transfers and personnel deployments, economic and 
diplomatic insulation from Western pressure, and long-sought-after economic diversification away from 
China. At the UN Security Council, a Russian veto shuttered the Panel of Experts set up to monitor North 
Korean sanctions enforcement, opening the door to more and easier violations going forward.

Former South Korean President Yoon’s uncompromising stance toward North Korea, coupled with the 
Biden administration’s ambivalent policy of—in essence—strategic patience, served only to reinforce 
this dynamic, elevating the North Korean regime’s threat perception and leading it to conclude that 
there was nothing to lose. The conservative Yoon administration prioritized deterrence, expanded joint 
exercises with the United States, and promoted trilateral coordination with Japan. These choices were 
reasonable, but they were undertaken without any related attempt to engage North Korea.20 Thus, for 
Kim, South Korea’s constellation of policies only reaffirmed the desirability of casting the country as a 
strategic adversary rather than a potential partner. 

Operationalizing the New Doctrine

North Korea’s shift from a policy of cautious inter-Korean engagement to open hostility is far-reaching 
in practical terms. Pyongyang has been systematically embedding this doctrinal shift across its military 
strategy, domestic information environment, diplomatic alignments, and border security posture. 

First, North Korea has intensified the pace and scope of weapons development and testing, with the 
ultimate goal of securing second-strike capability.21 This has been a constant policy of the North Korean 
state over decades and, as such, is not directly related to its policy pivot toward South Korea. But it is 
important to note that the rhetoric surrounding its weapons programs has altered somewhat since 2021, 
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when Kim issued a list of military development goals for the country’s new five-year plan.22 The North 
Korean government has adopted a posture that increasingly emphasizes operational readiness and 
potential preemptive use—with South Korea as an explicit target.23

Second, regime propagandists have recalibrated state media to reflect the new adversarial framing 
of the South. They have scrubbed slogans promoting the ethnic unity of the two Koreas from official 
communications. Even weather forecasts no longer feature the entirety of the Korean Peninsula.24 Such 
messaging—a form of banal and effective statist communication—aims to reinforce a worldview in which 
adversarial coexistence, not eventual unification, becomes the normative frame.25

Third, North Korea has dismantled the institutional infrastructure built for inter-Korean dialogue. The 
regime blew up the Inter-Korean Liaison Office in Kaesong with great fanfare in the summer of 2020 
and ultimately severed virtually all remaining direct communication channels with the South Korean 
government, including military hotlines. North Korea also declared the Comprehensive Military 
Agreement (CMA), signed by the two at an inter-Korean summit in September 2018, as “void” after South 
Korea’s suspended portions of the agreement in response to a North Korean satellite launch.26 

Relatedly, at the inter-Korean border, the regime has moved to physically reinforce the conceptual break. 
In February 2024, the South Korean military observed North Korean military-construction units laying 
concrete roadblocks and anti-tank barriers along roads near the Military Demarcation Line.27 The same 
units have also dug up, barricaded, or otherwise obstructed rail and highway links originally developed 
under the 2000s-era engagement projects. North Korean authorities are also closely managing their 
northern border with China to tighten control over smuggling routes. These efforts reflect an intensified 
determination to isolate the population from external information flows, especially South Korean cultural 
content. 

Together, these developments illustrate how Pyongyang is operationalizing its doctrinal shift not as a 
rhetorical escalation but as a cross-domain restructuring of its national strategy. The dismantling of the 
unification apparatus, the securitization of the border, the adversarial rebranding of the South, and the 
embrace of alternative alliances suggest that North Korea now sees long-term strategic and ideological 
benefits in institutionalizing division—even at the cost of foregoing economic engagement and, perhaps 
more importantly from the North’s perspective, a measure of diplomatic flexibility. The Korean Peninsula 
may not yet be formally divided in law, but in practice, North Korea is preparing for that reality.

South Korea’s Political Responses and Interpretations
The Yoon Suk Yeol and Lee Jae Myung Administrations

Under President Yoon from 2022 to 2025, South Korea mirrored North Korea’s policy about-face 
by foregrounding deterrence and alliance coordination with the United States and Japan. The Yoon 
administration’s National Security Strategy, released in 2024, emphasized a “clear perception of the 
enemy”—clearly indicating that this is North Korea—and countering the threats posed by the North 
through robust trilateral cooperation with the United States and Japan.28 
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By contrast, the newly ruling Democratic Party (DP) has adopted a more ambivalent stance reflecting 
internal party configurations. While recognizing the gravity of Pyongyang’s actions, DP lawmakers argue 
that a complete disengagement from dialogue would foreclose future options. They advocate for a 
“conditional engagement” approach that maintains pressure but also leaves space for diplomacy.29 

The person whose views matter most at present is Lee Jae Myung, the former DP leader and newly 
anointed president, who spent time on the campaign trail advocating a policy of conditional engagement 
with North Korea rooted in—as Lee says—pragmatism and reducing the risks posed by North Korean 
nuclear weapons and their delivery systems. While he has been critical of Pyongyang’s provocative 
behavior and acknowledges the need for deterrence, Lee also emphasizes the dangers of abandoning 
inter-Korean dialogue altogether. He has called for the revival of humanitarian cooperation and 
suggested reestablishing liaison channels to lessen the likelihood of miscommunication or accidental 
escalation. Lee has also signaled support for revisiting the 2018 inter-Korean documents, including 
the military agreement that led to some level of de-escalation in the Yellow Sea. At the same time, Lee 
insists that denuclearization must remain a long-term objective and that economic engagement, which 
North Korea has effectively forsworn, should proceed only if the North demonstrates tangible restraint 
in its weapons programs.

Lee’s somewhat ambivalent, middle-ground approach largely reflects how deeply divided South Korean 
progressives and civil society more broadly have become over inter-Korean issues. Humanitarian 
organizations warn that abandoning engagement entirely would worsen the plight of the North 
Korean people, who are deprived of basic human rights and suffer from high levels of malnutrition and 
impoverishment.30 Religious groups and academic voices also lament what they see as the erosion of 
a national ethos of reconciliation.31 Yet, even within these sectors, the belief in near-term unification is 
waning, replaced by calls for stable coexistence and humanitarian pragmatism.

Public Opinion: Disillusionment and Realignment

The shifting politics of unification reflect the fact that for two decades, a growing number of South 
Koreans have seen unification as unnecessary or undesirable.32 Economic concerns, cultural divergence, 
and security fears have all contributed to this reassessment, which has been happening mostly along 
generational lines. Younger South Koreans, raised in a hyper-connected, globally oriented society, 
tend to view North Korea less as family and more as a foreign—even alien—polity.33 The emotional 
resonance of unification has faded, replaced by pragmatic anxieties about the financial burden and 
social integration challenges it would entail. While older generations still voice support for reunification 
in principle, even they acknowledge the deepening divide in identity, politics, and daily life. 

Shifts in perception of this type are relatively subtle, but over time, they shape how societies imagine the 
future—and whether reconciliation remains within the realm of possibility. There is no particular reason 
to believe that North Korean citizens, already exposed to decades of ideological insulation, see things 
dramatically differently, and the regime’s recent efforts to erase kinship narratives further entrench an 
adversarial posture.
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Popular culture reflects these ongoing shifts. In the democratic era of the 1990s, South Korean dramas 
and films depicted North Koreans as either sympathetic victims of circumstance or comic figures. This 
persisted into the twenty-first century, but more recent works, conversely, came to treat the North as 
distant or alien. Themes of surveillance, defection, and espionage dominated films such as Secret 

Reunion (2010), The Spies (2012), The Berlin File (2013), and Secretly, Greatly (2013).34

It should be noted that this erosion of unification sentiment among South Koreans does not ipso facto 
mean hostility toward North Koreans as people, although events that foreground the most distasteful 
elements of North Korea’s brutal politics—sobbing crowds at the funeral of Kim Jong Il in December 2011, 
which suggested (inaccurately, but nevertheless) a brainwashed North Korean populace, or the ruthless 
purge and execution of Jang Song Thaek in December 2013—do have the capacity to diminish South 
Koreans’ feelings of similarity to the people of North Korea.35 Rather, it reflects a profound disillusionment 
with the anachronistic and nuclearized state apparatus in Pyongyang and a broader sense that peaceful 
reconciliation may no longer be feasible, irrespective of its alleged desirability as an end-state. This 
attitudinal shift is, perhaps, the most underappreciated development of all—and one that is contributing 
to reshaping South Korean policy discourse in real-time.36

The most recent collapse of inter-Korean engagement is often described in terms of broken summits 
or canceled agreements. But something deeper is unfolding—a mutual redefinition of what the two 
Koreas are to each other. For North Korea, as Kim made clear in his January 2024 speech, the South 
is no longer a wayward sibling to be reunited with but a hostile state aligned with foreign powers. In 
the South, the North has long appeared as a foreign country rather than a long-lost twin. To reiterate, 
this is not just a failure of diplomacy; rather, it is the erosion of a shared narrative that once—however 
tenuously—linked the two.

That is why strategic concerns alone are insufficient to fully explain North Korea’s change. Kim could 
have pursued confrontation without scrapping the principle of peaceful unification—just as South Korea 
strengthened its defense without revisiting its own constitutional vision of national reunification.37 What 
has changed is not only the relationship between the two states but the stories they tell about the 
relationship. The narrative of one people divided by history has long been giving way to a view of two 
distinct nations with separate futures. In this sense, identity and perception are shaping policy just as 
much as missiles and alliances. The shift now underway is not simply tactical; it is conceptual. 

Implications for Inter-Korean Relations and Regional Security

The implications of the paradigm shift are far-reaching. At the inter-Korean level, military escalation is an 
ever-present risk. The breakdown of prior agreements—such as the 2018 inter-Korean military deal that 
Lee Jae Myung says he wishes to revive—has already led to increased border tensions. Diplomatically, 
channels of communication have fallen silent. Inter-Korean hotlines, liaison offices, and family reunion 
programs—once symbols of cautious engagement—are either defunct, abandoned, or destroyed. The 
prospects for renewed talks are dim.
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Assuming the status quo persists, as seems likely, South Korea will eventually begin to adapt to the new 
reality that unification with North Korea is not a widely desired or sought-after outcome. While no South 
Korean administration is likely to explicitly renounce the constitutional principle of unification—such 
an action would carry a high cost in terms of political capital and yield little reward—bureaucratic and 
curricular reforms may gradually de-emphasize the principle in the way that popular culture already 
does.38 National identity, long anchored in the idea of a singular Korean people, can be redefined in 
ways that normalize the two-state status quo, which tracks existing sentiment changes among the public 
in any case.

The collapse of the unification paradigm is doomed to reverberate beyond the Korean Peninsula. Most 
immediately, it will strengthen the rationale underpinning the U.S.-South Korea-Japan security triangle. 
Trilateral missile defense integration, joint command-and-control systems, and shared intelligence 
platforms are all already underway or in the plans. Whilst the Lee administration might not trumpet these 
as successes in the way the Yoon administration used to, Lee has already indicated that they will not be 
forsworn either. President Yoon’s rapprochement with Japan will outlive his failed administration, and 
with good reason. These arrangements serve not only to deter North Korea but also to hedge against 
rising Chinese assertiveness in the Taiwan Strait and South China Sea, making them a no-brainer for 
everyone involved, including the United States, which values highly its presence inside the first island 
chain. Northeast Asian security concerns are being integrated at pace, driven primarily by U.S.-China 
competition and the repercussions of the Ukraine conflict. North Korea’s policy pivot is an additional 
catalyst on the one hand and, on the other, likely to be cemented in place by the changing security 
landscape.

Conclusion

We do not yet know whether the Korean unification era that began in 1945 is truly over, but its decline 
is well underway in practice. Kim Jong Un’s explicit abandonment of even a rhetorical commitment 
to peaceful unification has crystallized what many analysts have long suspected: that the North’s 
political leadership now sees strategic advantage in institutionalized division. This presents an identity 
challenge—one that demands a recalibration of policy and a reckoning with deeply held national ideals.

With both Koreas appearing to settle into a long-term posture, the road ahead is uncertain. Several 
scenarios are possible, each capable of shaping the future in divergent ways. 

The first is a continued stalemate, where intermittent tensions flare along the DMZ and in cyberspace, 
but neither side crosses proverbial red lines. This would resemble a protracted Cold War dynamic, with 
robust deterrence but limited engagement. For this, the two Koreas would need to find ways to initiate 
dialogue if they wish to know each other’s red lines, and the influence of Russia on North Korea will have 
to be mostly stabilizing, rather than the opposite. 

A second, more volatile path—emerging from a failure or unwillingness from one side or the other to 
initiate dialogue, and with Russia actively stoking instability—involves accidental or calculated escalation. 
Given the militarization of the inter-Korean border and the lack of functional communication channels,
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a misstep or tactical provocation could spiral into open conflict. For now, both sides have incentives to 
avoid this outcome, but an absence of guardrails would increase latent risk.

A third scenario of selective re-engagement cannot be ruled out. If conditions change sufficiently—for 
example, a leadership shift in either Korea, external pressure from the United States or China, a too-
good-to-refuse offer emanating from the Trump administration, or a severe economic crisis engulfing 
the North—tactical dialogue could resume. However, even this would likely be transactional rather than 
transformative, ultimately aimed at goals other than peaceful unification. Even here, there would be no 
turning back to the past.39

Given the desirability of an outcome that preserves the somewhat fragile peace and security of the 
Korean Peninsula, it is time for the international community to reconsider its role as well. For decades, 
the default approach of international actors to Korean diplomacy has been to treat unification as the 
end goal to be encouraged or facilitated. That assumption appears to be no longer tenable. The United 
States, Japan, the European Union, the United Nations, and other actors will need to adopt a more 
flexible framework that acknowledges the reality of division while still advocating for peace, human 
rights, and nuclear restraint. 

At present, the task for North and South Korea is to manage their shared conceptual separation without 
closing the door entirely on future transformation. History on the peninsula has shown that periods of 
hostility can give way to surprise openings. But the terms of engagement must now be rebuilt from the 
ground up. That process begins with a clear-eyed understanding of where the relationship stands today: 
not at a crossroads, but on a new and very different path.
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