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The year 2024 has been a defining year for the Kovean peninsula, characterized by
severe political crises, escalating inter-Korean hostilities, and shifting international
alignments. In South Kovea, the attempted imposition of martial law by President
Yoon Suk-yeol and his subsequent impeachment exposed the weaknesses of its in-
stitutional system and deepened political polarization, but it also demonstrated the
vitality of cvil society in swiftly responding to the threat to democracy. Meanwhile,
North Korea formally abandoned the idea of reunification, declaring South Korea
a «hostile state» while continuing military provocations, including missile tests and
non-conventional tactics, such as the launch of trash-filled balloons. Pyongyang’s
growing strategic alignment with Russia, highlighted by the Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership signed during Viadimir Putin’s visit to North Korea, raised concerns
about regional security and arms proliferation. Amid these developments, South Ko-
rea sought to reinforce its trilateral alliance with the United States and Japan while
navigating complex diplomatic relations with China and Southeast Asia. As political
uncertainty persists in Seoul and inter-Korean tensions reach new heights, the trajec-
tory of the Korean peninsula remains uncertain. The coming months will be critical
n determining whether stability can be restored or whether the Korean peninsula will
continue on its trajectory of deepening division and conflict.
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1. Introduction

The events that took place on the Korean peninsula in 2024, character-
ized by profound political crises, escalating inter-Korean hostilities, and
significant shifts in regional and global alliances, marked an important
turning point in the political and social development of the two Koreas

* This article is the outcome of a joint research effort of the two authors. More
specifically, however, Marco Milani wrote sections 1; 2.1; 2.2; 2.3 and 3.1, Antonio
Fiori wrote sections 2.4; 4.1; 4.2 and 5.
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and represented the completion of processes that had been in the making
for several years.

South Korea faced an unprecedented constitutional crisis that tested
the resilience of its political system. Strong political polarization has been a
key feature of the domestic political development since the democratic tran-
sition in 1987, due mainly to the legacy of four decades of authoritarian rule
and of continuous struggle by the political and social opposition. This po-
larization reached extremely high level after the 2022 presidential elections,
in which Yoon Suk-yeol won with the slightest margin in the country’s his-
tory, and in the following years characterized by tension and confrontation
between the two main parties, that was reflected in the recurring conflicts
between the two main political institutions — the presidency and the Na-
tional Assembly — controlled by the opposing parties. This tension reached
its peak with the imposition of a 6-hour martial law by President Yoon Suk-
yeol, on 3 December, repealed by a unanimous vote of the National Assem-
bly, and the subsequent impeachment process. These events left the country
in a state of deep crisis and instability, and underscored the weaknesses of
the country’s institutions, but they also led to an immediate mobilization of
the opposition and the civil society, as a testimony of the vitality of political
participation. Despite the attempted coup by the president being imme-
diately repelled, the deep social divisions within the country remained as
represented by the protests, party realignments, and mass demonstrations
that took place before and after the declaration of martial law.

While South Korea struggled with domestic political crises, North Ko-
rea undertook a process of transformation under the leadership of Kim
Jong Un. Specifically, the regime decided to amend its Constitution to
formally designate South Korea as a «hostile state», marking a historic de-
parture from previous rhetoric on Korean reunification — also supported
by the previous leaders — and effectively consolidating the two Koreas as
adversaries in political, military, and ideological dimensions. This shift was
accompanied by the usual military provocations, including missile tests and
artillery exchanges with the South along the Northern Limit Line, but also
by new propaganda campaigns, such as the launch of balloons filled with
trash into South Korean territory.

North Korea’s hard-line stance was not limited to inter-Korean re-
lations, but it materialized also in the active pursuit of a policy aimed at
strengthening its strategic partnership with Russia. Particularly, the Com-
prehensive Strategic Partnership between Moscow and Pyongyang, signed
during Vladimir Putin’s visit to North Korea in June, signalled a deepening
military and economic collaboration between the two countries, raising con-
cerns among the international community about potential arms transfers
and geopolitical realignments in Northeast Asia.

In this context, South Korea’s foreign policy continued to move along
the lines of the previous two years. The Yoon administration continued its
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efforts to reinforce the trilateral partnership with the United States and
Japan. This included expanded military cooperation, intelligence-sharing
agreements, and joint statements condemning North Korea’s arms ship-
ments to Russia. South Korea’s diplomatic outreach extended to ASEAN
and NATO, emphasizing its role as a «global pivotal state» amid growing
regional tensions.

2. Domestic politics

2.1. The road towards the legislative elections

Political polarization in South Korea has significantly deepened since Yoon
Suk-yeol assumed the presidency in 2022, driven by a combination of struc-
tural, ideological, and institutional factors that have intensified confronta-
tions across the political spectrum. At the heart of this polarization lies the
entrenched ideological division between conservatives and progressives, a
divide that has long shaped South Korean politics but has become particu-
larly acrimonious in recent years. Under Yoon, the framing of political con-
flict has often been zero-sum, with opponents portrayed not as adversaries
within a democratic system, but as threats to the nation itself. This dynamic
has contributed to an increasingly hostile political culture, where compro-
mise is rare and mutual distrust prevails.

The political polarization that had been brewing in South Korea since
the 2022 presidential campaign [Shin et al. 2024], reached a tragic new high
point on 2 January 2024, when the leader of the opposition Democratic Par-
ty (DP) and former presidential candidate Lee Jae-myung was attacked with
a knife and stabbed on the neck by an extremist, during a news conference
in Busan [Kang et al. 2024, 3 January]. After having been immediately hos-
pitalized, Lee’s conditions appeared to be serious but not life-threatening,
despite the wounds suffered, and on 10 January he was released from the
hospital [Borowiec 2024, 10 January]. As quickly emerged from the police
investigation, that arrested the aggressor almost immediately, and from the
note left by him, the attack had been planned for months with the specific
goal of killing Lee Jae-myung to prevent him from becoming president in
the future and to punish him for his corruption allegation [Kim 2024, 10
January]. As expected, the entire South Korean political spectrum immedi-
ately expressed solidarity to Lee and strongly condemned the attack. Lee
himself expressed hope that the extreme gesture would lead to the end of
the politics of hatred and confrontation and a return to mutual respect and
co-existence among the different political parties.

Unfortunately, soon after the attack the bipartisan condemnation of
the extreme political climate gave way to a return to polarization and ten-
sion within the country. This was clearly shown by a second violent assault
that involved a politician from the conservative People Power Party (PPP)
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and former spokesperson of President Yoon Suk-yeol, Bae Hyun-jin, who
was attacked and hit on the head with a rock on 25 January [Yoon and Kim
2024, 25 January]. This was the troubled situation that the country was fac-
ing while preparing for the legislative elections for the National Assembly
scheduled for 10 April. The elections were considered particularly import-
ant, by both political fronts: on one hand, President Yoon and the conser-
vatives needed to change the progressive parliamentary majority, that had
been in place since the 2020 elections, in order to implement a series of
key reforms, such as education, labour and pensions, and to boost the con-
sensus of the president that had been decreasing during the term; on the
other hand, the progressives wanted to keep, and possibly increase, their
majority in the National Assembly to continue blocking the conservative
plan for domestic reforms and also to give a further blow to Yoon’s already
precarious image.

The reorganization process of both political parties had already start-
ed towards the end of 2023, with the PPP electing a new leader supposed-
ly close to the president, former Minister of Justice Han Dong-hoon, and
the Democratic Party still dominated by Lee Jae-myung. Prominent former
members of the two main parties created new parties: Lee Jun-seok, former
leader of the PPP, established the centrist New Reform Party on 20 January
and Lee Nak-yon, former prime minister from the DP, created the New
Future Party on 4 February, after the failing attempt to join forces with Lee
Jun-seok [Jung 2024, 20 February]; Cho Kuk, former Minister of Justice un-
der Moon Jae-in, created the left-wing Rebuilding Korea Party on 3 March
[Han 2024, 3 March].

The already polarized and tense situation was further complicated by
a widespread protest among doctors against the government’s decision to
increase the number of admissions to Medical Schools from 3.000 to 5.000,
starting from 2025. The protest began with a massive resignation of young
resident and intern doctors from the main university hospitals in Seoul on
20 February. The government responded by keeping its plan in place, re-
fusing to negotiate and threatening to suspend the medical licenses of the
striking doctors [Park and Park 2024, 26 February]. This led to an increase
in the support for the protest among doctors, in early March, and a stale-
mate destined to last for a long time. With the election fast approaching, the
president decided to stick to his position and portray the protesting doctors
as a self-serving group that wanted to keep their privileges, betting on the
public outrage towards the disservice in the health care system.

2.2. The progressive success at the legislative elections and its consequences

When the elections finally arrived, on Wednesday 10 April, the results
marked a clear victory for the Democratic Party and its allies and a resound-
ing defeat for Yoon and for the conservatives of the People Power Party. Out
of the 300 total seats, the DP won 161 seats from the majority constituencies
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and 14 from the proportional representation; in addition, Cho Kuk’s left-
wing party obtained 12 proportional seats. This left the conservatives with
108 seats (90 from majority constituencies and 18 from proportional rep-
resentation), the worst defeat for a ruling party in the country’s history. The
remaining five seats went to smaller parties: 3 to the New Reform and one
each to the New Future and the Progressive Party [NEC 2024a; NEC 2024b].

The result strongly reinvigorated the progressive opposition, par-
ticularly the Democratic Party and its leader Lee Jae-myung. With a new
and stronger majority, the party increased its ability to block the execu-
tive’s reforms and to advance their own political agenda in the Parliament,
in preparation for the forthcoming presidential elections. Despite the veto
power being a prerogative of the president in the Korean political system,
the progressive forces could still use their majority as a powerful political in-
strument, approving laws and submitting them to the president for promul-
gation so that he then had to take responsibility and explain why he refused
to approve them.

At the same time, the outcome of the elections was a clear defeat for
the PPP and for the president. The leader of the party, Han Dong-hoon, in
charge only since the previous December and unable to get elected himself,
decided to immediately resign the day after the elections, taking respon-
sibility for the defeat [Jeong and Lee 2024, 11 April]. The approval rate
of Yoon Suk-yeol plummeted to its lowest level at 23% the week after the
election [Yoon 2024, 19 April]. The prospect of the president was that of
remaining a «lame duck», with an opposing National Assembly throughout
his entire term until 2027. While it was Han who paid the political price for
the defeat, the elections were interpreted as a referendum on Yoon’s first
two years in office and were negatively affected also by the scandals that
involved people very close to the president, including the first lady.

In addition to political polarization, the situation continued to de-
teriorate at the social level. In mid-June, a massive strike and demonstra-
tion of doctors, in support of the protest that started in February, hit the
health system in the country, undermining the hard-line stance maintained
by the government [Young 2024, 18 June]. On 7 June, workers of Samsung
Electronics went on strike for the first time in the history of the company,
demanding an improvement in their working conditions and salary [Young
and Tobin 2024, 7 June]. The protest continued in July, when unionized
workers at Samsung proclaimed an indefinite strike after a first three-day
strike had started on 8 July. The workers’ protest ended after one month
with approximately 6.500 participants — a small percentage of the total —
without achieving any practical results [Yoo and Lee 2024, 2 August].

During the summer, both main parties held internal elections for the
leadership: within the PPP, the former leader Han Dong-hoon, who had re-
signed immediately after the legislative elections, was re-elected on 23 July
to lead the party with the 62,8% of the votes, after defeating the three other
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candidates [Yi 2024, 23 July]; in the Democratic Party the leadership of Lee
Jae-myung was reconfirmed on 18 August with the 85,4% of the votes [Kim
and Lee 2024, 19 August].

In September, the government started to take practical measures to
strengthen its position and recover some of the lost approval in the eyes
of the public opinion. On 29 August, Yoon presented his plan to reform
the pension system [Park 2024, 29 August] and soon after the government
announced that it was open to revise the quota for the admissions at Med-
ical Schools for 2026 and it was willing to start a negotiation with doctors
and other political parties to resolve the deadlock that was lasting since the
protest began in February [Jung 2024, 8 September]. In early September,
Yoon also reshuffled some key ministries in the government, including the
Minister of Defence for which he nominated Kim Yong-hyun, former chief
of the Presidential Security Service and close acquaintance of the president
[King 2024, 10 September].

During the same weeks, the opposition started taking advantage of
the political success of the legislative elections and put its parliamentary
majority to use. On 19 September, the National Assembly approved three
controversial laws, including one that was aimed at opening a special in-
vestigation on the first lady for charges related to corruption and abuse of
power. Predictably, the president vetoed the three laws, starting a tense back
and forth between the executive and legislative powers on these issues. In
mid-October, the National Assembly voted again in favour of the creation
of a special investigation on the first lady and on 2 November the Dem-
ocratic Party organized a massive demonstration in Seoul to support the
investigation [Kwak 2024, 3 November]. The president responded with a
public apology for the tension and discomfort that the issue was creating for
the public opinion, under pressure from his own party, but rejecting again
the request for a special investigation [Lee 2024, 8 November]; the law was
vetoed by the president for the third time on 26 November.

Yoon Suk-yeol’s extensive and unprecedented use of the presidential
veto power was one key factor in the country’s political polarization, con-
sidering that the opposition had a majority in the National Assembly. The
President used this prerogative 25 times in two and a half years, overcoming
the total number of all his predecessors combined and vetoing also five bills
concerning himself or the first lady [Lee et al. 2024, 27 November]. Con-
versely, the Democratic Party has made widespread use of impeachment —
or the threat of it — targeting members of the government and high officials,
including prosecutors investigating Lee Jae-myung or refusing to charge
the first lady [Davies and Song 2024, 18 December]. Although both veto
power and impeachment are constitutional prerogatives respectively of the
president and of the National Assembly, this behaviour not only exacerbat-
ed hostility between conservatives and progressives but also represented a
source of tension between the legislative and executive powers in the coun-
try’s political system.
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The escalation of the polarization between the two main parties, which
had been brewing during the previous two years and significantly increased
after the legislative elections, reached its highest point between November
and December, when the National Assembly, in which the Democratic Party
held a majority, decided to vote against the national budget for 2025 pre-
sented by the government. A reduced version, presented by the Democratic
Party, was then approved in the dedicated committee, despite the boycott of
the conservative legislators [Son and Kim 2024, 1 December]. This decision
was the last straw in the conflict between the two main parties and triggered
a series of events that would lead to the worst political crisis in the country
since democratic transition.

2.3. Yoon’s attempted coup: the declaration of martial law, the impeachment
process and the aftermath

After the National Assembly decided not to pass the government proposal
for the 2025 budget, Yoon Suk-yeol responded with the most extreme and
unpredictable decision: the declaration of martial law in the country. On the
evening of 3 December, around 10 PM, a televised speech by the president
announced that martial law had been declared in order to re-establish order
against the political forces, labelled as «anti-State» and «pro-North Korea»,
that were blocking the South Korean democratic system [Kim 2024, 3 De-
cember]. General Park An-soo was nominated commander of the martial
law and soldiers were deployed to key sites, particularly to the National
Assembly. The measures implemented under the martial law included the
prohibition of all political activities, the control of all media and the pro-
hibition of strikes or other actions that could lead to social disruption [Lee
2024, 3 December]. The president claimed to have acted according to the
Constitution, which allows the president to declare martial law in case of
national emergency; however, the political opposition immediately mobi-
lized in order to reach the National Assembly to vote for rejecting the mar-
tial law and hopefully force the president to retract it. The opposition also
called on civil society and the population at large to gather and take to the
streets to defend democracy. Even Yoon’s own conservative party, the PPP,
publicly declared its opposition to the extreme decision of the president.
The response of the political forces and even more that of the civil society
and of the population was immediate and played a key role in opposing the
attempt to overthrow the constitutional order by Yoon Suk-yeol.

After hours of high tension, especially around and inside the building
of the National Assembly, where the army had deployed troops to prevent
members of parliament to enter and vote, around 1 AM the martial law was
rejected by the Parliament with a unanimous vote of the 190 members who
managed to enter the building [Yang and Park 2024, 4 December]. After the
vote, tension started to defuse and the military retreated from the streets.
During the night, six hours after the proclamation of martial law, Yoon Suk-
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yeol revoked it, accepting the vote of the Parliament and deciding to abide
by the Constitutional procedure. The immediate response to this existential
threat to the country’s democracy of almost the entire political spectrum,
national institutions and the public opinion represented a clear example of
the strength and resilience of the South Korean democratic system.

If the possibility of a coup by the President had been avoided, the
consequences of Yoon’s actions had just begun to manifest themselves. The
day after the declaration of martial law, the opposition parties immediately
filed a motion to impeach the president in the National Assembly, while the
PPP, which had opposed Yoon’s move from the beginning, did not endorse
it. Concurrently, the Democratic Party also filed a motion of impeachment
against the Minister of Defence Kim Yong-hyun, who was considered one
of the key allies of the president in organizing the attempted coup [Kim
and Kim 2024, 4 December]. As expected, the days following the martial
law declaration were extremely hectic for what concerned the political and
social life of the country; for some days, it seemed that South Korea did
not have a proper functioning government: the president was still fully in
charge, but his reckless actions and the opposition of his own party had
completely delegitimized him; at the same time, without a proper process
of impeachment, he could not be legally replaced. On 6 December, the
leader of the PPP, Han Dong-hoon, after having spoken to Yoon, declared
that a swift suspension of the powers of the president was necessary. Yoon
himself reappeared for the first time after the martial law on 7 December
with a speech in which he took responsibility for his actions, apologized to
the people and left the decision about his political future in the hands of the
party [Park 2024a, 7 December]. This development pointed in the direc-
tion of bipartisan support of the motion of impeachment that was up for a
vote the same day. Surprisingly, the conservatives in the National Assembly
decided to leave before the vote, thus preventing reaching the necessary
quorum [Park 2024b, 7 December]. This decision was strongly criticized
by all the other parties and enraged the hundreds of thousands of people
demonstrating outside of the building against the president. The decision
was probably motivated by the fact that the party needed more time to or-
ganize a strategy after Yoon’s exit. The following day the leader of the party
announced that Yoon had been excluded from all the matters regarding
state affairs and that the Prime Minister Han Duck-soo and a specific task
force created within the party were managing the situation [Cho 2024, 8
December]. This move clearly had no legal foundation and was strongly
criticized by the opposition and civil society.

During the following week the situation continued to be extremely
chaotic: the opposition parties presented a second motion of impeachment,
to be put to a vote on 14 December, while two days before the second vote
Yoon Suk-yeol reappeared in a second speech, with a completely different
tone, in which he defended his decision to declare martial law in order to
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defend the country [Choe 2024, 11 December]. The speech pushed the
leadership of the PPP to support the impeachment motion, but it also creat-
ed a division within the party with a substantial faction of it that was moving
towards supporting Yoon. When the vote in the National Assembly took
place, only twelve members from the conservative party joined the 192 from
the opposition in approving impeachment, still enough for the required 2/3
majority. However, 85 members from the PPP voted against it, signalling
that the moment of almost national unity in the aftermath of the martial law
was already over. Immediately after the vote, Prime Minister Han Duck-soo
became acting-president and some sort of constitutional order was re-estab-
lished in the country [Lee 2024, 14 December]. The final decision on Yoon’s
fate was then passed to the Constitutional Court, which had 180 days to de-
cide whether to confirm the impeachment, with a new presidential election
to be held in the following 60 days, or to reinstate him as president.

The vote for the impeachment, however, did not completely restore
an orderly political situation within the country. In the conservative camp,
Yoon Suk-yeol decided to respond to the vote of the National Assembly
with another speech in which he emphasized the results obtained during
his first two years in office and vowed to fight the impeachment procedure
at the Constitutional Court until the end [The Korea Herald 2024, 14 Decem-
ber]. Within the party the situation became even more chaotic after the vote
that split it: the leader Han Dong-hoon resigned and the lawmaker Kwon
Young-se was nominated as the chair of a new emergency committee [Yi
2024, 16 December]. On the other side of the political spectrum, the pro-
gressives tried to take advantage of the situation, which had turned in their
favour after the martial law, advancing again a law to create a special inves-
tigation on the first lady and a new one for investigating Yoon, and pushing
for filling the three vacancies in the Constitutional Court. This last issue
was of paramount importance because the Court had only six judges out of
nine in place, with the majority requesting for a decision on the impeach-
ment of five judges. Filling the vacancies was thus crucial for the Democratic
Party to have more chances of having the motion confirmed. This situation
created strong tension between the progressive majority in the National As-
sembly and the acting president Han Duck-soo. On 24 December, the DP
threatened to present an impeachment motion also against Han, after he
refused to promulgate the laws on the special investigations [Shin 2024,
23 December]. Three days later, the vote for the impeachment took place
when the acting president refused to nominate three constitutional judges
designated by the National Assembly, with 192 votes in favour and all the
lawmakers of the PPP not participating in protest against the decision. On
the same day, the Minister of Finance and Vice Prime Minister Choi Sang-
mok was nominated as acting president, the third president in the country
in less than three weeks. On 31 December, Choi decided to nominate two
new judges for the Constitutional Court, one designated by the progressives
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and one by the conservatives, while he decided to wait for a compromise
between the two main parties before nominating the third one [Lee 2024,
31 December]. With this decision the number of judges who had to decide
on the impeachment was increased to eight.

A further aspect that became increasingly crucial was the opening of
an investigation by prosecutors against Yoon and other key political and
military figures with the very serious charge of insurrection. On 8 Decem-
ber, five days after the martial law, the former Minister of Defence Kim
Young-hyun was arrested for his role in the attempted coup [Lee 2024, 8
December]. On 11 December, the police tried to search the president office,
but the presidential security service did not collaborate and very few docu-
ments were seized [Yim and Kim 2024, 11 December]. In the following days
the police arrested both the national and Seoul’s chiefs of police and Gen-
eral Park An-Soo. The investigators, first from the police and then from the
Corruption Investigation Office that took over the case on 18 December,
also summoned Yoon several times to interrogate him, but the president ig-
nored the requests. On 31 December, a Seoul court issued a warrant against
Yoon to arrest him and interrogate him, the first time for a sitting president
[McCurry 2025, 1 January]. When the police tried to execute the warrant
and arrest Yoon in his residence three days later, the presidential security
service and conservative demonstrators blocked the agents, who, after a few
hours of stalemate, decided to withdraw without taking the president in
custody [Kwak 2025, 3 January].

One month after the declaration of the martial law and the attempt-
ed coup the situation in South Korea was far from resolved. The president
had been impeached and temporarily removed, waiting for the verdict of
the Constitutional Court, but the political situation remained extremely
chaotic, especially within the conservative party. In the meantime, popu-
lar pressure against Yoon, that was very widespread in the society in the
immediate aftermath, started to be confronted by sectors of the conserv-
atives that supported the president, despite his reckless actions. Lastly,
the necessary investigation for insurrection by the prosecutors added a
further level of intricacy to the situation. These developments negatively
affected the state of South Korea’s democracy, as demonstrated by the cat-
egorization of the country as «electoral democracy» down from the previ-
ous «liberal democracy», according to the V-Dem Democracy Report, and
as «flawed democracy» from the previous «full democracy», according to
the Democracy Index of the Economist Intelligence Unit [Son 2025, 17
March]. The declaration of martial law, the first time since 1980 during
the authoritarian era, certainly represented an existential shock for South
Koreans, and it demonstrated their commitment to defend the democratic
system with their powerful and immediate response. However, the fallout
of the crisis was far from over and remains as the key variable for future
developments in the country.
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2.4. North Korea’s hard-line turn: Kim Jong Un’s break with reunification and
the South

At the end of 2023, in a speech at the plenary meeting of the Central
Committee of the Party, Kim Jong Un stated that his country’s Constitu-
tion would be amended to educate citizens to identify South Korea as the
«main enemy» [Milani and Fiori 2023; KCNA 2023, 31 December]. This
declaration merely confirmed the perception that North Korea’s doctrine of
«Our State First» — first introduced in November 2017 and later reiterated
in Kim’s New Year’s speech in 2019 — had now replaced any sense of ethnic
kinship with the South.

In the early days of 2024, the North Korean leader reaffirmed this
position at the Supreme People’s Assembly meeting in January and on Army
Foundation Day, on 8 February. On both occasions, he emphasized not only
that Pyongyang no longer had any interest in the peaceful reunification of
the Korean peninsula but also that the Constitution should be amended to
designate South Korea as the «<number one enemy», formally ending the
regime’s commitment to unification [KCNA 2024a, 16 January]. Addition-
ally, the three organizations responsible for handling inter-Korean reconcil-
iation — the Committee for the Peaceful Reunification of the Country, the
National Economic Cooperation Bureau, and the (Mount Kumgang) Inter-
national Tourism Administration — were to be dismantled [KCNA 2024b,
16 January].

Reaffirming the centrality of relations with socialist countries while
adopting a hardline stance against the United States, Kim underscored the
need to respond strategically to shifts in the international landscape to cre-
ate favourable conditions for revolution. Furthermore, in his Army Founda-
tion Day speech, he elaborated on the logic behind the «Two Hostile States»
doctrine (also known as the «Iwo Koreas Theory»), justifying the regime’s
hard-line responses toward South Korea and linking them to a proactive and
assertive foreign policy. He argued that breaking away from «dialogue and
cooperation with the South Korean puppets» had allowed North Korea to
build a strong military and maintain independence, thereby strengthening
its national interests on the global stage [KCNA 2024, 9 February]. Kim’s
strategy was presumably based on two key assumptions. First, by framing
inter-Korean relations as those between hostile states, he asserts that it has
become advantageous for North Korea to affirm its dignity as a sovereign
state. This stance, in turn, calls for intensified international propaganda
efforts, portraying South Korea’s antagonistic behaviour as a justification
for the continued expansion of North Korea’s nuclear and missile arsenal.
Second, by labelling South Korea as a hostile state — and thus abandoning
traditional notions of ethnic unity — Kim aims to exclude Seoul’s interfer-
ence in international affairs, allowing North Korea to manage its external
relations more favourably. Moreover, Kim’s renunciation of peaceful reuni-
fication and the designation of South Korea as a «hostile foreign enemy»
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confirmed that his primary objective to maintain control over the country
was to isolate the North Korean people from the outside world, seeking to
convince them that any information coming from abroad, particularly from
the South, was enemy propaganda that must be avoided.

Toward the end of January, satellite images confirmed the demolition
of the Arch of Reunification [Zwirko 2024, 23 January], a historic monu-
ment erected after the first inter-Korean summit in 2000, depicting two
women holding an emblem shaped like the Korean peninsula. Despite the
monument’s purely symbolic nature — Kim Jong Un referred to it as an «eye-
sore» [KCNA 2024a, 16 January] — its destruction signalled a significantly
more aggressive course decided by the leadership toward the South.

Between late July and early August, heavy rains hit the north-west-
ern part of North Korea, causing the banks of the Amnok River along the
Chinese border to collapse. This led to extensive damage and forced the
authorities to evacuate more than 5.000 people from the affected areas —
Jagang, Ryanggang and North Pyongan provinces, particularly the city
of Sinuiju and Uiju County — using military helicopters [KCNA 2024, 29
July]. North Korean state media quickly reported Kim Jong Un’s pres-
ence in the area [KCNA 2024, 29 July]. He visited the displaced residents,
who were housed in temporary tents, to console them and check on their
wellbeing. In state television footage, Kim was portrayed as the father of
the nation, showing empathy toward those in need, a carefully crafted
image reminiscent of his grandfather. These images were likely produced
to depict Kim as a leader capable of managing such crises and genuinely
concerned about his citizens, as the disaster could have posed a threat
to his leadership. To mitigate this risk, Kim not only praised the rescue
workers during his visit but also ordered the distribution of essential goods
to the victims. This message was directed not only at the domestic audi-
ence but also at the international community, which could have used the
crisis to question Kim’s ability to govern, especially given persistent ru-
mours about his health, or to portray the regime as incapable of handling
a humanitarian crisis. Furthermore, the response to this disaster marked a
shift in Kim’s approach compared to previous similar events. In the past,
he had only visited affected areas after the extreme weather events and
had little direct interaction with the population. This time, however, he
was depicted kneeling in the mud, sitting inside tents with evacuees, and
driving through flooded areas in a nearly submerged vehicle — indicating
a significant change in the leadership’s narrative on the management of
natural disasters.

During an emergency Politburo meeting in Sinuiju, Kim reportedly
ordered severe punishment for local officials who failed to prevent such
a situation [KCNA 2024, 31 July]. Propaganda played a key role in this
narrative, juxtaposing Kim’s image as a benevolent leader risking his own
safety for his people with criticism of negligent bureaucrats. This strategy
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reinforced Kim’s image as a caring leader while shifting the blame onto
lower-level officials.

During his visits to the affected areas on 8 and 9 August, Kim Jong
Un announced that children, the elderly, and the sick would be relocated to
Pyongyang and housed at the state’s expense while rehabilitation work was
underway [KCNA 2024a, 10 August; KCNA 2024b, 10 August]. A week later,
13.000 people arrived in the capital, where they were personally welcomed
by Kim [KCNA 2024, 16 August]. The day after their arrival, the leader
sent large quantities of gifts, including uniforms, backpacks, and shoes, to
schoolchildren.

The devastating floods — exacerbating the ongoing humanitarian cri-
sis — could have provided Kim with an opportunity to approach the South
for humanitarian aid, food supplies, and medical assistance [Lee 2024, 30
August]. However, he deliberately chose not to pursue this option, instead
receiving food aid from Russia [Shin 2024, 4 August]. This decision under-
scored the growing closeness between Moscow and Pyongyang. Accepting
aid from Seoul — or worse, seeking assistance from South Korea — would
have risked portraying the North Korean regime as weak, especially after
months of threats from Kim Jong Un and his sister, Kim Yo Jong, against
the South. As a result, any offers of support from South Korea were firmly
rejected. What drew particular attention was Kim Jong Un’s direct use of
aggressive rhetoric rather than delegating such statements to his sister, as
is usually the case. He accused Seoul of fabricating baseless stories [KCNA
2024, 3 August] after South Korean media reported that at least 1.500 peo-
ple died or went missing due to the floods [Yim 2024, 1 August]. Kim’s
harsh criticism likely reflected his concern over the increasing access of
North Koreans to external information. By accusing South Korean media
of spreading disinformation, Kim aims to control the narrative and prevent
foreign influences from weakening his regime’s authority. This approach
also seeks to exploit the natural disaster as a means to curb South Korea’s
influence among North Koreans, redirecting criticism outward. Kim Jong
Un’s response to the floods reflects a dual strategy: portraying himself as
a compassionate and hands-on leader while aggressively countering per-
ceived external threats, particularly from South Korea. This approach high-
lights the regime’s ongoing efforts to maintain control over its population
amid growing internal and external challenges.

By mid-September, after a Russian delegation led by Sergei Shoigu,
Moscow’s Security Council Secretary, visited North Korea [Yang 2024, 14
September], an unexpected event alarmed the international community.
For the first time ever, North Korean media released photographs tak-
en inside a uranium enrichment facility visited by Kim Jong Un, which
some analysts identified as the Kangson site [Jeong 2024, 26 September].
During his inspection, Kim reportedly «emphasized the need to further
increase the number of centrifuges to exponentially expand nuclear weap-
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ons for self-defence purposes» [KCNA 2024, 13 September]. These imag-
es may serve as a clear message to the incoming US administration that
North Korea had no intention of denuclearizing. Additionally, they could
be an implicit demand to the international community to recognize North
Korea as a nuclear state.

In early October, the Supreme People’s Assembly convened once
again to proceed with the announced constitutional revision, which was in-
tended to reflect the new stance toward the South, as declared by Kim Jong
Un in the early days of the new year. North Korean media confirmed that
the Constitution had been amended, formally designating South Korea as
a «hostile state», though without providing further details [KCNA 2024, 17
October]. One of the immediate consequences of the Assembly’s decision
was the demolition of sections of roads along the Gyeongui Line and Dong-
hae Line, as well as the railway in Gangwon Province, which had connected
the North and South. This destruction was carried out by North Korean
soldiers using dynamite just days after Pyongyang’s armed forces vowed to
«permanently» seal the border between the two countries [KCNA 2024, 17
October]. These connections, largely funded by South Korea, had tradition-
ally been seen as significant symbols of reconciliation efforts and were con-
sidered projects dear to both Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il. The destruction
of these links, which had long fallen into disuse, symbolically signals North
Korea’s intent to convey — both domestically and internationally — that in-
ter-Korean relations have now definitively come to an end.

3. Inter-Korean relations

3.1. Tensions rise between missile tests and trash balloons

Yoon Suk-yeol’s approach to North Korea in 2024 was marked by a hard-line
posture that emphasized deterrence, alliance reinforcement, and condition-
al engagement, continuing the trajectory he had set since taking office in
2022. Unlike his progressive predecessors — particularly Moon Jae-in, who
prioritized inter-Korean dialogue and reconciliation — Yoon placed security
and military preparedness at the centre of his North Korea policy, arguing
that peace could only be achieved through strength. In 2024, this approach
became more confrontational in tone and practice. Yoon also increased mil-
itary cooperation with the United States and Japan: joint military exercises
resumed at full scale, including trilateral missile defence drills and anti-sub-
marine warfare operations. This increased security coordination was per-
ceived by the North as a threatening signal, further deepening Pyongyang’s
sense of isolation and menace. In response, North Korea accused the South
of preparing for war, prompting a surge in reciprocal military provocations
that mirrored the confrontational rhetoric of both leaders, especially Kim
Jong Un’s increasingly hostile stance toward South Korea.
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The year opened with this typical exchange in early January, when
South Korea performed the first joint military drills with the United States
in early January. North Korea reacted by shooting over 200 artillery shells
in the waters close to the de facto maritime border of the Northern Limit
Line (NLL), and Seoul responded with firing multiple shots in the area
from its side [Foster-Carter 2024]. In the following days, the pattern re-
mained the same, with North Korea claiming to have tested a new Inter-
mediate Ballistic Missile (IRBM) with a hypersonic nuclear warhead and
later a new submarine nuclear weapon, and South Korea continuing joint
naval drills, also including Japan and the aircraft carrier USS Vinson [Fos-
ter-Carter 2024]. In early March, the biggest joint military exercises of the
year, Freedom Shield, took place for eleven days with a strong condemnation
from North Korea that, in turn, launched a medium-range missile into the
East Sea, the Hwasong-16B, that was described as a solid-fuel hypersonic
missile [Foster-Carter 2024]. The same pattern took place again in May
when, between 16 and 17, the joint aerial military exercises in the South
were met with a launch of various short-range missiles by the North [Chae
2024, 18 May], and, a few days later, Pyongyang tried to put a satellite into
orbit, but the missile exploded soon after taking off [Borowiec and Nitta
2024, 27 May].

The cycle of mutual provocations continued also during the sum-
mer, albeit with a significant difference in terms of the instruments used.
On 29 May, from the North Korean side of the border, more than 260 ae-
rial balloons were launched toward the South, reaching many areas close
to the border, including Seoul [Bremer et al. 2024, 29 May]. The balloons
contained mostly trash and no dangerous materials; however, in the first
moments, they were considered as a possible threat to the population and
to the country’s security. The decision, as would be later explained by the
regime, was taken in order to respond to the launch of balloons containing
anti-North Korea materials by a group of defectors from the South Kore-
an side; since these materials were considered as trash by the regime, the
leadership decided to respond in the same way. The launches continued in
the following weeks, exceeding 3.000 in total by the end of July, with one of
them landing in Seoul inside the compound of the presidential office [Kim
and Park 2024, 24 July]. To this non-traditional provocations, South Korea
responded by announcing the suspension of the 2018 military agreement,
the resumption of all military activities along the border and the reactiva-
tion of the propaganda loudspeaker along the border.

While this new tactic was certainly disturbing but not harmful, it con-
tributed to the deterioration of inter-Korean relations over the summer.
The pattern of military confrontation continued with the aeronaval joint ex-
ercise, Freedom Edge, between 27 and 29 June which involved again the Japa-
nese forces and the carrier USS Roosevelt, to which North Korea responded
with new missile launches immediately before and after [Kim 2024, 2 July].
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The same was repeated in late August on the occasion of the joint drills
Ulchi Freedom Shield.

In mid-September, North Korea restarted the launch of trash balloons
that continued in October and November, totalling more than 30 different
events since the beginning in late May. But the most significant event in
the second half of the year took place on 31 October, when North Korea
launched an Intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) with solid fuel, the
Huwasong-19, that flew for 86 minutes at a maximum altitude of 7.000 kilo-
metres [Kim et al. 2024, 31 October]. This was the longest and highest flight
of any ICBM ever launched by North Korea, demonstrating a significant
advance in the country’s missile capabilities. Despite the condemnation of
many countries at the international level, the test did not lead to any con-
sequence for the regime because of the continuing stalemate in the UN
Security Council.

The events of 2024 did not significantly alter what had already been
clear in the previous two years: not only that inter-Korean relations were in
a dire situation, but also that both governments did not consider them as
a particularly relevant issue any longer, but mostly as a source of potential
tension, threat and destabilization. If this position had been taken before by
South Korea, the new stance established by Kim Jong Un, in both words and
deeds, demonstrated that also North Korea was moving in a different direc-
tion, looking more to the north—and to Russia and China—rather than to
the South. This situation certainly marked a new low in the management
of inter-Korean relations; however, the disrupting events that took place in
South Korea at the end of the year will most likely lead to a change of gov-
ernment in Seoul and a new presidency, especially in case of a progressive
victory might lead to a further reshaping of Seoul’s inter-Korean strategy.
Lastly, the election of Donald Trump in the United States—although he did
not give any specifics about his position towards North Korea—could also
represent a new factor to take into consideration for the future development
of relations on the peninsula.

4. International relations

4.1. Forging an alliance: North Korea’s deepening ties with Russia and its role
n the Ukraine War

North Korea’s partnerships — particularly with Russia and China — remained
as central pillars of its foreign and security policy, reflecting a strategic re-
calibration amid intensifying global rivalries and regional instability. Kim
framed these alliances as vital strategic partnerships aimed at counterbal-
ancing US influence and mitigating international isolation. This alignment
deepened notably between 2022 and 2024, as Pyongyang supported Russia
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during the Ukraine conflict and received diplomatic cover from both Mos-
cow and Beijing at the United Nations.

The relationship between North Korea and Russia and Pyongyang’s
role in supporting the Russian military invasion of Ukraine continued to
dominate the international agenda regarding North Korea. The year began
with accusations — consistently and firmly denied by the parties involved —
made by the United States against Pyongyang, alleging that North Korea
had supplied ballistic missiles to Russia to support its military efforts against
Kyiv. Washington had previously accused Pyongyang of providing weapons
to Russia, but this was the first time that US intelligence shared details about
the supply of ballistic missiles — self-guided rockets capable of striking tar-
gets up to 900 km away — in violation of multiple resolutions adopted by
the United Nations Security Council [Borger and Roth 2024, 5 January].
A unanimous condemnation swiftly followed, materializing in a joint state-
ment signed by the High Representative for Foreign Affairs of the European
Union, Josep Borrell, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken, and the foreign
ministers of about fifty countries [EEAS 2024, 9 January].

Meanwhile, satellite images of the port of Najin, near the Russian bor-
der — taken between October and December of the previous year — showed
a steady flow of ships, including Russian cargo vessels, at the facility [Milani
and Fiori 2023]. The images also suggested the presence of hundreds of
containers being loaded and unloaded, as well as railcars ready to trans-
port goods, which, according to South Korea, included weapons destined
for Russia. Ignoring the accusations from the international community, a
North Korean delegation led by Foreign Minister Choe Son Hui travelled
to Moscow at the invitation of her counterpart Sergei Lavrov, with the goal
of further consolidating political, economic and military ties between the
two countries and possibly preparing for Putin’s visit to Pyongyang. On the
second day of the visit, Choe had the opportunity to meet Putin and discuss
bilateral relations and the situation on the Korean peninsula [KCNA 2024,
17 January].

The growing alignment between Moscow and Pyongyang became
even more evident toward the end of March when Russia vetoed a United
Nations resolution that sought to renew an independent panel of experts
tasked with investigating violations of sanctions imposed by the Security
Council on North Korea. According to Russia’s UN Ambassador, Vassily Ne-
benzia, the sanctions regime — designed to prevent North Korea from con-
ducting nuclear tests or launching ballistic missiles — had lost all relevance
and had become completely «detached from reality» [UN 2024, 28 March].

The most significant event in North Korea’s foreign policy in 2024
was undoubtedly Putin’s visit to Pyongyang in mid-June, his first in 24 years.
The key outcome of the meeting between Putin and Kim was the ratification
of an agreement called the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, which,
among other things, included a commitment to mutual defence in the event
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of an external attack to either country [KCNA 2024a, 20 June]. During the
press conference following the summit, Putin described the agreement as
a «breakthrough document» that reflects the shared desire of both nations
to elevate their relationship to a new level, covering security, trade, invest-
ments and cultural and humanitarian ties [Kremlin 2024, 19 June]. Kim, for
his part, called the agreement a peaceful pact that raised bilateral relations
to the level of an alliance. This global strategic partnership between the
two countries — both isolated by international sanctions — could facilitate
the transfer of military technology to Pyongyang, particularly in the fields
of nuclear submarines and ballistic missiles, in exchange for ammunition
supplies that Moscow’s military appeared to desperately need for its war in
Ukraine. Such transfers could significantly bolster North Korea’s nuclear
and missile programs, threatening stability in the Asia-Pacific region. Nota-
bly, Kim pledged his «full support» for Russia’s «special military operation»
in Ukraine [KCNA 2024b, 20 June], earning appreciation from the Krem-
lin. Considering the outcome of the summit, it was plausible that North Ko-
rea’s support could also include the deployment of troops to bolster Russian
forces engaged in Ukraine.

On 23 October, US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin publicly stat-
ed that American intelligence had confirmed the transfer of at least 3.000
North Korean soldiers to eastern Russia between early and mid-October,
where they were believed to be undergoing «basic military training» at var-
ious sites [Lamothe et al. 2024, 23 October]. Additionally, South Korean
intelligence reported that a significant contingent of troops was preparing
to leave North Korea to join the conflict [Oh 2024, 23 October]. The active
involvement of North Korea in the Russia-Ukraine war was, as expected, not
officially confirmed by either country’s authorities. However, Pyongyang
stated that any deployment of its forces would be in accordance with inter-
national law, while Putin, when pressed by a journalist during the BRICS
summit in Kazan, gave a vague response without outright denying the claim
[Wintour 2024, 24 October].

In the following days, despite continued assertions by the US admin-
istration regarding an increasing North Korean troop presence near the
Ukrainian border [Garamone 2024, 31 October], Choe Son Hui travelled
once again to Moscow. During meetings with Lavrov and later with Putin,
she reaffirmed Pyongyang’s support for «the just struggle of the Russian
army and people in defending their sovereign rights and national security
interests» in Ukraine [Antonov 2024, 1 November].

In early November, reports about the active participation of North
Korean troops in Ukraine became more frequent and were confirmed by
Ukrainian President Zelensky, who claimed that Pyongyang’s soldiers had
engaged Ukrainian forces in the Russian Kursk region [Regan and Vlasova
2024, 8 November]. In mid-November, Kim Jong Un signed a decree rati-
fying the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership — negotiated during Putin’s
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visit to Pyongyang in June — with Russia. The agreement will take effect
once both parties exchange ratification instruments [KCNA 2024, 13 No-
vember]. Before the end of the month, both Russia’s Minister of Resources
and Minister of Defence visited Pyongyang, likely to further solidify bilater-
al cooperation in various areas. By mid-December, growing reports indicat-
ed a significant number of wounded and even dead among North Korean
soldiers fighting in Russia’s Kursk border region, likely due to their relative
inexperience in combat [Kang 2024, 24 December].

4.2. South Korea’s diplomatic strategy: strengthening alliances amid regional
lensions

Under Yoon Suk-yeol, alliances — particularly with the United States and
Japan — became central pillars of South Korea’s foreign and security policy,
reflecting a strategic recalibration in response to rising regional tensions
and global geopolitical shifts. Yoon framed the US-ROK alliance not only
as a military necessity in the face of the North Korean threat, but also as a
broader strategic partnership anchored in shared democratic values and
mutual deterrence. This emphasis was especially pronounced in 2024, as
Yoon sought to align more closely with Washington’s Indo-Pacific strate-
gy, signalling South Korea’s commitment to the liberal international order
amid intensifying US-China rivalry. Seoul’s foreign policy priorities in 2024
largely mirrored those already expressed by the Yoon administration in the
previous year, focusing on security, regional stability, economic cooperation,
and multilateral engagement.

On 27 May, South Korea hosted the ninth Trilateral Summit, during
which the leaders of South Korea, China, and Japan reaffirmed a shared
commitment to «peace, stability, and prosperity» on the Korean peninsula
and in Northeast Asia [ROK MOFA 2024, 27 May]. In the Joint Declaration,
the three countries pledged to enhance trilateral cooperation in several key
sectors, with particular emphasis on restoring trade relations, increasing
technological collaboration and promoting cultural exchanges [ROK MOFA
2024, 27 May]. After years of strained relations due to the growing US-Chi-
na rivalry, the resumption of this trilateral forum represented a first step
toward establishing a new mechanism for regional cooperation, preventing
the emergence of alignments reminiscent of the Cold War era. The South
Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs hailed the summit as a great success,
yielding concrete and tangible results, including a Joint Summit Declara-
tion, a Joint Declaration on Prevention, Preparedness, and Response to Fu-
ture Pandemics, and a Joint Declaration on a Decade-Long Vision for Tri-
lateral Cooperation on Intellectual Property (IP) [TSC 2024a; TSC 2024b].
These documents address a range of sensitive and contentious issues among
the three parties, setting ambitious goals that, in some cases, clash with
South Korea and Japan’s cooperation with the United States. This is partic-
ularly evident in the economic sector, where China seeks to slow Seoul and
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Tokyo’s efforts to mitigate economic risks through decoupling and redirect-
ing supply chains and trade flows away from China and toward the United
States. The feasibility of implementing many of the commitments outlined
in the Joint Declaration remains uncertain and, despite high praise for the
documents, expectations for their effective implementation are low.

Immediately before the summit, South Korea and China held bilateral
talks, during which they outlined a series of initiatives to bring bilateral rela-
tions — both in security and economic matters — in a more positive trajectory.
During this meeting, South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol and Chinese
Premier Li Qiang agreed on a «2+2 Korea-China Diplomatic and Security
Dialogue» and the restoration of other diplomatic and security communica-
tion channels, such as the Vice Foreign Ministers’ Strategic Dialogue [Yang
et al. 2024, 27 May]. While these initiatives create avenues for increased
security cooperation, they remain far from achieving consensus on regional
security dynamics or how to address them. Nonetheless, the restoration of
channels and mechanisms for dialogue on these tensions is a positive signal.
The two leaders also agreed to discuss progress toward a second phase of
the Korea-China Free Trade Agreement (in force since 2015), expanding
beyond trade in goods to include services such as culture, tourism and law
[Kim 2024, 26 May]. This represents a significant step toward overcoming
the animosities stemming from China’s sanctions on South Korea in 2016
over the deployment of the THAAD missile defense system, which resulted
in substantial revenue losses in the tourism and cultural content sectors.

In mid-June, the deepening military cooperation between North Ko-
rea and Russia — highlighted by the treaty signed during Putin’s visit to
Pyongyang on 19 June — was firmly condemned by South Korea, the Unit-
ed States and Japan in a joint statement [ROK MOFA 2024, 24 June]. In
criticizing this alliance, the South Korean government stated that it could
lead Seoul, which was already providing humanitarian aid and other forms
of support to Ukraine, to directly supply weapons [Jang and Lee 2024, 20
June]. This would mark a significant policy shift, as South Korea has tradi-
tionally refrained from supplying arms to countries engaged in conflict. A
few days later, the South Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced that
it had summoned Russian Ambassador Georgy Zinoviev to protest against
the pact signed between Pyongyang and Moscow and to clarify that this
would inevitably have a «negative impact> on South Korea-Russia relations
[Lee and Kim 2024, 21 June].

For the third consecutive year, Yoon attended the annual NATO sum-
mit held in Washington in July. Before arriving in the US capital, Yoon visited
the United States Indo-Pacific Command in Hawaii, where he emphasized
the importance of combined defence capabilities between South Korea and
the United States in countering North Korean threats [Kim 2024, 9 July]. In
Washington, Yoon expressed concern over the «<new and challenging forc-
es» rejecting an «international order based on universal values and norms»,
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harshly criticizing the growing cooperation between Russia and North Korea
and calling it a «collusion of convenience» [ROK MOFA 2024, 12 July]. On
the side-lines of the summit, Yoon held bilateral meetings with several world
leaders, including US President Joe Biden, NATO Secretary-General Jens
Stoltenberg, and Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida, discussing the
threat posed by the Pyongyang-Moscow alliance and the need to strengthen
security cooperation with NATO [NATO 2024, 11 July].

In early September, Yoon met with outgoing Japanese Prime Minister
Kishida, with whom he had built a strong relationship, aimed at revitalizing
bilateral ties through the restoration of «shuttle diplomacy» where the two
leaders alternated visits to each other’s countries for bilateral talks. The
summit reaffirmed the two governments’ strong commitment to deepen-
ing cooperation and exchanges ahead of the 60™ anniversary of the nor-
malization of diplomatic relations in December 2025. During the meeting,
the two leaders ratified an agreement to enhance cooperation in protecting
and evacuating their nationals abroad in emergency situations [ROK MOFA
2024, 9 September].

In October, Yoon travelled to Southeast Asia for a state visit to the Phil-
ippines and Singapore, followed by a trip to Vientiane, Laos, to participate in
the 25" ASEAN-Republic of Korea Summit, during which the Joint Statement
on the Establishment of the ASEAN-ROK Comprehensive Strategic Partner-
ship (CSP) was adopted, the highest level of diplomatic relations ASEAN rat-
ifies with its dialogue partners [ASEAN 2024, 10 October]. Through this ele-
vated partnership, South Korea and ASEAN strengthened their defence ties
through regular ministerial meetings and coordination on issues related to
North Korea’s nuclear program. Cooperation would also extend to fields such
as digital technology, electric vehicles, smart cities and battery development,
as well as broader topics like climate change and environmental sustainability.
Additionally, South Korea will double the annual funds allocated to ASEAN
cooperation, reaching $ 48 million by 2027, to support key projects across the
region [ASEAN 2024, 10 October]. ASEAN’s significance for South Korea is
evident, as it is Seoul’s second-largest trading partner, with over 5.500 Korean
companies operating in ASEAN countries, contributing to job creation and
regional economic development [Park 2024, 10 October].

During the East Asia Summit (EAS), held in Laos around the same
time, Yoon strongly condemned the military cooperation between Pyong-
yang and Moscow, calling it «illegal»> and a blatant violation of UN Security
Council resolutions [Kim 2024, 11 October]. In line with his administra-
tion’s ambition to position South Korea as a «global pivotal state», Yoon
made clear Seoul’s stance on key global issues, including tensions in the
South China Sea, the Myanmar crisis, and the war in Ukraine [Kim 2024,
25 October]. On the side-lines of the summit, Yoon also met for the first
time with the new Japanese Prime Minister Ishiba, with whom he discussed
ways to strengthen bilateral relations and security cooperation with the
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United States to counter recurring threats from North Korea [Lee 2024,
10 October]. In November, Yoon and Ishiba met with President Biden on
the side-lines of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit in
Lima, to further cement their relations amid growing concerns over North
Korea’s military ties with Russia and its continued missile tests. Following
the meeting, the three leaders announced the creation of a Trilateral Sec-
retariat, formalizing the partnership established the previous year at the
Camp David summit, to fully align actions and objectives, optimize coordi-
nation, and share information to enhance Indo-Pacific stability and counter
regional security threats [Biden 2024, 15 November]. One likely reason for
the institutionalization of trilateral cooperation was the election victory of
Donald Trump, who, during his first term, had shown little enthusiasm for
multilateral cooperation. The Trilateral Secretariat was officially launched a
few days later, with an inaugural meeting in Seoul to discuss its operational
plans and structure [Shin 2024, 20 November].

5. Conclusions

The year 2024 has been a period of extraordinary political and social up-
heaval for the Korean peninsula, marked by an unprecedented crisis in
South Korean democracy, escalating inter-Korean tensions, and shifting
international alliances. The events of the year have reshaped the political
landscape of both North and South Korea, raising fundamental questions
about stability, governance, and the future trajectory of the region.

The crisis in South Korea, triggered by President Yoon Suk-yeol’s ex-
treme and unprecedented decision to declare martial law in response to a
political standoff, has highlighted the fragility of democratic institutions in
the face of executive overreach. While the swift and unified reaction of po-
litical actors, civil society, and the judiciary ultimately prevented the country
from descending into authoritarian rule, the episode has left deep scars on
South Korean democracy. The impeachment of Yoon and the ongoing legal
battles surrounding his administration have created a highly volatile politi-
cal environment. The country now faces a period of uncertainty as it awaits
the Constitutional Court’s ruling on the impeachment and the potential
ramifications of new presidential elections. The deep polarization of South
Korean society, exacerbated by this crisis, will likely persist, influencing do-
mestic politics and governance for years to come.

The political turmoil in South Korea has taken place against the back-
drop of a dramatically deteriorating inter-Korean relationship. North Ko-
rea’s formal designation of South Korea as a «<hostile state» and the disman-
tling of inter-Korean institutions have cemented the shift from past efforts
at reconciliation to open hostility. Kim Jong Un’s doctrine of «Two Hostile
States» has effectively nullified decades of rhetoric on reunification, replac-
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ing it with an aggressive stance that seeks to exclude Seoul from the broader
international discourse on North Korea. Pyongyang’s provocative actions,
including missile tests, artillery shelling, and the symbolic destruction of
reunification monuments, have underscored its new confrontational ap-
proach. The resumption of trash balloon launches, combined with sustained
military provocations, has further heightened tensions. In response, South
Korea has reinforced its defence posture, strengthening its trilateral mili-
tary cooperation with the United States and Japan. However, given South
Korea’s internal political crisis, its ability to formulate a long-term strategic
response to North Korea remains uncertain.

Internationally, the geopolitical dynamics surrounding the Korean
peninsula have undergone significant transformations. The deepening
military and political alliance between North Korea and Russia has raised
serious concerns among South Korea, the United States, and Japan. North
Korea’s reported supply of ballistic missiles and other military assistance
to Russia for its war in Ukraine has further isolated Pyongyang from the
broader international community while solidifying its ties with Moscow. In
return, Russia’s defense commitments to North Korea, as outlined in the
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, have signalled a potential shift in the
balance of power in Northeast Asia.

China’s role in this evolving dynamic remains complex. While Bei-
jing has maintained its official stance of supporting stability and denucle-
arization on the peninsula, its growing competition with the United States
and its strategic interests in the region make it unlikely to take any decisive
action against North Korea. Meanwhile, the revitalization of the South Ko-
rea-Japan-US trilateral partnership has reinforced Seoul’s alignment with
Western security frameworks, though the effectiveness of this alliance in
countering North Korea remains uncertain, particularly in light of South
Korea’s ongoing domestic instability.

The election of Donald Trump as president of the United States intro-
duces an additional layer of uncertainty for South Korea. During his previ-
ous administration, Trump repeatedly questioned the value of longstanding
US alliances, demanding greater financial contributions from Seoul for the
upkeep of American troops and suggesting the potential downsizing of the
US military presence on the peninsula. In addition, South Korea’s trade sur-
plus represented in the past a further point of tension between the two allies
and has been repeatedly raised by Trump during the electoral campaign
and his first weeks in office. A return to such positions could weaken the
credibility of extended deterrence and raise concerns about the reliability
of the US security commitment. Moreover, the prospect of renewed direct
engagement between Washington and Pyongyang, conducted without close
coordination with Seoul, and a possible recognition, also implicit, of North
Korea’s nuclear status risks side-lining South Korea in regional strategic de-
cision-making and further complicating efforts to present a unified front in
dealing with Pyongyang.
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