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The Education of Kim Jong-un 15

Bigger, Badder, Bolder 

For the past six years, Kim has poked and prodded, testing and 
pushing the boundaries of international tolerance for his actions, 
calculating that he can handle whatever punishment is meted out. 
To a large extent, he has maintained the initiative on the Korean 
Peninsula, to the frustration of the United States and his neighbors. 
And as the U.S. and the international community have imposed ever 
stricter sanctions, Kim has chosen to double down on his nuclear 
weapons despite the financial consequences and the increasing 
international isolation. 

Just two weeks after North Korean negotiators agreed to the 2012 Leap 
Day deal with the U.S., which called for a moratorium on Pyongyang’s 
nuclear and ballistic missile tests in exchange for food aid, the new 
Kim regime announced its intention to conduct a space launch, 
using the same ballistic missile technology banned by sanctions. 
Although that space launch failed, North Korea, despite international 
condemnation of the April test, had success with its next attempt, 
when it launched a satellite into orbit in December 2012. By portraying 
Kim Jong-un as a hands-on leader who personally ordered the rocket 
launch from a satellite command center, the state media framed their 
new leader as bold and action-oriented even in the face of widespread 
international censure. Two months later in February 2013—just a little 
over a year into Kim’s rule—North Korea conducted its third nuclear 
test, and Kim’s first. 

Under Kim, North Korea has pressed the accelerator on nuclear and 
missile development and has codified its status as a nuclear-armed 
state by inscribing that description into the revised constitution it 
issued in 2012. It has also reinforced Kim’s role in advancing these 
nuclear capabilities, further solidifying his authority over their use. 
Kim has overseen three more nuclear tests, and debuted and tested 
new ballistic missiles of various ranges from multiple locations, 
including a submarine-launched ballistic missile and, in July and 
November 2017, intercontinental ballistic missiles.
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16 Jung H. Pak

North Korea shows every indication of making rapid progress toward 
the ability to threaten the United States and its allies, while also 
developing an arsenal for survivable second-strike options in the 
event of a conflict. But it has consistently asserted, as it did in the 2013 
Law on Consolidating Position of Nuclear Weapons State, that the 
regime’s nuclear weapons are for deterrence. Subsequent authoritative 
statements, including the North Korean foreign minister’s remarks 
at the United Nations General Assembly in September 2017, have 
continued to hew to the same line: “[North Korea’s] national nuclear 
force is, to all intents and purposes, a war deterrent for putting an end 
to nuclear threat of the U.S. and for preventing its military invasion,” 

he said, adding that Pyongyang’s ultimate goal is 
to “establish the balance of power with the U.S.”

While Kim has been developing and 
demonstrating advanced nuclear weapons 
capabilities, he has also focused on diversifying 
the North’s toolkit of provocations to include 
cyberattacks, the use of chemical and biological 
weapons, and the modernization of North Korea’s 
military, which is among the world’s largest armed 

forces with over 1 million warriors. Kim has presided over high-profile 
artillery firepower demonstrations, been captured in photographs 
poring over military plans purported to depict attacks against the 
United States and South Korea, and has issued inflammatory threats 
in response to U.S. and international pressure.

The rhetoric has also extended to threats against those who create 
negative portrayals of North Korea in popular culture. For example, 
in 2014, the regime said that the release of the movie The Interview—a 
comedy depicting an assassination attempt against Kim—would 
constitute “an act of war”; North Korean hackers threatened 9/11-type 
attacks against theaters that showed the film.

Although a 9/11-type event did not happen, the regime made it clear 
through a cyberattack that insults against Kim and North Korea 
would not be tolerated and that the financial consequences for the 
perpetrators would be dire. North Korean hackers destroyed the 
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data of Sony Pictures Entertainment, the company responsible for 
producing the film, and dumped confidential information, including 
salary lists, nearly 50,000 Social Security numbers, and five unreleased 
films onto public file-sharing sites.

Yet, despite all the chest-thumping and bad behavior, Kim is not 
looking for a military confrontation with the United States. He is 
rational, not suicidal, and given his almost-certain knowledge of 
the significant deficiencies in North Korea’s military capacity, he 
is surely aware that North Korea would not be able to sustain a 
prolonged conflict with either South Korea or the U.S. Although 
Kim is aggressive, he is not reckless or a “madman.” In fact, he has 
been learning how and when to recalibrate. And it is his ability to 
recalibrate, change course, and shift tactics that requires us to heed 
Heuer’s warnings about the “weaknesses and biases in our thinking 
process” and continually challenge our assumptions and perceptions 
about “patterns of expectations” in North Korea analysis. We have 
to learn how to incorporate new information about what is driving 
Kim Jong-un and how we might counter this profound—and ever 
evolving—national security threat. 

It is true that Kim has been emboldened since 2011, and he’s gotten 
away with a lot: scores of missile test launches, nuclear tests, the 
probable VX nerve agent attack against his half-brother in Malaysia, 
a 2015 incident involving a landmine in the DMZ, the Sony hack 
in 2014 in which North Korean entities wiped out half of Sony’s 
global network in response to the release of The Interview, and the 
mistreatment and death of U.S. citizen Otto Warmbier, a student 
tourist who was detained and sentenced to 15 years of hard labor for 
alleged hostile acts against the North Korean state. However, Kim 
has carefully stopped short of actions that might lead to U.S. or allied 
military responses that would threaten the regime.

That said, he has also been firm in his insistence that he will not give 
up North Korea’s nuclear weapons, regardless of threats of military 
attacks or engagement. It is clear that he sees the program as vital to 
the security of his regime and his legitimacy as the leader of North 
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18 Jung H. Pak

Korea. He may well be haunted by a very real fear of the consequences 
of unilateral disarmament.

The North Korean regime has often made reference to the fate of 
Iraq and Libya—the invasion and overthrow of its leaders—as key 
examples of what happens to states that give up their nuclear weapons. 
At the 2017 Aspen Security Forum, Dan Coats the U.S. director 
of National Intelligence, said that Kim “has watched . . . what has 
happened around the world relative to nations that possess nuclear 

capabilities and the leverage they have,” and added 
that the “lesson” from Libya for North Korea is: 
“If you had nukes, never give them up. If you don’t 
have them, get them.”

If we unpack this comparison, we can envision 
how deeply Kim Jong-un might have been 
affected by the death of Libyan leader Muammar 
Qaddafi. The once “king of kings in Africa,” 
who ruled Libya for four decades, was captured 

by rebels in October 2011, a date well into the process of grooming 
Kim for leadership and just two months before Kim Jong-il’s death. 
Graphic images of the bloodied Qaddafi ricocheted around the world. 
Contemporary reports described how Qaddafi was captured, hacked 
and beaten by a mob, shirtless and bloody, his body then stored in a 
freezer.

As Kim assumed his status as the newly anointed leader of North 
Korea, it’s likely that this imagery was seared in his brain. And 
Washington’s promises of a brighter future for North Korea if it 
denuclearized probably seemed hollow to the regime in Pyongyang. 
The North’s foreign ministry said at the time that the Libya crisis 
showed that the U.S.-led effort to coax Libya to give up its weapons of 
mass destruction had been “an invasion tactic to disarm the country.”

Moreover, Qaddafi’s death occurred during the so-called Arab Spring, 
when a wave of popular protests against authoritarian regimes 
convulsed the Middle East and North Africa between 2010 and 2011. 
The overthrow of regimes hitherto believed to be invincible probably 
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highlighted for Jong-un the potential consequences of showing any 
signs of weakness, and reinforced the brutal suppression of dissent 
practiced by the Kim dynasty. 

Even without all these warning signs, however, it is unlikely that Kim 
would have given serious consideration to denuclearizing his country. 
For him and his generation, people who came of age in a nuclear 
North Korea, the idea of disarming is probably an alien concept, an 
artifact of a distant “pre-modern” time that they see no advantage to 
revisiting, especially given the Trump administration’s hints about 
“preventive war” and the president’s own tweets threatening “fire 
and fury” against Kim and “military solutions [that] are now fully in 
place, locked and loaded.” 

Edging Toward Hubris

North Korea’s highly provocative actions in the summer and fall 
of 2017—demonstrating ICBMs, conducting a test of a probable 
thermonuclear device, and threatening to detonate a hydrogen bomb 
over the Pacific—suggest that Kim’s confidence has grown over the 
past six years. After all, he has outlasted both South Korean president 
Park Geun-hye and President Barack Obama. Perhaps he thinks 
he can out-bully and out-maneuver President Donald Trump and 
Chinese President Xi Jinping as well. 

Such confidence may be bolstered by the fact that Kim has yet to face a 
real “crisis” of the kind his father and grandfather had to confront and 
manage. He has relied on military demonstrations and provocative 
actions to get his way, and has no experience in the arts of negotiation, 
compromise, and diplomacy.

Given the steady drumbeat of internal purges, the sidelining of North 
Korea’s diplomats since 2011 because of Kim’s focus on advancing his 
nuclear weapons program and conventional capabilities, and Kim’s 
apparent reveling in his recent war of words with President Trump—
Kim called Trump “mentally deranged” in response to Trump’s 
personal attacks against Kim in his tweets and speech to the U.N. 
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