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� ABSTRACT 

Political Personality and Foreign Policy Behavior:  

A Case Study of Kim Jong-Il and North Korea’s Negotiating Behavior Regarding the Nuclear 

Issue 

Author: Chung-Hwan Kim 

 

The aim of this paper is to analyze the North Korean leader Kim Jong-Il’s personality and its 

influence on North Korea’s negotiating behavior regarding the nuclear issue. Through the theory 

of social identity shaping and personality disorder, this study has generated a hypothesis by the 

operationalization of the theoretical framework. By using these analytical methods the following 

conclusions have been drawn: 

Kim Jong-Il had experienced a sense of loss and damaged self-esteem in his childhood. He 

had tried to compensate for these feelings through the film industry (which served as an 

ideological tool) in order to regain his father’s affection, and he succeeded in becoming 

recognized for his political ability. However, he overcompensated for these feelings of low self-

esteem by removing his potential political enemies. The experiences made him acquire an 

idiosyncratic character and personality disorder. This study has found that North Korea’s nuclear 

negotiations with the United States since 1993 have reflected Kim Jong-Il’s personality.  

The model of the study can be used as a basis for further academic studies in the practical 

exploration of the correlations between a country’s foreign policy and its leader’s personality. 

 

Key words: Kim Jong-Il, sense of loss, power seeking, personality, nuclear weapons program, 

negotiating behavior   
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List of Abbreviations 

 

CVID Complete, Verifiable, Irreversible Dismantlement – the basic condition for the 

abolishment of North Korea’s nuclear weapons program that the Bush 

administration had demanded. Although the U.S. these days refrains from using this 

term as countries involved point out that the term also arouses feelings amongst the 

North Koreans, it is still the U.S.’s fundamental viewpoint on the North’s nuclear 

issue. 

 

HEU Highly Enriched Uranium – made by enriching natural uranium of 0.7% Uranium 

235, the fissionable isotope, into 2.5–3.5% Uranium 235. It is known that nuclear 

weapons of HEU are easier to manufacture than plutonium nuclear weapons 

because HEU nuclear weapons do not require nuclear testing. The atomic bomb 

used in the bombing of Hiroshima was made of Uranium 235.   

 

IAEA International Atomic Energy Agency – set up in Vienna, in 1957, as one of the UN 

organizations in order to develop a peaceful use for nuclear energy. It works for 

promoting safeguards, verification, safety, security, the science and technology of 

member states’ nuclear activities (www.iaea.org). 

 

KNCA Korean Central News Agency – the state-run official news agency of North Korea, 

founded in 1946. 

 

KEDO  The Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization – established to advance 

the implementation of the October 1994 Agreed Framework between the United 

States and North Korea. It has been in charge of the construction of the LWR in 

Sinpo, North Korea. The member nations are South Korea, the U.S., Japan, EU, etc.  

 

KWP            Korean Workers’ Party – the ruling party of North Korea that was established in 

1945. The number of members is estimated at three million.  

 

LWR          Light Water Reactor – a thermal nuclear reactor that uses ordinary water (H2O) as a 

coolant. On the other hand, a Heavy Water Reactor uses heavy water (H3O) that is 

more efficient than ordinary water but costs much more. LWR was preferred in the 

Geneva Agreement because it is difficult to extract plutonium for   nuclear arsenals.  
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NPT  Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
1
 – it is an international treaty whose objective 

is to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and weapons technology, to promote 

co-operation in the peaceful uses of nuclear energy and to further the goal of 

achieving nuclear disarmament and general and complete disarmament. The 

Treaty represents the only binding commitment in a multilateral treaty to the goal 

of disarmament by the nuclear-weapon states. Opened for signature in 1968, the 

Treaty entered into force in 1970. A total of 187 parties have joined the Treaty, 

including the five nuclear-weapon states (the U.S., China, France, United 

Kingdom, and Russia). To further the goal of non-proliferation and as a 

confidence-building measure between States parties, the Treaty establishes a 

system of safeguards under the auspices of the IAEA. The five acknowledged 

nuclear-weapon states agreed not to transfer nuclear weapons, other nuclear 

explosive devices, or the technology to any non nuclear weapon state.    

 

WMD    Weapons of Mass Destruction – nuclear, biological, chemical weapons and 

ballistic missiles. The United States believes that some tyrannies such as North 

Korea and Iran are in pursuit of WMD and this suspicion has provided the U.S. 

with the logic of developing the Missile Defense (MD) program.  

 

                                                 
1
 http://www.un.org/Depts/dda/WMD/treaty 
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� List of Korean Names
2
 

 

Choi Yong-Gun (1903~?) He joined the anti-Japanese armed struggle in China and was a 

close associate of Kim Il-Sung. On his return to Pyongyang, he 

served as Vice Chairman of the KWP, and became a nominal head 

of state in the 1950s and 1960s.    

 

Hwang Jang-Yop  He started to work in Kim Il-Sung’s office in 1958. He was the 

creator of the Juche ideology of North Korea. He defected to South 

Korea in February 1997, disappointed by the ruthless rule of Kim 

Jong-Il. 

 

Jo Myoung-Rok (1924~) He is Vice Marshal and member of the KWP Central Military 

Committee who took care of Kim Jong-Il when Kim was born in 

Russia.  

 

Kang Myong-Do            He is the son-in-law of North Korea’s Prime Minister Kang Song-

San. He defected to South Korea in 1994.  

 

Kim Chaek (1904–1950)  He studied in Moscow in his youth, and joined the Chinese 

Communist Party in Shanghai in the 1920s. He joined the anti-

Japanese guerilla forces, led by Kim Il-Sung. He entered North 

Korea with Kim Il-Sung after the independence from Japanese rule 

and served as vice premier and minister of industry in the first 

cabinet of North Korea.  

 

Kim Il-Sung (1912–1994)  He was born in Pyongyang. As a guerilla he fought against 

Japanese rule and he founded North Korea in 1948 with the Soviet 

Union’s support. He ruled North Korea for about 50 years.   

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 In Korean names, the family name is followed by a given name. Therefore, ‘Kim’ as in Kim Dae-Jung, Kim Il-

Sung, and Kim Jong-Il is a family name. In Korea, because there is no middle name, the given name will be joined 

with a hyphen. This part heavily relies on Kim Ilpyong (2003).  
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Kim Jong-Suk She is the biological mother of Kim Jong-Il. She married Kim Il-

Sung in Siberia during her anti-Japanese guerilla activity. She gave 

birth to Jong-Il (Yura), Shura, and Kyoung-Hee and in 1949 died 

in childbirth.  

 

Kim Song-Ae  She is Kim Il-Sung’s second wife and Kim Jong-Il’s stepmother.  

 

Kim Yong-Ju (1922–)  He is the brother of Kim Il-Sung and a member of the Politburo. 

 

Park Keum-Chul and     They were members of the Kapsan faction established in the 1930s 

Lee Hyo-Sun  as part of the Communist movement. They were purged in 1967.  

 

Shin Kyoung-Wan              He was former Vice Director of the KWP’s Propaganda and 

Agitation Department in the 1970s. He stood by Kim Jong-Il, 

providing profound knowledge of the affairs of the KWP. 

 

Shin Sang-Ok and  

Choi Eun-Hee They were kidnapped on the orders of Kim Jong-Il in 1978 and 

defected to the U.S. Embassy in Vienna on March 13, 1986. They 

made several films in North Korea with the support of Kim Jong-Il. 

Shin was a famous movie director and Choi was a famous actress 

in South Korea before being kidnapped. Even though they got 

divorced in South Korea, Kim Jong-Il made them remarry. They 

were able to secretly tape-record their conservations with Kim 

Jong-Il. Shin died on April 11, 2006, at the age of 80 in Seoul. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Background 

 

Were it not for Adolf Hitler, would the Second World War not have happened? Were it not for J. 

F. Kennedy, would the U.S. and Cuba have gone to war? If President Truman, during the Korean 

War (1950–53), had accepted General Douglas MacArthur’s request to bomb China’s 

Manchurian bases with nuclear weapons, would the world have become embroiled in a Third 

World War? Even though there cannot be “ifs” in history, we always regard the role of the leader 

as being critical at every historic moment. This is the reason why we are concerned about the 

political personality of a national leader. If a head of state makes no differences in policy making, 

we would never be interested in who would be elected as the national leader. The idea of 

personality and the growing up years of a leader are, in particular, much more important in 

international relations than in domestic politics in which the national assembly, the mass media, 

and public opinion can restrict the power exercised by the national leadership. As a rule, because 

the thoughts, belief, and vision of a national leader are not easily changed, in that they are related 

to identity and a value system, they have played a very critical role in international relations. If 

that is the case, what factors influence the personality of a leader, and how does this personality 

influence foreign policy behavior? Under what circumstances does a leader’s personality affect 

policy behavior?  

The Korean Peninsula still remains one of the last remnants of the Cold War. Even though 

there have been a lot of confrontations between North and South Korea since the division, the 

North has also had confrontations with the United States. Historically, there have been several 

war crises on the peninsula that have been triggered by US–North Korean relations. Recently, 

along with the tide of the post-Cold War, the peninsula has seemed to acquire a peaceful 

atmosphere. For example, the summit meeting between the then South Korean President Kim 

Dae-Jung and the North Korean leader Kim Jong-Il in 2000 ushered in a period of détente for the 

peninsula. However, North Korea’s nuclear weapons program has since 1993 caused a severe 

crisis. There have been two nuclear crises on the Korean Peninsula: the first one was in 1993–94 

when an American satellite took a picture of a suspicious area in Youngbyon, North Korea, and 

the second crisis was sparked off when, in October 2002, North Korea alleged that it had a 

nuclear weapons program of highly enriched uranium (HEU). Although the six-party talks had 

been held to resolve North Korea’s nuclear weapons program, it is still in deadlock.      
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Over the years the nuclear issue has received much attention in international relations, and 

lots of research has been conducted as to why the North has developed a nuclear weapons 

program and how the problem can be solved. There can be many perspectives as to how to view 

this issue.  

Therefore, it is important to understand the personality and negotiation style of Kim Jong-Il 

in order to comprehend the true nature of the nuclear crisis on the peninsula. Furthermore, as 

Post (2004) introduces Daniel Levinson’s theory, it can be claimed that Kim Jong-Il’s 

personality was shaped during his childhood and adolescent years: a time when political 

identification is consolidated. As a result of this research, we may get a clue as to the solution to 

the North Korean nuclear weapons program. This is because we cannot understand North Korea 

without first understanding Kim Jong-Il. 

 

1.2 Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

 

A leader’s role and influence in an undemocratic regime like North Korea is enormous. Kim 

Jong-Il is regarded as a key figure for our understanding of North Korea. In other words, it is 

impossible to understand contemporary North Korea and its policy without first understanding 

Kim Jong-Il. Admittedly, although a political leader acts under the restriction of a regime’s 

political system and has an impact on it at the same time, the latter is much greater under an 

undemocratic regime. Therefore, we can assume that the North Korean leader’s role is 

tremendous in that North Korea still remains a Communist regime and dictatorship.  

Providing that the nuclear crisis is a multicausal phenomenon, there may not be one single 

cause or a set of causes to explain why such a complicated situation between North Korea and 

the United States has arisen.  

The ultimate aim of the study is to examine Kim Jong-Il’s personality that is shown in the 

nuclear negotiations by way of a political psychological approach. Without considering the 

personality of the national leader, our understanding of the issue would be limited. This approach 

is based on the assumption that the strategy of having a nuclear weapons program reflects the top 

leader’s intention. As stated later, the study will examine how the personality was shaped during 

his childhood, adolescence and his first political post, and how the personality has influenced 

North Korea’s negotiating behavior regarding the nuclear issue. Even though the American 

President George W. Bush branded North Korea as being part of the ‘axis of evil,’ the study is 

not a trial to judge whether Kim Jong-Il is evil or not, but an attempt to see how his personality 
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was formed, and, in detail, how his style and worldview have influenced foreign policy behavior, 

particularly in nuclear negotiations with the United States.   

Also, because the study will analyze Kim Jong-Il’s personality traits using a theoretical 

background, it will provide a scientific basis for predicting his future foreign policy behavior. In 

this study the following questions will be addressed: 

 

1. What is the nature of Kim Jong-Il’s personality? How has his personality been formed?  

2. To what extent has Kim Jong-Il’s personality affected North Korea’s foreign policy 

behavior in the nuclear negotiations? 

 

By this study looking for answers to these questions, it can be anticipated that the study will 

provide the analytical tools for predicting North Korea’s policy-making patterns. To answer 

these questions, the study will determine a set of hypotheses derived from theories of 

development of social personality, and test them by examining Kim Jong-Il’s personal 

experiences and negotiating behavior regarding the nuclear issue.  

 

1.3 Methodology and Materials 

 

1.3.1 Methodology 

 

Juliet Kaarbo and Ryan Beasley (1999) have defined a case study as “a method of obtaining a 

‘case’ or a number of ‘cases’ through an empirical examination of a real-world phenomenon 

within its naturally occurring context, without directly manipulating either the phenomenon or 

the context” (p.372). This study is an explanatory and interpretative exploration based on a 

detailed in-depth case study of Kim Jong-Il’s personality and its impact on the foreign policy 

pattern. 

For the case study in this thesis, there are two major components: hypothesis-generating and 

hypothesis-testing. The former is concerned with conceptual and theoretical frameworks for the 

research. It examines political personality theories that relate to the experiences from babyhood 

to childhood and adolescence to early adulthood and gives a meaningful clue as to the political 

man. The hypothesis for this study will be later given in detail. To verify the hypothesis, the case 

of North Korea’s nuclear negotiations with the United States will be examined. Although we can 

test the impact of Kim Jong-Il’s personality on policy behavior, the nuclear issue would be most 
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suitable for the testing because, for a study on North Korea, it is easier from the outside to 

observe foreign policy than domestic policy. Moreover, because North Korea’s nuclear weapons 

program is Kim Jong-Il’s most representative policy it is very useful to examine the nuclear issue.    

The development of a theoretical framework is based on a review of theories and critiques 

on personality formation presented in relevant social science literature. The research mainly 

relies on secondary or tertiary sources of textual documents. The primary documents such as 

government documents, private papers, and unpublished diaries and letters can be the best 

reliable sources in the study of international relations and personalities. This approach, however, 

has some limitations in this study. First, as mentioned, it is impossible to obtain the primary 

sources of Kim Jong-Il because he is the leader of a ‘closed’ regime. Therefore, this study will 

rely on secondary or tertiary sources such as government publications, newspapers, periodicals, 

reports, and academic journal articles, biographies, etc. Furthermore, this approach is a cost-

effective way and, as Burnham et al. (2004) maintain, political scientists tend to carefully select 

secondary and tertiary sources which are supported by interviewing the elite.  

 

1.3.2 Materials  

 

The most difficult part of this study is to collect reliable and objective materials. However, such 

a weakness is not caused by the research method but by North Korea’s reclusiveness. It is 

impossible to gain access to North Korean primary sources even after some events in question 

because of its secrecy. Even North Korea’s secondary sources cannot be trusted as such because 

of the manipulation and the metaphor of discourse, most notably Kim Jong-Il’s experiences and 

personality (Lee, 2000). Nevertheless, if we examine North Korean documents we can grasp the 

mood of an event and the roles of key features surrounding Kim Jong-Il. Accordingly, for the 

analysis of Kim Jong-Il’s growing up process, first, the secondary sources published in North 

Korea will be examined. Secondary sources about North Korea that were published after the 

event in question for the public, carefully written with a background of the domestic and 

international circumstances, show what the current issues were. However, we must be careful 

about referring to the secondary sources due to their element of propaganda and metaphor. 

Therefore, tertiary sources by defectors from North Korea and autobiographies that can describe 

Kim Jong-Il’s personality make a considerable contribution to bridging the gap between truth 

and the North Korean official accounts.  

   The main materials used for examining Kim Jong-Il’s upbringing and personality are: 
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• Hagiographies: Kim Jong Il: The People’s Leader, part I (1983) and part II (1985) written by 

Choe In-Su, Great Leader: Kim Jong Il by Tak Jin et al. (1985), and Kim Jong Il: Brief 

History (1998) by Foreign Languages Publishing House of Pyongyang introduce the events 

and political accomplishments of Kim Jong-Il from his birth to the mid-1980s. The materials 

provide us with a profound knowledge about what he had experienced during his upbringing. 

However, because the books were written for the cult of his personality after he, in reality, 

came to power in the 1980s, their reliability can be doubted. Therefore, the hagiographies 

must be interpreted by the political and historical context referring to foreign sources.  

• Autobiographies: North Korea’s founder of Juche philosophy Hwang Jang-Yop’s testimony 

offers a good insight into the private life of Kim Il-Sung’s family and Jung Chang-Hyun’s 

interview with Shin Kyoung-Wan. Choi Eun-Hee and Shin Sang-Ok give a detailed 

description of Kim Jong-Il’s behavior and character during their detention in Pyongyang. Also 

a few defectors from North Korea, who were close to the leader, have given reliable evidence 

about Kim Jong-Il’s kind of behavior. 

  

1.3.3 Trustworthiness and Impartiality 

 

Because North Korean documents conceal the disadvantageous facts regarding their position and, 

furthermore, are released after events have taken place, they are to be strictly analyzed within the 

political and historical context. This thesis will analyze Kim Jong-Il’s growing up process, 

personality, and his type of policy behavior. Of course, it should be noted that the study has its 

own limitations as already partly mentioned. This is because of the extreme lack of information 

on Kim Jong-Il, and there remain questions about the credibility of North Korea’s official 

records, his personal variables and the system. Regarding the controversial parts found in North 

Korean documents the study will examine extensively Western and South Korean sources within 

the historical, international and domestic political context. 

 

1.4 Scope of the Study 

 

The time span of this analysis of Kim Jong-Il’s personality is from 1942 to 1974, that is, from 

Kim Jong-Il’s birth to his graduation from university and getting his first official job at the KWP. 
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From birth to the age of 22 is of particular importance for Levinson (1978) because by that age 

the young adult transition finishes and political identification is consolidated. Such a time period 

is used to examine from Kim Jong-Il’s childhood, his university days, to his university 

graduation in 1964. After being assigned to the KWP after his university graduation, Kim Jong-Il 

had a successful political career and, in 1974, it was secretly decided that he would be his father 

Kim Il-Sung’s successor. In political psychology, the first accomplishment within the political 

arena is regarded as the key moment in personality formation.  

At the same time, in order to test the hypothesis that Kim Jong-Il’s personality would have 

influenced foreign policy behavior, the negotiating style of Kim Jong-Il with regards the nuclear 

issue will be analyzed from the time of the first nuclear crisis to the fourth round of the six-party 

talks which were held to resolve the second nuclear crisis triggered by the U.S.’s argument that, 

in 2002, the North admitted to having a HEU program. Although the question regarding the first 

nuclear crisis which happened under the leadership of Kim Il-Sung can be raised, Kim Jong-Il 

directed the process of the first nuclear crisis from the beginning.
3
   

 

Table 1. Overview of the Time Span 

 
1942 

1943– 

1960 

1960– 

 1964 

1964– 

1974 
 1994–2005 

Birth 

Childhood 

and 

Adolescence 

University 

days 

Political 

career 

and 

nomination 

as successor 

 

From the first nuclear crisis until the second nuclear 

crisis and six-party talks to resolve North Korea’s nuclear 

weapons program 

Unit of 

Analysis 

Period of Kim Jong-Il’s personality formation  Period between the two nuclear crises 

 

Control of Variables and Kim Jong-Il’s Policy Making Environment  

In analyzing the correlations between Kim Jong-Il’s personality and its impact on North Korea’s 

negotiating behavior concerning the nuclear issue, the following question can be raised: is Kim 

Jong-Il’s personality a unique factor in North Korean decision-making? Although the variables 

such as the party, parliament, the military, and public opinion can affect setting the public 

agenda in democracies, the answer to the problem of control can be sought by looking at the 

                                                 
3
 When Moon Myong-Ja, a pro-North Korean journalist based in the U.S., asked Kang Suk-Ju, a delegate of the 

U.S.–North Korean talks for resolving the first nuclear crisis, whether the talks would end up deadlocked due to 

Kim Il-Sung’s death, Kang replied that talks would not fail because they were directed by Kim Jong-Il in person 

even though Kim Il-Sung approved (www.minjok.com).    
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mechanism of the decision-making system in the North. If we refer to the following explanations 

of North Korea’s decision-making system, we can see why studying the political personality of 

Kim Jong-Il is important for understating the nuclear issue.  

 

• The Party  

The KWP is the most important part of the decision-making process in this Communist country. 

All of North Korea’s activities are conducted under the auspices of the KWP (Constitution, 

Article 11), which means, “all power becomes centralized into one supreme organ, KWP” (Roh, 

2001, p.142). Because Kim Jong-Il has assumed the position of General Secretary of the KWP 

since October 1997, he holds power over almost all national politics.  

 

• The Parliament  

The Parliament of North Korea is called the Supreme People’s Assembly (SPA) which is “the 

highest legislative body” and “the highest organ of state power” in North Korea (Roh, 2001, 

p.143). The SPA has the authority to amend and strengthen the Constitution, and to adopt, amend, 

and strengthen departmental laws. It also can establish the basic principles of the State’s 

domestic and foreign policies (Constitution, Article 91), but the SPA is a rubber-stamp 

parliament because the members can only express a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ by raising their hands for 

KWP-nominated candidates and agendas (Quinones and Tragert, 2003, p.146). The chairman of 

its Standing Committee Kim Yong-Nam serves as the de facto head of state only on trips abroad 

(Lintner, 2005, p.96) and even reports to Kim Jong-Il (Quinones and Tragert, 2003, p.146). The 

SPA Presidium is the highest organ of power in the intervals between sessions of the SPA 

(Constitution, Article 106). It examines and adopts bills and budgets when the SPA is in recess. 

It can reject the decisions of the state organs which violate the Constitution, the SPA’s laws and 

decisions, the NDC’s decisions and orders and the SPA Presidium’s decrees, decisions and 

directions, and suspend the implementation of unfair decisions by a local people’s assembly 

(Constitution, Article 110).  

 

• The National Defense Commission (NDC) and the Military 

The NDC independently began to control the military by way of the 1992 Socialist constitutional 

amendment. It is the highest military organ of state power and an organ for the general control 

over national defense (Constitution, Article 100). The Chairman of the NDC controls and 
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commands all the armed forces and manages defense affairs as a whole (Constitution, Article 

102). Therefore, in reality, the NDC is superior to the KWP, the SPA, and the Cabinet; the role 

of Chairman of the NDC is as good as President Kim Il-Sung
4
. Because Kim Jong-Il has 

assumed the position of Chairman of the NDC since April 1993, he has had control over the 

armed forces and overall national political affairs. The fact that Kim Jong-Il used his title of 

Chairman of the NDC when he signed the North–South Joint Declaration on June 15, 2000, with 

South Korean President Kim Dae-Jung shows the position and significance of the NDC in the 

North. The Ministry of People’s Armed Forces, in charge of national defense, is merely an 

administrative apparatus that is controlled by the orders of the NDC. Thus, Kim Jong-Il had 

seized the power of the military administration and military command.  

 

Figure 1. North Korea’s Ruling System and Kim Jong-Il’s Position 
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  Sources: The Ministry of Unification, 2004 Bukhan-Geyo [The Epitome of North Korea 2004], Oh and Hassig, 

North Korea: Through the Looking Glass, p.117. 

                                                 
4
 Kim Il-Sung was called Jusŏk, the President, during his presidency. However, the title was abolished in the 1998 

constitutional amendment, whereby Kim Il-Sung was called “Eternal Jusŏk.” 
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As we have seen, Kim Jong-Il is all-powerful with regards domestic and foreign policy 

decision-making. Therefore, when discussing the elements of the nuclear weapons program, we 

can assume that Kim Jong-Il can be the only factor in the decision-making for the nuclear 

weapons program. Therefore, the basic assumption of the study is that other variables would not 

affect Kim Jong-Il’s political personality and policy patterns. The study also excludes the other 

external variables, for instance, the role of the concerned countries such as South Korea, China, 

and Japan in the nuclear negotiations, because they are basically an issue between North Korea 

and the United States. Under those assumptions, the study will try to test the proposed hypothesis 

as follows.  

 

1.5 Hypothesis  

 

As mentioned, the study adopts the methodology of hypothesis setting to prove the correlations 

between Kim’s political personality and his politics regarding North Korea’s nuclear weapons 

program. As Kim Jong-Il lost his younger brother and mother in his childhood, and his father, 

Great Leader Kim Il-Sung, could not look after him because he was preoccupied with building a 

new country, i.e., North Korea. What is worse, he fled North Korea to Manchuria in China 

during the Korean War when North Korea was driven back by the counterattack of U.S. and 

South Korean troops. As a result, it can be assumed that his years had been unhappy until he 

became a young adult and he lacked the normal common activities due to his circumstances, and 

that these experiences had influenced his personality and policy style. The typical example of his 

propensity to carry out a policy is North Korea’s nuclear negotiations with the United States. To 

operationalize such a background we can put forward the following hypothesis.  

H1–H3 is related to childhood and adolescent experiences and their impact on personality. 

As Tetlock, Crosby, and Crosby (1981) have recommended, we should search for integrated 

patterns of behavior in the individual, over time and covering different situations, and focus on 

the adult behavior of interest. Also, it is desirable that we offer a pattern of explicit relationships 

between ostensible personality traits and policy behavior. Therefore, H4 is for a coherent, whole 

explanation of Kim Jong-Il’s personality study in order to unify the diverse factors of his life.  

 

H1: A sense of loss and low self-esteem in early years made Kim Jong-Il look for power as a 

form of compensation. 
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H2: A sense of loss and low self-esteem in early years might affect Kim Jong-Il’s political 

orientation and his personality such as character, style, and worldview.  

H3: Because he had overcompensated for memories of sense of loss and low self-esteem, 

consciously or unconsciously, Kim Jong-Il’s policy behavior brings out idiosyncratic policy 

behavior.  

H4: Such a political personality would have influenced his foreign policy behavior. Therefore, 

Kim Jong-Il’s foreign policy behavior is idiosyncratic and unpredictable, which can be well 

explained in the case of North Korea’s nuclear negotiations with the United States.   

  

1.6 Previous Research 

 

During the Cold War research on North Korea was restrained by it being a military/totalitarian 

regime, by South Korea and even the studies conducted to unconditionally condemn the North 

Korean regime. Outside South Korea it was difficult to carry out research on North Korea due to 

its secrecy. Suh Dae-Sook’s Kim Il-Sung: The North Korean Leader is regarded as being the 

pioneer study of Kim Jong-Il.
5
 Despite the Cold War era, he tried, in the 1980s, to examine 

North Korea, including Kim Jong-Il. However, his studies were limited by the extreme lack of 

information on Kim Jong-Il. 

Studies on Kim Jong-Il have flourished since the 1990s as plenty of North Koreans defected 

to South Korea. Especially the testimonies of top North Korean officials like Hwang Jang-Yop, 

Shin Kyong-Wan, Lee Han-Young, and Ko Young-Hwan have contributed to the research on 

Kim Jong-Il. Also, a well-known movie director Shin Sang-Ok and a famous actress Choi Eun-

Hee of South Korea, kidnapped on the orders of Kim Jong-Il in 1978, attested to Kim Jong-Il’s 

character after having fled to the United States.  

Based on these witnesses, Michael Breen’s Kim Jong-Il: North Korea’s Dear Leader, Bertil 

Lintner’s Great Leader, Dear Leader: Demystifying North Korea under the Kim Clan, Bradley 

Martin’s Under the Loving Care of the Fatherly Leader: North Korea and the Kim Dynasty, etc., 

introduced an in-depth approach to Kim Jong-Il. However, their research is not wholly 

theoretical. Therefore, they should be supplemented with a theoretical basis.  

The theoretical approach of Jerrold M. Post (2004) that connects experience, personality, 

and political behavior is elaborated and refined for this study. Post clarified the correlations of 

character and political behavior in a dangerous world, especially terrorists, Osama bin Laden, 

                                                 
5
 At the time of its publication Suh Dae-Sook was a professor at Hawaii University. 
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Saddam Hussein, and Kim Jong-Il. Regarding Kim Jong-Il, Post briefly emphasizes Kim Jong-

Il’s propensity to distrust and for narcissism that were shaped by his own peculiar childhood and 

adolescent experiences. However, his work does not fully show the relationships between Kim 

Jong-Il’s personality and his foreign policy behavior. 

Cho Young-Hwan’s (1996) book Very Special Man Kim Jong-Il, written in Korean, 

approaches the subject of Kim Jong-Il from a psychopathological angle, including Kim’s 

womanizing, schizophoria, and Oedipus complex. But it remains questionable as to how his 

psychopathology influences policy behavior. Regarding North Korea’s negotiating behavior, 

Scott Snyder (1999), analyzing North Korea’s political negotiations with the U.S. from 1992 

through 1997, argued in his book, Negotiating on the Edge: North Korean Negotiating Behavior, 

that North Korean diplomats had acted in accordance with their cultural background based on 

Korea’s Confucius influence and the experiences of the guerrillas against Japanese troops. 

Further, he maintains that North Korea’s repeated negotiation tactics can be patterned in a way 

that counterparts can expect. North Korea’s overall diplomatic strategy has been very well 

demonstrated, but he did not focus on the leader’s traits that determine the whole process of 

political negotiations with the United States. Therefore, this thesis is an attempt to bridge the gap 

between the studies on Kim Jong-Il’s personality and North Korea’s negotiating behavior 

regarding the nuclear issue. 

 

1.7 Structure of the Study 

 

The first chapter of the thesis presents the purpose and research methods related to it. It also 

contains the hypothesis for the study in order to test the theory and empirical study. Chapter Two 

outlines the theoretical framework with regards to Kim Jong-Il’s childhood experiences and 

personality shaping which guide the overall approach of this thesis. In this section a model for 

this study will be proposed in order to adapt the theories to the study. The next chapter, Chapter 

Three, outlines Kim Jong-Il’s growing-up, his experiences and his coming to power. Based on 

the facts, Chapter Four analyzes Kim Jong-Il’s character and personality. Chapter Five contains 

the empirical findings from the case study of North Korea’s behavior regarding nuclear 

negotiations with the United States and it examines Kim Jong-Il’s personality that has affected 

the North’s negotiating behavior. Finally, in the conclusion, Chapter Six, the overall results and 

the implications of the study and future research will be discussed.   
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Chapter 2. Theoretical Framework 

 

“To talk about politics without reference to human beings…is just the deepest  

error in our political thinking”   

Walter Lippmann (1913). 

 

For political psychologists, personality is regarded as “the layers of the psyche in the clinician’s 

traditional domain-inner conflict and the ego defenses and their manifestations” that rule out 

political attitudes which psychologists have in mind in their definition of personality (Greestein, 

1969, pp.3–4). This chapter, first, introduces the ideas of how childhood and adolescent 

experiences can affect an individual’s personality. Then it will examine the debate on whether 

personality can have an impact on policy behavior. The study adopts Greenstein’s argument that 

politics may be influenced by personality. Lastly, it reviews the typology of personality disorder 

that was studied by psychobiographers to analyze idiosyncratic aspects of national leaders.  

 

2.1 Experiences in Early Years and Personality 

 

2.1.1 The Development of Psycho-Social Identity 

 

Erik Erikson (1963) believed that ego identity develops with social experience during a human’s 

whole lifespan, which is different from Freud’s concept of ego identity that is linked to the 

development of psychosexual stages. Erikson divided an individual’s life into eight life cycles 

and argued that fundamental differences in each stage come from psychological maturation. He 

suggested the idea of epigenetic principle in that such a development is accomplished by the 

development of the previous stage. An individual would encounter conflict at each stage, and 

how to overcome the conflict is important in shaping a normal sense of self. Here, the first five 

stages will be introduced in detail because this study focuses on Kim Jong-Il’s birth through to 

his first political post. The remaining three stages, such as intimacy vs. isolation, generativity vs. 

stagnation, and ego integrity vs. despair are found in adulthood to middle age to old age.  

 

• Basic Trust vs. Basic Mistrust: the period from birth to the age of one is entirely dependent 

on maternal care. With sufficient care, the infant can learn to trust the outside world, but if it 
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fails to have confidence it results in the child becoming fearful and thinking that the world is 

inconsistent and unpredictable. 

• Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt: with muscular maturation, infants experience two sets of 

social modalities: holding on and letting go. This is the stage at which the infant develops 

power of will through toilet training and choice of food and clothes. With successful 

experiences during this stage, the infant can feel secure and confident, a sense of autonomy; 

otherwise, it may have a sense of inadequacy and self-doubt.  

• Initiative vs. Guilt: during their pre-school days children can create the concept of purpose 

through play. The children begin to actively participate in these events. Once they are able to 

acquire this initiative at this stage they attain a strong self-identity; otherwise they assume a 

sense of guilt and self-doubt. 

• Industry vs. Inferiority: during their early school years, children discover societal norms and 

their own responsibility. If they accomplish this task successfully, they are able to acquire a 

sense of pride and a feeling of competence. If they fail to develop their conviction in their 

status and have little or no encouragement from teachers and parents, they start to doubt their 

competence. 

• Identity vs. Role Confusion: this stage is for adolescents to develop self-reliance and, most 

importantly, to form an ego identity. By successfully completing this stage, adolescents can 

acquire both independence and control. Failing to build an identity results in them possibly 

having a sense of alienation and a negative identity and becoming insecure about the future.  

 

2.1.2 Power Seeker Model 

 

Then, how does the lack of value in one’s early years develop one into becoming a political 

man? Lasswell (1948) explains that, on condition that deprivation is not overwhelming, 

individuals look for power in order to compensate for this deprivation, and the early days are 

important for the power seeker to shape personality. Regarding this, he puts forward the simple 

and intriguing equation: 

 

p}d}r}=P 

 

The formula indicates that the power seeker (P), displaces (d) his/her private motives (p) from 
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family objects to public ones, and then rationalizes (r) it in the name of public interests.
6
 Of 

course, the selection of public objects depends on the “historical” accident of the patterns the 

individual encounters at decisive moments. Thus, the political man may succeed in his/her lost 

consciousness becoming reality. In particular, the power seeker would look for power in order to 

compensate for the “feelings of low self-esteem, unimportance, moral inferiority, weakness, 

mediocrity, and intellectual inferiority” (Post, 2004, p.17). Also, Lasswell assumes that the 

pubertal stage is the period in which the attitudes toward the invisible environment most rapidly 

materialized. In the end, Lasswell claims that “political man 1) accentuates power 2) demands 

power for the self 3) accentuates expectations concerning power 4) acquires at least a minimum 

proficiency in the skills of power” (p.57).  

The theories of Lasswell and George are, first of all, applicable to Western democracies. 

The question can be raised, however, as to whether the theories can be valid for analyzing 

dictatorship regimes like North Korea. However, it can quite rightly be presumed that the power-

seeking pattern of a human being is common regardless of the characteristics of the regimes.  

 

2.1.3 Power as Compensation 

 

George (1986), on the basis of Lasswell’s assumption, identified how deprivation and the 

feelings of inferiority in childhood can affect personality and power seeking behavior by 

analyzing the case of Woodrow Wilson, the 28th President of the United States.  

Wilson felt inferior during his childhood because of his father’s appearance and 

accomplishments. His father Dr. Joseph Wilson, a renowned Presbyterian minister, required his 

son to use very correct English. Wilson’s father taught him how to compose his writing, and 

sometimes he rewrote his work four or five times. But Wilson could read at the age of eleven. 

Such childhood experiences are at times linked to low self-esteem. The operational content of the 

feelings, as stated in Table 2, is: (a) feelings of unimportance, (b) feelings of moral inferiority, 

(c) feelings of weakness, (d) feelings of mediocrity, and (e) feelings of intellectual inadequacy. 

For those people like Wilson, power is sought in order to dominate or deprive others, not to be 

dominated by political actors, and to produce political achievement.  

 

                                                 
6
 Adopting this formula, Tucker raises questions as to whether inner-insecurity, or self-absorption that does not care 

about the outside world and empathizes with social constituents, is generally characteristic of a power seeker and 

whether the concept of “political man” knows the infinite variety of character found among power seekers (Tucker, 

1977, pp.386–387). 
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Table 2. Low Self-Esteem vs. Euphoric Feelings 

Low Self Esteem  Euphoric Feelings  

(Successful functioning in actual or assumed sphere or power) 

Feelings of unimportance Sense of uniqueness: “If what should be done is to be accomplished, I must do it 

since no one else will undertake it or is in a position to do it.” 

Feelings of moral 

Inferiority 

Sense of superior virtue: “I know best what is right (moral) in this matter.” 

Feelings of weakness Sense of superior strength: “No one can tell me what to do in this sphere; others, 

not I, must yield.” 

Feelings of mediocrity Sense of superior ability: “No one else can do this (whatever the subject is doing 

in his field of power)  so well.” 

Feelings of intellectual 

inadequacy 

Sense of intellectual superiority (in sphere of competence and power 

functioning): “My judgment is infallible; I never make mistakes; I can rely upon 

my own reasoning.” 

 

Source: Alexander George (1986, pp.83–84) 

 

Lasswell’s hypothesis needs evidence that the exercise of power satisfies compensatory 

gratification. George, although tentative and difficult to examine fully, suggested a list of low 

estimates of self and corresponding euphoria derived from psychoanalytic documents. With this 

he found a lot of hints and expressions of such feelings that show that Wilson experienced 

euphoria in an effort to overcome his low self-esteem. For instance, young Wilson always drew 

up or altered the constitution of an organization to which he belonged. One day, in a letter to his 

fiancée, he boasted having rewritten the constitution of Johns Hopkins debating society.  

Lasswell’s political man would “carve out a sphere of activity” in order to show his/her 

competency by overcoming their own low self worth, which is evident in the case of when 

damaged self-esteem is severe. Wilson became interested in politics even during his childhood. 

He began to idolize the English statesman Gladstone, and during his time at Princeton University 

he found out the importance of oratory in political leadership, and focused on enhancing this 

ability. In order to overcome his own inferiority, he set high standards, and did his best to 

legitimize his viewpoint with necessary knowledge and skills. At the same time, he did not allow 

others to question his decisions. Of course, he sometimes consulted and cooperated but he just 

wanted to obtain facts not opinions and consulted with cohorts whom he could trust. He 

delegated power on the subjects in which he was not interested and he did not achieve great 

accomplishments. He cooperated with Congress only when there was a possibility of getting 
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what he wanted. Once he encountered opposition from Congress, he became stubborn and did 

not compromise as seen in the case of the Versailles Treaty.
7
  

This part dealt with how and why an individual seeks power and how the power seeking 

forms personality. Hence, a discussion of how personality may affect policy patterns is necessary. 

One of the significant studies on political psychology is how a leader’s personality can affect 

politics. The postulation should be verified theoretically or empirically in order to advance this 

study.  

 

2.2 Personality and Policy Behavior    

 

2.2.1 The Impact of Personality on Politics 

 

Greenstein (1967; 1969) presents two somewhat different definitions of personality. For 

psychologists, “psychology refers to a construct that is introduced to account for the regularities 

in an individual’s behavior as he responds to diverse stimuli.” However, political psychologists 

rule out political attitudes and limit the definition to “the layers of the psyche in the clinician’s 

traditional domain-inner conflict and the ego defenses and their manifestations” (pp.3–4).  

First of all, it can be argued whether or not personality can be an important element of 

political behavior. Greenstein (1969, pp.33–62) refutes the five arguments with regards this 

question and proclaims that personality can affect the political process. First, one of the 

arguments is that personality may be canceled out (random distribution) in institutional roles. 

But he insists that the random assortment does not mean all institutions have the same 

personality. Second, it is argued that social characteristics are more important than personality. 

However, this is a fundamental misconception along with the first objection because two factors 

can affect each other. Third, regarding the argument that personality is very much restricted to 

events, Greenstein calls it “action dispensability” and suggests three conditions when individual 

difference can have an impact on political behavior: 1) the degree of restructuring that the 

environment enables, 2) an actor’s location within the environment, and 3) an actor’s personal 

strengths or weaknesses. Fourth, it can, on the contrary, be maintained that even individuals with 

                                                 
7
 After World War I, he introduced the Treaty of Versailles, including the Covenant of the League of Nations, to the 

U.S. Congress. But Congress did not carry the Treaty due to a majority of Republicans. Seeing his self-esteem 

threatened, and despite opposition from his doctor, he toured America to whip up public sentiment on this issue. 

Such a stubborn self-defeating behavior, in the end, caused him to have multiple strokes. 
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different personalities may act similarly under the same circumstances (“actor dispensability”). 

Opposing this assertion, he suggests 10 situations when personal variability affects political 

behavior: 1) ambiguous situations, 2) lack of social standard, 3) the degree of sanctions which 

are not attached to certain alternative possible courses of behavior, 4) intense dispositions that 

are contrary to the prevailing sanctions, 5) under a group context in which an individual’s 

decision or attitude is visible to others, and personal variation is reduced, 6) intense needs to take 

one’s cues from others will tend to reduce the effects of variation, 7) a political actor’s degree of 

affective involvement in politics, 8) the degree of active investment in making an effort, 9) with 

certain kinds of spontaneous behavior, and 10) expressive aspects like style, zealousness, and 

imagery. The last argument is that personality is the same as particular aspects of the personal 

psychological process. However, Greenstein suggests the following conditions for an ego-

defensive leadership to happen: 1) certain environmental stimuli have a great “resonance” with 

the deeper layers of the personality than do others, 2) the degree to which actors “have” ego-

defensive needs, and 3) certain types of response definitely provide a greater occasion for deep 

personality needs to find an outlet than others do.  

In a nutshell, Greenstein insists that a particular action by an individual is a necessary 

condition of a historical event (action dispensability), and that the action should be understood in 

terms of the actor’s personal characteristics (actor dispensability). A leader’s personality is a 

precondition for affecting political behavior.  

 

2.2.2 Personality and Foreign Policy Behavior 

 

To verify whether Kim Jong-Il’s personality has affected North Korea’s negotiating behavior or 

not in the two nuclear crises, we need to look at the relationship between personality and foreign 

policy pattern. If a leader’s personality affects policy behavior, it would be a significant variable 

along with the elements of the national interest, the economy, the military power, and the 

geopolitical influence. In particular, personality becomes a more important variable under some 

given conditions: extreme attitudes or nationalism such as Nazism or Bolshevism (McClosky, 

1960, p.137).  

Then, under what circumstances can a leader’s personality have an impact on international 

politics? Regarding the impact of leaders’ personalities on international politics, Margaret 

Hermann (1976) categorized significant conditions where the personality is likely to affect a 

head of state’s foreign policy behavior: 
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[1] When the head of state has a general interest in foreign policy. Kennedy, for example, had 

a great interest in and paid a great deal of attention to foreign affairs, and the 

consequence of an interest in foreign policy will be an increased participation in foreign 

policy making. Meanwhile, a head of state who has little interest in foreign affairs is 

likely to delegate authority to other people. As shown in George’s analysis of Wilson, if a 

leader, with a damaged self-esteem, becomes interested in foreign policy as a form of 

compensation, his/her personality would much affect the foreign policy. 

[2] When the means of assuming power are dramatic. Revolutions, assassinations, and being 

elected by an overwhelming plurality of the people (landslide elections) are considered 

dramatic means of assuming power. As a rule, this is relevant during honeymoon periods. 

[3] When the head of state is charismatic. A charismatic leadership flourishes in times of 

disturbance and distress, and the leader in question is able to appear to conduct the 

business of the nation effectively as well as provide the constituents with enough 

personal satisfaction that they keep clamoring for him/her to remain in power.  

[4] When the head of state has authority over foreign policy. The heads of state of closed 

political systems such as China and East Germany seem to have more authority than in 

open systems such as the United States and Canada. Especially in totalitarian states, as 

Tucker (1977) puts it, the political machinery becomes “a conduit of the dictatorial 

psychology.”
8
  

[5] When the foreign policy organization of the nation is less developed and differentiated. It 

is easier for heads of state of new and underdeveloped nations to launch foreign policy 

initiatives and have more freedom to put his/her own mark on the foreign policy. 

[6] When the national situation encounters a crisis. The more a crisis increases, the more the 

impact of a head of state’s personality is centralized and elevated. McDermott (2004) 

defines a crisis as “a situation with the elements of surprise, high threat, and short 

decision time.” In this situation, a leader and their nearest cohorts can have more power 

because there is no time to consult with others. A leader’s psychopathology or individual 

prejudices can particularly have a strong effect on the decision-making process (p.124). 

As organizational and bureaucratic politics emphasizes, “leaders and leadership are 

highly influential during crisis situations… During crises there is a strong tendency for 

                                                 
8
 This is related to Greenstein’s second condition on action dispensability. 
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authority to contract to the highest levels of government.” This argument is valid even in 

democracies (Hermann and Kegley, 1995, pp.515–516).  

[7a] With less training in foreign affairs, the cognitive styles of the heads of state are likely to 

affect foreign policy behavior. [7b] With more training in foreign affairs, beliefs about 

the world of the heads of state are likely to affect foreign policy behavior. Previous 

foreign policy experience before becoming the head of state is important for handling 

international issues. 

[8] The more ambiguous the external national situation is perceived to be, the more likely the 

information-processing styles of the head of state are to affect foreign policy behavior. The 

cognitive styles, attitudes, and beliefs of the head of state selectively affects foreign policy.   

 

Also, regardless of political circumstances and political constraints, idiosyncratic 

personality can play a determinant role. Hartmann’s study (as cited in Post, 2004) conceptualized 

the conflict-free ego sphere: parts of the personality between the environment and internal drives 

that are not involved in psychological conflict. According to him, the more psychologically 

healthy the individual is, the larger the conflict-free ego sphere and the more objective he/she is. 

However, when a personality, full of conflicts, is involved, highly subjective factors may play an 

important role in decision-making. Kim Jong-Il of North Korea, with his charismatic leadership 

and totalitarian regime, may well monopolize the process of foreign policy decision-making. 

Equally, he has utilized an unresolved crisis to maintain order and the security of North Korean 

society even during severe financial difficulties. Therefore, it can be assumed that his personality 

would have strongly affected North Korea’s nuclear strategy. This is the reason why Hermann’s 

typology has been examined for the study of Kim Jong-Il. 

 

2.3 Typology of Personality Disorder 

 

Personality disorder is defined as “mental disorder characterized by inflexible, deeply ingrained, 

maladaptive patterns of adjustment to life that cause either subjective distress or significant 

impairment of adaptive functioning; manifestations are generally recognizable in adolescence or 

earlier.”
9
 The diagnosed personality disorders include paranoid, schizoid, schizotypal, histrionic, 

                                                 
9
 The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), published by the American Psychiatric 

Association, is the standard classification of mental disorders used by mental health professionals in the U. S. which 

has developed into DSM-IV. It classifies the diagnostic criteria of disorders into five axes in which personality 

disorder belongs to Axis II (www.psyweb.com).     
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narcissistic, borderline, avoidant, and obsessive-compulsive.
10

 There can be several reasons for 

personality disorder: a) a possibility of psychological damage in the shaping of personality from 

babyhood, b) a possibility of learning a non-productive way of thinking in responding to 

circumstances, and c) genetic elements.  

As noted in the hypothesis of the study, if Kim Jong-Il’s childhood and adolescent 

background was not normal and this caused his personality problems, it may be useful to 

examine the typology of the personality disorder studied by political scientists and psychologists. 

In particular, Post has showed that the traits of personality disorder are aggrandized during crises 

and turbulent situations, which is in line with Hermann’s hypotheses of when personality affects 

foreign politics. 

 

2.3.1 Compulsive Personality Disorder 

 

Those with compulsiveness are usually normal people, and sometimes they ask for help for 

diagnosis. They are successful in their careers, but are devoid of pleasure and little discomfort in 

their careers (Lion, 1974, pp.86–87). Those people are excessively confirmative to norms and 

rules, and are characterized by stubbornness and frugality. They are preoccupied with details and 

pursue perfectionism; they do not delegate power or authority to others. They are hard on 

themselves and do not allow themselves to make mistakes.  

Political psychologists have hypothesized that compulsiveness with regards order and 

power is found in leaders who have transformed society and built institutions. As George 

identified in his analysis of Wilson, the decisions were the consequence of expanding subjective 

uncertainty to extreme subjective certainty.   

Furthermore, a crisis makes them “intensified under pressure” and “paralyzed with doubt”, 

which causes the leader to be isolated. The politics of compulsiveness under crisis-driven 

decision-making is “the consequence of a frantic impulse” (Post, 2004, p.108). Compulsive 

leaders tend to be “obsessed with details” and cannot under their circumstances see the broader 

                                                 
10

 1) Schizoid personality disorder: a pervasive pattern of detachment from social relationships and a restricted range 

of expression of emotions in interpersonal settings, 2) Schizotypal personality disorder: acute discomfort with, and 

reduced capacity for, close relationships as well as by cognitive or perceptual distortions and eccentricities of 

behavior, 3) Histrionic personality disorder: pervasive pattern of excessive emotionality and attention seeking, 4) 

Borderline personality disorder: pattern of instability of interpersonal relationships, self-image, and affects and 

marked impulsivity, 5) Avoidant personality disorder: pattern of social inhibition, feelings of inadequacy, and 

hypersensitivity to negative evaluation. See www.mentalhealth.com for the details. 

http://www.mentalhealth.com/
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picture. The leader fails to evaluate the success or failure of a given program (McDermott, 2004, 

p.230).  

 

2.3.2 Narcissistic Personality Disorder 

 

It would be easy to understand narcissism as we remember Narcissus, who, in Greek mythology, 

fell in love with his own reflection he saw in the water and could not love anyone else. Although 

individuals with narcissistic personality have a strong need to be loved and admired, their 

relations are superficial and lack empathy for others (Lion, 1974, p.195). According to DSM-

IV’s criteria, narcissistic personality disorder has a tendency of “a grandiose sense of self-

importance… fantasies of unlimited success, power, or ideal love”, believing “s/he is special”, 

requiring “excessive admiration” and “a sense of entitlement”, etc.
11

 Narcissists are “self-

absorbed” and cannot think about others’ needs or experiences. Narcissism comes from the need 

to “overcompensate” for inferiority suffered during childhood. A narcissistic leader shows 

“uncontrolled aggression” when he or she feels that their self-esteem has been hurt. The 

aggressiveness elicits punishing those who do not offer unconditional love that parents did not 

provide (McDermott, 2004, p.230). Stucke and Sporer (2002) empirically demonstrated that high 

narcissists with a low self-concept of clarity behaved with anger and aggression after 

experiencing failure and low narcissists with a high self-concept of clarity became depressive 

and showed no aggression. 

Kohut’s theory of self-psychology demonstrates well the origin of malignant narcissism, 

that is, if an infant fails to get enough caring responses from its parents, it leads to damaging its 

self-image (i.e., narcissistic injury), and it results in infantile grandiosity or failure to idealize the 

parents’ image. Once those individuals experience humiliation in the political arena, the feeling 

becomes an adult narcissistic injury and evokes infantile narcissism. If those people become 

leaders, they exalt themselves pathologically and regard the enemy as a “discardable object” 

(Victoroff, 2005).     

Of course, we can find healthy relationships between leaders with narcissistic elements, like 

John F. Kennedy, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin Roosevelt, and their advisors who helped 

them to correctly evaluate the political reality and maintain their leaders’ self-esteem. The 

pattern of response to a crisis situation largely depends on whether a narcissistic leader is 

surrounded by sycophants or honest and faithful advisers (Post, 2004, pp.108–110).  

                                                 
11

 http://www.bullyonline.org/workbully/npd.htm 
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2.3.3 Paranoid Personality Disorder 

 

Paranoid people
12

 doubt others without sufficient reason. They are hypersensitive, argumentative, 

and devastating, that is, the paranoid individuals feel that they are threatened by someone and, 

therefore, alienated from others. DSM-IV’s criteria define paranoid personality disorder as “a 

pervasive distrust and suspiciousness of others such that their motives are interpreted as 

malevolent as indicated by…suspects without sufficient basis, preoccupied with unjustified 

doubts about the loyalty of associates, reads hidden demeaning or threatening meanings into 

benign remarks or events, and perceives attacks on his/her character or reputation that are not 

apparent to others and is quick to react angrily or to counter-attack.”
13

 

The paranoid leader is always suspicious and mistrustful of people. He or she is unwilling 

to compromise and there is conflict with the enemy, even though it may be imagined that the 

enemy is evil. Paranoia,
14

 which can be observed most commonly in world leaders, implies that a 

leader does not trust even his/her followers, and it often causes massacres so as to eliminate 

political adversaries. For example, Stalin purged his officer corps regularly in order to reduce the 

possibility of a coup. Idi Amin of Uganda murdered 375,000 people between 1971 and 1979 

(McDermott, 2004, p.231).  

Generally, a paranoid leadership can have a strong impact on the consequences for political 

behavior, especially in crisis situations. In a crisis situation “the paranoid…will attribute 

malevolent motivations and construct a worst-case scenario” (Post, 2004, pp.111–113). At the 

same time, a personality which was shaped in its earlier years tends to intensify with age, and a 

distrustful person may, in truth, become paranoid (Post, 2004, pp.94–95).     

 

2.4 Critical View of Theories 

 

We have examined the theories on the development of social identity and power seeking 

behavior for compensating for a low self-esteem. At the same time, it was discussed whether 

personality would affect policy behavior and under what circumstances the political personality 

of a leader can affect foreign policy behavior. For the possibility of extreme compensation 

                                                 
12

 At times they have cutting wit or a sardonic self-deprecating humor; there are many well-known comedians with 

paranoia (Lion, 1974, p. 93).  
13

 http://www.bullyonline.org/workbully/npd.htm 

14
 The American Psychiatric Association (1980) categorized three types of diagnostic paranoia: paranoid personality, 

paranoid personality disorder, and paranoid schizophrenia. Nevertheless, the common feature among them is “the 

sense of being persecuted and conspired against” (Mirowsky and Ross, 1983, p.228).  
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possibly causing idiosyncratic policy behavior, the typology of the personality disorder was also 

presented. However, the respective theories do not fit the whole range of the study. Therefore, 

now it is necessary to combine the theoretical background with this study. Here, the analysis 

model is presented (a) how the development of Erikson’s social identity and the power seeking 

behavior for compensating for a sense of loss and low self worth can be applied to the case of 

Kim Jong-Il with regards the historical political background and (b) under what circumstances 

have Kim Jong-Il’s political personality and personality disorder influenced North Korea’s 

nuclear negotiations. The model can be illustrated as follows.  

 

Figure 2. Overview of the Model Applied to the Study 

Theoretical framework In the case of Kim Jong-Il 

Erikson/ Lasswell Childhood experiences 

• Sense of loss: death of brother and mother 

• Damaged self-esteem: lack of attachment from father and 

stepmother 

• Korean War: experience of survival 

Lasswell/George 

 

Power-seeking as 

compensation 

• Loyalty to father 

• Addicted to the film industry 

• Utilization of political situations 

• Power struggle between Kim Jong-Il and his uncle and  

his stepmother 

Hermann 

A leader’s influence on 

foreign policy 

• During a crisis 

• General interest in foreign 

policy 

• Less developed policy 

organization 

• A leader’s authority over 

foreign policy 

• North Korea triggers a nuclear crisis 

• Kim Jong-Il’s overwhelming interest in foreign policy  

• Political power and decision-making system centered around 

Kim Jong-Il 

 

DSM – Criteria/Post 

• Personality disorder 

• Negotiating behavior 

regarding the nuclear issue 

 as damaged narcissism 

and paranoia 

• Lack of political reality 

• Uncontrolled aggression 

• Need for survival and self-absorption 

• Mistrust of the U.S. 

• Dramatic behavior 

• Unwillingness to compromise, etc. 
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Chapter 3. Experiences in His Early Years 

 

This chapter deals with Kim Jong-Il’s personal growth as a political man, that is, it examines his 

power seeking process from his babyhood to his nomination as the successor to his father. For 

the analysis, it is primarily based on North Korean hagiographies, but, in order to increase the 

objectivity and reflect his growth in a political and historical context, it will refer to the 

testimonies of defectors like Shin Sang-Ok and Choi Eun-Hee, Hwang Jang-Yop, Shin Kyung-

Wan, etc., who were able to observe Kim Jong-Il close up. 

 

3.1 Dismal Days: Birth and Childhood 

 

3.1.1 Controversy over Kim Jong-Il’s Birth 

 

The North Korean phrase ‘Kim Jong-Il was born in the secret camp on Mt. Paekdu (Baekdu) on 

the border of China and Korea on February 16, 1942’ would be one of the most controversial in 

the analysis of Kim Jong-Il.  

According to American and South Korean scholars, it is generally believed that Kim Jong-Il 

was born in a Russian military camp near Khabarovsk along the Amur River on February 16, 

1942, at a time when Kim Il-Sung was a captain in the 88th Brigade of the Soviet Army (Breen, 

2004; Jung, 2000; Lee, 2000; Lintner, 2005; Suh, 1988 and 2000; Oh and Hassig, 2000). There 

are, on the other hand, also arguments about whether Kim was born in 1941. The Korean Central 

News Agency (KCNA), North Korea’s official news, at the beginning of February, both in 1981 

and 1982, produced the same headline, “Greeting the 40th birthday of Dear Leader”, which is 

interpreted as North Korea wanting to make the last digit the same as Kim Il-Sung’s birth year, 

1912, in order to celebrate with gusto Kim Il-Sung and Kim Jong-Il’s birthdays. China’s 

Dictionary of Contemporary Persons and History also writes that Kim Jong-Il was born in 1941 

(ShinDonga, Aug. 2000, p.122; Son, 2000, p.28). However, most scholars do not accept these 

arguments, and the established theory is that Kim was born in 1942. If North Korea changed 

Kim Jong-Il’s year of birth, it would mean that even Kim Jong-Il took advantage of his birthday 

for propaganda reasons and the mobilization of the masses.  

It is believed that North Korea insists that Kim was born on Mt. Paekdu to the effect that it 

would deify him because Mt. Paekdu is the highest mountain on the Korean Peninsula and a 

sacred mountain for all Koreans. Politically, it was in the beginning of the 1980s that North 
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Korea began to vigorously propagate Kim’s birthplace because of the Juche ideology.
15

 Due to 

the ideology, it was perhaps awkward that Kim Jong-Il was born in Russia, which would cause 

problems for establishing his leadership after Kim Il-Sung.  

 

3.1.2 Babyhood and Childhood 

 

Korea was under Japanese rule (1910–1945), when Kim Jong-Il was born, and his parents Kim 

Il-Sung and Kim Jong-Suk had fought against Japan in Manchuria and the Maritime Province of 

Siberia where maintaining survival was itself a basic problem.  

Partisans of the guerilla unit loved baby Yura
16

 because there were few children at the camp. 

The female comrades like Lee Jae-Duk breastfed Yura because his mother lacked breast milk 

(Lee, 2000). Also, Kim Il-Sung’s partisan fighters carried Yura on their backs, as Yura’s parents 

did not have enough time to take care of their son. So, Yura grew up with soldiers and longed for 

the military world, and he always liked to play war games (Jung, 2000, p.64; Kim, 1996, p.302; 

Breen, 2004, p.53). Such an experience and strong ties with his anti-Japanese comrades had a 

decisive bearing on his later succession to Kim Il-Sung.  

Analyzing North Korea’s hagiographies, we find that Yura spent his babyhood with his 

mother, not with his father: “Busy with state affairs, the father leader could find no special time 

for the education of his son; his daily life was in itself the process of bringing up and guiding his 

son in a revolutionary way” (Choe, 1983, pp.16–17). Education at home for Yura was his 

mother’s most important role (Choe, 1983, p.20). 

In 1944, Kim Jong-Suk gave birth to a second son Shura, in Russia. However, Kim Jong-

Il’s official biographies do not mention the existence of Shura. One of the reasons would be that 

he went by the Russian name Shura, which does not “fit with the nationalism that was at the root 

of the Juche ideology” (Martin, 2006, p.206). Meanwhile, in 1945, the U.S.S.R. declared war 

against Japan on August 8 and that same month saw the U.S. drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki. Accordingly, Japan unconditionally surrendered and Korea celebrated liberation 

                                                 
15

 Juche, North Korea’s representative ruling ideology, means “self-reliance.” The North began to use the term from 

December 6, 1967, when Kim Il-Sung gave a speech to the first session of the Fourth SPA under the title of “Let Us 

Materialize Our Self-Reliant, Independent, and Self-Defensive Lines Completely.” According to this idea, the 

masses are the masters of history and revolution, and the guiding principle, but they are led by Suryong, the Great 

Leader Kim Il-Sung (Kim, 2003, p.63).  

16
 Jong-Il’s name was originally the Russian name Yura that was changed to Jong-Il at the age of 18. His high school 

yearbook identified him as Kim Yura (Suh, 2001, p.67). 
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from Japanese rule. Soon after the liberation, Kim Il-Sung entered Pyongyang through Wonsan, 

a city on the northeast coast of Korea, on September 19, and Kim Jong-Suk and her children on 

November 25. 

Immediately after the liberation from Japanese rule, Korea was divided into two along the 

38th parallel when the Soviet Army entered the North and the U.S. Army began to station its 

troops in the South. Kim Il-Sung assumed the position of the Chairman of the North Korean 

branch of the Korean Communist Party in December. With Soviet assistance, he became a 

member of the Interim People’s Committee (Martin, 2006, p.56). 

In 1946, Kim Jong-Suk gave birth to Kim Il-Sung’s daughter Kim Kyong-Hui.
17

 In 1948, 

three-year-old Shura fell into the pond in the back garden of the premier’s mansion and drowned 

while Yura and Shura were playing together. Although it has been argued that Yura pushed his 

brother, it is certain that Yura was with Shura when Shura drowned. Therefore, it can be 

supposed that the tragedy is strongly related to one of Yura’s earliest memories (Breen, 2004, 

pp.53–54). In the meantime, in 1948, the North (the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea) 

and the South (the Republic of Korea) established their respective governments, and Korea 

became divided officially.  

A more serious tragedy befell Yura on September 22, 1949, when his mother, at the age of 

32, died in childbirth due to complications from an ectopic pregnancy. North Korea’s official 

biographies do not mention the cause of his mother’s death. As she was dying, surrounded by her 

husband’s comrades such as Kim Chaek, Kim Il, and Choi Yong-Gun, she made a will that 

stated that the comrades should take care of Jong-Il so that he would grow up as an ardent 

revolutionist for carrying out the Communist revolution. Kim Il-Sung recalled his wife’s last day 

as follows: 

 

If there is any heritage she left with us, it is that she brought up Comrade Kim Jong-Il to be the 

leader of the future, and presented him to the motherland and the Party. You say I brought him up  

to be my successor, but in actual fact the foundation was laid by Kim Jong Suk. This is the greatest 

service she rendered for the revolution. On her last day she sat Kim Jong-Il by her side and told him 

to support his father loyally and inherit and consummate his cause (Kim, 1996, p.78). 

 

Following the deaths of his brother and mother Yura suffered a huge psychological wound. 

Even though he could not have a normal family, Yura, unlike his father, did not suffer from 

                                                 
17

 At present, she is the Minister of Light Industry.   
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poverty. However, it seems that his attachment to his mother was very great. In order to 

compensate for the loss of love, he devoted his affection to his sister Kyong-Hui. For instance, 

during his time at elementary school, Yura, to get over the loss, took his sister to and from the 

kindergarten, and the citizens of Pyongyang, seeing the scene, shed tears (Jung, 2000, p.76).  

On June 25, 1950, North Korea, with military assistance from China and the Soviet Union, 

invaded South Korea without a declaration of war. In the beginning of the war, the South was 

driven back to virtually the most southern part of the peninsula. However, three months later, the 

tide had turned against North Korea, when the U.N. forces, mainly American troops, joined the 

war. Therefore, Yura, with his uncle Kim Yong-Ju, was evacuated to Jilin in China, where he 

went to Mangyongdae Revolutionary School as a fourth grader from November 1952. Following 

two years of long drawn-out armistice talks, North Korea and the U.N. forces came to a cease-

fire agreement on July 27, 1953, and accordingly the Korean Peninsula was divided again.  

Meanwhile, in 1952, Kim Il-Sung began to live together with his secretary Kim Song-Ae. 

She was just 12 years older than Jong-Il. Some sources argue that they married in the early 

1960s; however, it is reasonable to think that they began to live together from 1952 during the 

Korean War because his second wife gave birth to three children, starting in 1953. Yura and 

Kyong-Hui never called her ‘mother’ and they kept their distance from their stepmother (Jung, 

2000, p.79). They would be shocked to see that the Great Leader got married just three years 

after the death of their biological mother. Fortunately, despite the death of his mother, which 

caused him psychological anxiety, the strong tie between Kim Jong-Il and Kim Il-Sung’s 

comrades played a critical role in him succeeding his father. Therefore, the partisans’ careful 

devotion to Jong-Il had greatly influenced his psychological development. 

The North Korean version shows Yura’s hostility to the United States, which Kim Jong-Il 

displayed during the war, like this; “…the U.S. imperialists, the sworn enemy of the Korean 

People for more than a hundred years, who had pounced on them again enslave them.” 

Furthermore, he vowed to make the Americans “pay a thousand times more for the blood shed 

by our people” (Choe, 1983, pp.62–65). After the end of the war Kim Jong-Il returned to 

Pyongyang in August 1953 and went temporarily to Samsuk Primary School, before then 

enrolling at Pyongyang Primary School No. 4 as a fifth grader in February 1954.  
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3.2 Leadership Development: Adolescence   

 

Yura was able to receive the best education in North Korea. The schools he went to were for the 

children of North Korea’s top officials and the best teachers were assigned to these schools. Yura 

went to a senior class of the Pyongyang Middle School No. 1 (later, the Pyongyang Namsan 

Senior High School). From September 1957, Kim Jong-Il began to work as the school’s Vice-

Chairman of the Democratic Youth League (DYL) Committee (the Chairman was a teacher). 

North Korean official documents explained his activity within the DYL in detail, which cannot 

be completely trusted but it seems that he developed his leadership within the DYL. 

North Korea insists that Kim Jong-Il always got excellent grades during his school years, 

but his friends in Russia have attested to his score being average for his class. However, his 

political leadership and ambitions were great (Hwang, 1999, p.126; Lee, 2000, p.495). His 

introspective character, which he displayed at kindergarten, had changed to a positive and 

passionate character, with him getting acquainted with friends easily during his high school days, 

according to Kim Jong-Il’s high school friends in Russia (Son, 2000, pp.30–37).  

In those days Moscow was the educational Mecca for most children from North Korea’s 

ruling elite, but Kim Jong-Il did not study abroad.
18

 Hwang Jang-Yop and Kim Jong-Il 

accompanied Kim Il-Sung when he paid an official visit to Moscow in January 1959. At that 

time, the Head of Korean Affairs for the Soviet Communist Party asked Kim Jong-Il if he would 

like to study at Moscow University, and Jong-Il, furiously turning down the proposal, responded 

that Pyongyang had a distinguished university, Kim Il-Sung University, and he would study 

there (Hwang, 1999, pp.126–127; Suh, 1988, p.284). However, the main reason was that during 

the Sino–Soviet dispute
19

 it was not acceptable for the son of North Korea’s top leader to study 

in Moscow, which means that he had read his father’s mind. Furthermore, Kim Jong-Il might 

have been concerned that his time away from North Korea would expose his weak political 

position, which means his political awareness had already developed during his adolescence 

(Son, 2000, pp.41–42). Kim Il-Sung also would not have wanted his son to study in Moscow; he 

would have worried about his son being affected by Nikita Khrushchev’s reformist policies to 

vilify Stalin (Lee, 2000, p.496).  

                                                 
18

 Some testimonies claim that Kim Jong-Il attended a course at the Air Force Officers’ School in East Germany but 

was expelled due to his bad behavior. However, it is not true, according to Hwang Jang-Yop’s evidence, and the 

school confirmed that it was Jong-Il’s half brother Yong-Il who studied there. The half-brother wrote his name as 

Jong-Il because in the German language ‘J’ is pronounced as /j/.  

19
 See also 3.4.1 for the details. 
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 After finishing the course at the senior high school in August 1960, he was admitted to 

study Political Economy at the Faculty of Economics at Kim Il-Sung University on September 1, 

1960.  

 

3.3 Involvement in Politics: University Days 

 

Just before entering Kim Il-Sung University, Yura said to his friends, “From now my name is not 

Kim Yura, call me Kim Jong-Il” (Son, 2000, p.29). This change was coherent with Kim Il-

Sung’s criticism of Khrushchev as revisionist and his strengthening of his power with the Juche 

idea. For his political career, he joined the KWP on July 22, 1961. During his university days, 

Jong-Il became involved in the political sphere and he sought power; he tried to show his loyalty 

and filial piety to the Great Leader and he became captivated by the film industry. 

He began his political activities by accompanying his father. Several times he accompanied 

his father on tours of field guidance. He emphasized that at all levels of the party organization 

they should implement Kim Il-Sung’s instructions as the key aspect of the Party’s work, and 

stressed the Chongsanri spirit and the Chongsanri method
20

 (Pyongyang, 1998, p.12). Seeing 

Jong-Il’s behavior at university, Hwang remembered that Kim Jong-Il was smart but so radical 

and jealous, and worried about if he came to power where he would lead the country (Hwang, 

1999, p.127).  

The only window on the outside world for Jong-Il who stayed in North Korea was cinema. 

He is renowned as a cinema buff, and particularly his fascination with the film industry provided 

him with the opportunity to strengthen his political leadership. His loyalty to his father also can 

be found in the speeches of “Let’s produce more revolutionary film reflecting the socialist 

reality!” and “For a new upsurge in film production” (Breen, 2004, p.66). It means that he carved 

out a sphere of activity within the world of cinema in order to show his competency during his 

adverse circumstances. During his university days, he went to the Central Cinema Agency 

almost every day, and enjoyed nearly all kinds of films from Russia, the U.S., and South Korea, 

etc. Although there is no official version about his cinematic activities at the university, the fact 

                                                 
20

 They were created by Kim Il-Sung’s on-the-spot guidance in Chongsanri, South Pyongyang Province in Feb. 1960. 

“The keynote of the Chongsanri spirit is…the spirit of faithfully serving the interests of the popular masses and 

taking full responsibility for their living conditions…The spirit of the Chongsanri method is that the higher bodies 

should help the lower levels…the former should always visit the field to closely inquire into the true state of 

affairs…” (Pyongyang, 1998, pp.146–147). This method was the most typical feature of Kim Il-Sung’s behavior 

when ruling, and Kim Jong-Il modeled himself on this method.    
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that Kim Jong-Il, according to his father’s order, drew up the plan to transmit and receive 

television signals shows that he already had profound knowledge of movies and broadcasting 

(Pyongyang, 1998, p. 13). It is needless to say that through the plan Kim Jong-Il acquired his 

father’s trust.  

Also, he set up political and ideological movements at the university. After joining the 

KWP on July 22, 1961, he propagated by way of many talks and seminars that Kim Il-Sung was 

the only leader of the Communist revolution, and criticized the dogmatic attitude at the 

university. Criticizing the students’ dogmatic ideological tendency, he proclaimed that only Kim 

Il-Sung’s revolutionary thinking and solution could build Socialism. He urged university 

students to study Kim Il-Sung’s Selected Works thoroughly, and tried to establish Kim Il-Sung’s 

leadership in propagating the Juche idea (Pyongyang, 1998). For this, he also started a 

“Movement of Reading 10,000 pages per year” (Choe, 1983, p.267; Lee, 2000, p.497).  

Kim Jong-Il graduated from Kim Il-Sung University on May 18, 1964. His graduation 

thesis was The Position and Role of a County in Socialist Construction which tried to prove “the 

validity of Comrade Kim Il-Sung’s theory on a regional base in the building of socialism” 

(Pyongyang, 1998, p.16).  

 

3.4 Kim Jong-Il’s Rise as Successor: Successful First Political Post at the KWP 

 

Kim Jong-Il started work at the Central Committee of the KWP on June 19, 1964. After joining 

the party, he began to study for succeeding his father, e.g., he accompanied Kim Il-Sung 31 

times, both overseas and at home until 1966 (Lee, 2000, p.497). However, for Kim Jong-Il, there 

were a few impediments to him succeeding his father: an anti-Kim Il-Sung mood influenced by 

neighboring countries and the challenge posed by his uncle and stepmother.  

 

3.4.1 Domestic and International Situation 

 

Around the beginning of the 1960s international and domestic circumstances left North Korea at 

a disadvantage. In 1959, the Sino–Soviet dispute began. China condemned the Soviet Union’s 

policy of peaceful coexistence with the capitalists, calling it revisionist, and the Soviet Union 

attacked China for being factionalist. Because North Korea had sided with China, it suffered 

from the Korean–Soviet dispute in 1962–1964. At any rate, it was a shock to Kim Il-Sung that 

even Communist ‘brother countries’ could confront each other. On the other hand, in 1966, the 
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Cultural Revolution began, initiated by the Red Guards in China who, after visiting North Korea, 

criticized it for being revisionist. In order to cope with the Soviet’s right-oriented revisionism 

and China’s left-oriented adventure, Kim Il-Sung began to emphasize the need to construct his 

own independent revolutionary course.  

In domestic politics, Kim Il-Sung faced opposition from the Kapsan faction which required 

that the people’s economy be made the number one priority of the economic policy as opposed 

to Kim Il-Sung’s policy which put the military and heavy industry first. Kim Il-Sung secretly 

convened the 15th Plenary Meeting of the Fourth Central Committee of the KWP from May 4 

through 8, 1967, in order to expel the bourgeois elements (Tak et al., 1985, p.123; Suh, 2000, 

p.181). A North Korean document has defined the situation at that time as follows: “the anti-

Party, counter-revolutionary elements lurking in the Party were spreading unsound ideas of all 

hues…in an attempt to disarm Party members and working people ideologically…(Choe, 1985, 

p.31). After the meeting Kim Il-Sung purged the Kapsan faction – the heads were Park Keum-

Chul and Lee Hyo-Sun who he had criticized for having succumbed to revisionism or dogmatism. 

However, even though they had increased their power within the party organization, it is not 

plausible to think that they were challenging Kim Il-Sung’s leadership, but they were sacrificed 

due to both their poor achievements regarding operations in South Korea and Kim Il-Sung’s 

political ambition to maintain his power (Son, 2000, p.62). North Korea’s official documents 

have argued that Kim Jong-Il helped purge the Kapsan faction; however, it is not conceivable 

that he initiated the purge considering his age (25) and his career which had only seen him serve 

two years at the KWP (Suh, 2001, p.68). To expel the Kapsan faction that helped Kim Il-Sung 

during the Japanese occupation might not have been easy work even for him (Suh, 2000, 

pp.179–186). However, it seems true that Jong-Il supported the purge of the group 

theoretically:
21

 “Kim Jong-Il held aloft the banner of literary revolution as a task to remove the 

harmful influence of anti-Party, counter-revolutionary elements as soon as possible…after their 

crimes were brought to light in literature and art following the 15th Plenary Meeting…” (Tak et 

al., 1985, pp.162–163). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
21

 We should note that whenever Kim Il-Sung purged his political enemies he spoke highly of his own ‘reasonable 

cause’ and theoretical cause; he did not brutally purge his enemies without an objective reason. 



32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.4.2 Kim Jong-Il’s Struggle With His Uncle and Stepmother 

 

Kim Yong-Ju, the younger brother of Kim Il-Sung, had studied in Moscow and he understood 

the Western way of living (Hwang, 1999, p.172). At that time when Kim Jong-Il started work at 

the KWP, his uncle, a director of the Central Committee’s Organization and Guidance Bureau, 

was his first boss. Now Kim Jong-Il had to struggle against his uncle who, at that time, was 

generally regarded as the successor to Kim Il-Sung, even though Kim Il-Sung had not named 

him as his successor. Even though the uncle took care of Jong-Il from childhood and during the 

Korean War, now he became an obstacle for Jong-Il’s political ambition. Kim Jong-Il and Kim 

Yong-Ju together tried to win the favor of Kim Il-Sung, and it was due to their rivalry that the 

cult of Kim Il-Sung was reinforced with the Juche idea between 1967 and 1974.
22

 For instance, 

Kim Jong-Il proclaimed Kimilsungism on February 19, 1974. However, the rivalry with Kim 

Yong-Ju was easily resolved when his companion Park Yong-Kuk was purged at the same time 

as the Kapsan faction, and he caught a disease in the early 1970s.
23

 Kim Jong-Il, insisting that 

Hwang Jang-Yop’s Juche philosophy was right, claimed by virtue of the May 25 Instruction that 

his uncle was dogmatically clinging on to Marxism. The purge of the Kapsan faction was Kim Il-

Sung’s attempt to strengthen his leadership, but along with the May 25 Instruction Kim Jong-Il 

took advantage of the occasion to get rid of his uncle and his followers. At the same time, Kim 

Jong-Il succeeded in winning the favor of his father by making films exaggerating Kim Il-Sung’s 

anti-Japanese struggle (Son, 2000, pp. 72–74).  

The last obstacle was Jong-Il’s stepmother Kim Song-Ae. Actually, she wanted her brother-

in-law Kim Yong-Ju to win the battle for succession because, given the fact that Kim Yong-Ju 

was old and her son was too young to be considered at that time, her eldest son Kim Pyong-Il 

would inherit the regime after Kim Yong-Ju (Martin, 2006, p.194). As mentioned earlier, Jong-Il 

and Kyung-Hui never respected her as a mother. After the death of his wife, Kim Il-Sung 

married his secretary Kim Sung-Ae in 1952 during the Korean War, and they had three children: 

Pyong-Il, Yong-Il, and Kyung-Jin. Kim Song-Ae was also confronted by the partisan group that 

had sided with Kim Il-Sung. Therefore, Kim Sung-Ae, in order to control Jong-Il and put her 

                                                 
22

 The title for Kim Il-Sung, Suryung (the head), was generally used from 1967.  

23
 Later, Kim Yong-Ju was expelled to the northern part of North Korea. Although he came back as vice president 

(Kim Il-Sung was president) in December 1993, he could not exert any power in that the succession to Kim Jong-Il 

had already been determined. Even so, he was forced to quit this role when the title of president was dispensed with 

in the 1998 constitutional amendment, and he remained as honorary Vice Chairman of the Presidium in the Supreme 

People’s Assembly.  
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eldest son in place as successor, ordered to stop the cult of Kim Jong-Il’s biological mother, and 

instead began a learning movement after Kim Il-Sung’s mother Kang Pan-Suk. She assumed the 

position of Chairman of the Democratic Women’s Union of Korea in January 1969 (or 1970) to 

1998. When Kim Il-Sung received a report in 1973 that Kim Song-Gap, Kim Sung-Ae’s younger 

brother, had lived in a house with his mother, built by Kang Sung-San of the KWP who was in 

charge of the city of Pyongyang, in order to adulate Kim Song-Ae in the center of Pyongyang 

where actually Kim Il-Sung wanted to build the Grand People’s Study Hall, friction between 

Kim Il-Sung and Kim Song-Ae began to grow. Not letting this opportunity pass him by, Kim 

Jong-Il reported to his father about Kim Song-Ae’s cult of herself and Kim Song-Gap’s abuse of 

authority and corruption (Lee Han-Young, 2004, pp.90–92; Son, 2000, p.80). According to Lee 

Han-Young, at that time Kim Jong-Il strongly advised his father that Kim Jong-Suk who fought 

against Japanese imperialism must be idolized, not Kim Sung-Ae (Lee, 2000, p.91). 

Disappointed and enraged, Kim Il-Sung began to use the word Kyot-gaji, or “side branch”, so 

that all things except for conventional monolithic ideology were side branches. The presence of 

Kim Song-Ae disappeared for two years from the public eye after the scandal and Kim Song-

Gap and his followers were expelled from power. 

 

3.4.3 Secret Nomination of the Successor  

 

In September 1971, Lin Biao, regarded as successor to Mao Zedong, attempted, using his 

military background, a coup d’état in order to seize power (Lee, 2000, p.509). After the abortive 

coup, he fled China to Mongolia but died in an airplane crash. With the Soviet Union’s 

degradation of Stalin, China’s political situation critically influenced Kim Il-Sung who, in haste, 

nominated his son as the heir who he could firmly trust. Just before the appointment, Kim Jong-

Il established, in February, the Ten Principles for Monolithic Leadership which are more 

important to the lives of the North Koreans than the Socialist Constitution. It was preparation for 

the succession of Kim Jong-Il and no one could challenge the authority of the Kim family.   

With this successful political accomplishment Kim Jong-Il was secretly elected as a 

member of the political committee of the Party Central Committee at the Eighth Plenary Meeting 

of the Fifth Central Committee of the KWP on February 13, 1974, which was not made public 

until 1980. After the meeting, North Korean newspapers began to use an ambiguous word, 

“party center”, which later turned out to refer to Kim Jong-Il. At the meeting, it is reported that 

Kim Il-Sung criticized his brother Kim Yong-Ju for losing motivation and not assisting him, and 
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the brother was demoted to vice prime minister (Hwang, 1999, p.172). Thus, Kim Jong-Il was 

able to hold additional posts: Organization Secretary and Director of Organization and 

Instruction at the party’s head office, Ideology Secretary and Director of the Propaganda and 

Agitation Department. At last, at the age of 32, Kim Jong-Il took control of personnel 

management, inspection, and ideological affairs at the KWP. According to Hwang Jang-Yop, 

North Korea’s leadership justified Suryong’s absolutism on the basis of feudalism like filial piety. 

Namely, a country is a combination of families, and because the head of the country is Kim Il-

Sung, he is the father of all people in the homeland. Kim Jong-Il utilized the theory and political 

background well, and Kim Il-Sung, at last, decided, somewhat impulsively, to hand over the 

reigns of power to his son due to his feudal idea (Martin, 2006, pp.259–260). Therefore, the 

succession originated from Kim Jong-Il’s active pursuit of power, not from Kim Il-Sung’s 

initiative (Suh, 2000, p.69). 
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Chapter 4. Kim Jong-Il’s Political Personality and Policy Behavior 

 

In this chapter, with the theoretical background and Kim Jong-Il’s experiences from birth to his 

rise as successor to his father, there will be an attempt to verify hypotheses 1–3 as suggested in 

Chapter 1. In short, the political man Kim Jong-Il can in the table below be depicted as follows: 

 

Table 3. Kim Jong-Il as a Political Man Looking for Power 

Sense of Loss/Low Self-Esteem Consequences  

1. Death of brother 
• Sense of guilt 

• Feelings of moral inferiority 

2. Death of mother 
• Deprivation of maternity 

• Addicted to recognition 

3. Memory of the Korean War • Instinct for survival and fear of the United States 

4. Stepmother and half brothers 
• Jealous of stepmother and deprived of father’s affection 

• Feelings of unimportance 

 

Power Seeking Contents 

1. Pursuit of father’s interest • Propagandizing father’s ideology during adolescence 

2. Cinema industry • Showing his ability in ideological activities 

3. Took advantage of the political 

situation 

• Supporting the purge of the opposition group 

 

Rationalization  

1. Succession to the revolution • Loyalty to his father 

2. Impeccability and ability • Showing his ability as a perfectionist 

 

 

4.1 Kim Jong-Il’s Sense of Loss and Low Self-Esteem 

 

To begin with, the first thing we should glean is Kim Jong-Il’s sense of loss from his experiences. 

Here it is explained in detail as shown in the above table. 
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4.1.1. Sense of Loss 

 

Death of His Brother 

At the age of six, he witnessed his younger brother Shura’s death. The death of Shura happened 

right in front of Jong-Il, causing him deep sorrow. According to Erikson, the age of six is the 

stage of taking the initiative vis-à-vis feeling guilty. That is, from the age of three through six, 

children begin to talk about what they want and associate with others. Kim Jong-Il was able to 

return to Korea at the age of three with his loving parents and partisan comrades as Korea had 

gained its independence from the Japanese. This would make him extremely proud. However, he 

failed to develop the ability to take the initiative because of his brother’s death and the sense of 

guilt would have remained in his memory throughout his life.  

 

Death of His Mother 

From the age of six to puberty, children begin to have a sense of self-esteem as Erikson puts it. 

At the age of seven, Kim Jong-Il lost his mother. His memory of his biological mother emerged 

during Konstantin Pulikovsky’s visit to Pyongyang in 2002 when he answered a Russian 

reporter’s question with regards to who was the friendliest person to Kim Jong-Il.
24

. Kim 

answered that this person was his mother who had guided him to grow up properly to be today’s 

Kim Jong-Il (Pulikovsky, 2003). The fact that he did not mention his father as the best person 

means how deep his sense of the loss of his mother was.  

 

His Father’s Remarriage and Stepmother  

Because Kim Il-Sung married his young secretary after the death of Jong-Il’s mother, Jong-Il felt 

anger and jealousy. The stepmother did not care about Jong-Il and Kyong-Hui, but instead she 

tried to win Kim Il-Sung’s affection for her children. The sense of sorrow and isolation in itself 

dogged Kim Jong-Il’s personality development (Martin, 2006, p.203). According to Hwang 

Jang-Yop, Jong-Il was, from time to time, at odds with his stepmother, so Jong-Il obtained 

permission from his father to call his stepmother ‘auntie’ instead of ‘mother.’ Kang Myong-Do 

attested to the fact that Kim Il-Sung spent much time with his second wife’s eldest son Pyong-Il 

because he resembled Kim Il-Sung much more than Jong-Il, and Jong-Il thus felt neglected 

                                                 
24

 The Russian president’s plenipotentiary envoy to the Far Eastern Federal District accompanied Kim Jong-Il from 

July 26 through August 18, 2001, during the leader’s train trip to Russia. Again, in February 2002, he visited 

Pyongyang at the invitation of Kim Jong-Il.  
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(Martin, 2006, pp.209–210). The fact that North Korea’s hagiographies do not mention a single 

word about the existence of Kim Sung-Ae shows how much Kim Jong-Il mistrusted his 

stepmother.  

 

4.1.2 Low Self-Esteem  

 

• Feelings of unimportance: since he spent his early days with his father’s peers, Jong-Il would 

have felt he was not important to his father. What is worse, the death of his mother made him 

feel isolated, not having the love of his family. Although he was a son of the Great Leader, he 

had a broken family. Also, since his father got married just a few years later after his mother’s 

death and his father began to give much attention to his second wife’s children, Jong-Il might 

have felt he was not meaningful to his father. Yura was “jealous of his stepmother and angry 

with his father for the remarriage” (Oh and Hassig, 2000, p.86).  

• Feelings of moral inferiority: a sense of guilt for not having saved his brother also made him 

feel a sense of moral inferiority, and such an experience later caused him to pursue the ‘right 

thing’ from his perspective.  

• Feelings of intellectual inadequacy and mediocrity: it is reported that in his class Jong-Il’s 

educational achievements were not so good. Although it might be true that he wrote a lot of 

papers assigned by his personal tutors and read plenty of books on Communist ideology and art, 

it seems that he did not get excellent grades.  

• Feelings of weakness: the appearance of Kim Jong-Il resembles that of his mother. He was 

short and homely unlike his father. However, compared with his generation, Kim Il-Sung was 

tall (170cm) and had a charismatic appearance (Oh and Hassig, 2000, p.85 and p.93).  

 

4.2 Looking for Power as Compensation: Hypothesis 1 

 

Kim Jong-Il looked for power in order to compensate for the deprivation and low self-esteem. 

Fortunately, during the course of seeking power Kim Jong-Il was in an advantageous position 

since his father was President of North Korea and Kim Il-Sung’s subordinates took care of him, 

so this worked in his favor.
25

 Especially the strong solidarity between Jong-Il’s mother and the 

                                                 
25

 A similar example of great extremes of indulgence and deprivation can be seen in the case of Frederick the Great 

of Prussia. His father Frederick William wanted his son to be “a model soldier” and “a man of thrift and frugality” 

like him. However, Frederick became secretly involved in music, literature and Latin. So he decided to defect to the 
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partisans would have facilitated Jong-Il’s power seeking in the political arena. The situation 

provided him with the best educational opportunity. Here, we can see that as President Wilson 

“went through painstaking, conscientious study and practice in order to acquire the necessary 

knowledge and skills and in order to legitimize in his own eyes his right to a sphere of 

competence” (George, 1986, p.86). Kim Jong-Il did his best in order to compensate for his 

damaged self-esteem in childhood and to achieve necessary power and skills in his ideological 

works like the film industry. 

 

4.2.1 Regaining His Father’s Affection 

 

After his father’s remarriage, the most important thing for Jong-Il was to regain his father’s 

affection. In an interview with the South Korean daily newspaper JoongAng Ilbo on April 12, 

1995, Kang Myong-Do said that Jong-Il had a “love-hate relationship” with his father. Jong-Il 

may have been shocked at the sight of his father’s attachment to his stepmother and her children 

(Martin, 2006, p.214).  

To begin with, he implemented a few measures in order to overcome his sense of loss and 

to show how much he missed his mother. At the end of the 1970s Kim Jong-Il built a statue and 

museum in memory of his biological mother in her hometown. He also had the Pyongyang 

Maternity Hospital built in the early 1980s for the purpose of preventing pregnant women from 

dying in childbirth (Son, 2000, pp.41–42). Also he fell in love with Sung Hye-Rim
26

 in 1968, in 

that she just resembled his mother. Already married at the time, she was a well-known actress in 

the North. But they lived together through the 1970s and 1980s and had a son Jong-Nam (Breen, 

2004, pp.72–73). 

Whilst he took part in the DYL during his adolescent years, Kim Jong-Il learned how to 

exert his leadership, even though his achievement was not outstanding, unlike what the North 

Korean documents claim. He learned his father’s leadership style and propagated his father’s 

ideology, and sometimes imitated the way his father ruled by visiting construction fields. His 

activities within the DYL are linked to the effort to spread his father’s ideology and gain praise 

from his father. For example, in March 1958, there was a debate on North Korea’s situation as to 

whether it was in the process of making the transition from a bourgeois dictatorship to a 

                                                                                                                                                             
English, which was thwarted by his friend Katte. Later Frederick began to conform “as a means of obtaining power” 

(Lasswell, 1948, p.46). 

26
 She was a famous actress in the North and died in Moscow in 2002. 
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proletarian one. Regarding the debate, Kim Jong-Il insisted that the students learn Kim Il-Sung’s 

works first, and claimed that North Korea had already reached the stage of a proletarian 

dictatorship. For this, he asserted at a DYL committee meeting the need to create a “study room 

for the history of the KWP” and opened it to mark Kim Il-Sung’s 47th birthday (Choe, 1983, 

pp.197–200).  

When he went to university, Kim Jong-Il began to become involved in political activities. 

He took the lead in spreading his father’s Juche ideology throughout the university societies, 

supported by Hwang Jang-Yop’s idea. For this, he recommended Hwang to be President of Kim 

Il-Sung University. Also, Kim Jong-Il broadened his political sphere, as he accompanied his 

father on his on-the-spot visits during which the latter gave his guidance.  

Kim Jong-Il accompanied his father both at home and abroad as often as possible. This was 

a good opportunity for him to show his filial piety to his father, and he was able to sufficiently 

utilize the opportunities. For instance, Hwang Jang-Yop recalled his visit to Moscow, 

accompanying Kim Il-Sung, which showed how hard Jong-Il tried to gain his father’s affection. 

Hwang said he thought that the little boy would some day expel his uncle. 

  

   When Kim Il-Sung left the hotel in the mornings to attend to official functions, he (Jong-Il) would help 

his father to the door, bring out his shoes and personally put them on his feet. Back then Kim Il-Sung 

was only forty-seven, enjoying robust health that was the envy of much younger men. However, he was 

still pleased by his son’s act of taking his arm and putting his shoes on for him…[Jong-Il] asked them 

[his father’s doctors, nurses, and assistances] how they served Kim Il-Sung during the day and what 

they should do the next day (Martin, 2006, p.216). 

  

North Korean official accounts contain a lot of anecdotes that show Kim Jong-Il 

accompanying his father on his “on-the-spot visits,” and suggesting some improvements that his 

father did not notice.  

By the time Jong-Il had graduated from university, Kim Il-Sung, presenting the “Thesis of 

the Socialist Rural Issue in Our Country” on February 24, 1964, was promoting the county as the 

key local government level at which to “resolve all problems arising in the building of socialism 

and communism in the countryside” (Martin, 2006, p.224). Kim Jong-Il’s graduation thesis on 

the importance of the county might have been chosen as an effort to satisfy his father’s politics 

and gain his affection.  

Kim Jong-Il made the most of Kim Il-Sung’s May 25 Instruction following the purge of the 
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Kapsan faction. After the instruction, all books, except for Kim Il-Sung’s writings and 

applauding the regime, disappeared. On the pretext of the purge, Kim Il-Sung eliminated the 

democratic intelligentsia and their creative culture. It was the North Korean version of the 

Cultural Revolution, and the mystification of Kim Il-Sung and the leftist movement covered all 

areas of North Korea (Son, 2000, pp. 54–66; Hwang, 1999, pp.148–149). Even though it does 

not seem that Kim Jong-Il directly carried out the purge, it worked as a very useful foothold for 

him to mystify Kim Il-Sung by devoting himself to the literary and art revolution, emphasizing 

the importance of Juche-oriented literature and art (Tak et al., 1985).  

Notwithstanding the North Korean documents and synthesizing evaluations of scholars on 

North Korea, there is almost nothing to do with Kim Jong-Il in the process of the cult of Kim Il-

Sung and establishing the Juche idea (Lee, 2000, p.499).  

 

4.2.2 Devotion to the Film Industry to Show His Loyalty to His Father 

 

Unlike his father who had operated in China and the Soviet Union during his guerilla days, Kim 

Jong-Il had never experienced life abroad. Movies were, for Jong-Il, the only window to the 

outside world. As he became interested in the film industry, he found that he was an artistic man. 

Especially because ideological activities and propaganda were important in the new Communist 

country of North Korea, he had learned that the film industry might be very useful for these 

activities. In particular, the only entertainment for Jong-Il, who had lost the care of his mother 

and father, might have been movies.  

In September 1967, he was promoted to Section Leader for Culture and Art at the KWP’s 

Propaganda and Agitation Department. In 1967, he organized the Paektusan Production Unit 

which would revolutionize the North Korean film industry and make films to show Kim Il-

Sung’s anti-Japanese struggle. This was done by making films such as Five Guerrilla Brothers, 

The Sea of Blood, The Fate of a Self-Defense Corps Man, and The Flower Girl.
27

 Choi Eun-Hee 

said that she heard that Kim Il-Sung was greatly moved by the film The Sea of Blood and he 

made up his mind on his evaluation of his son. Kim Jong-Il also published the work On the Art 

of the Cinema on April 13, 1973, just two days before Kim Il-Sung’s 61st birthday. In the work 

he emphasized that theory and practice of art and literature must be compatible with Juche-

oriented instruction. Thus, he carved out a very successful career in the North Korean film 

                                                 
27

 The films deal with the anti-Japanese or anti-US struggle and come to the conclusion that Kim Il-Sung’s unique 

ruling system would prevail in the end. Some of these films were put on as an opera.  
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industry. To develop the film industry, Kim Jong-Il set out the Jongja “seed” theory in literature 

and art: “The seed is the essence of a work, which constitutes the ideological core of the life 

described, and it contains the writer’s message and the element for developing the work” (Choe, 

1985, p.74). The content of the theory may be not a new one for artists because the works of the 

artists as a matter of course should have the subject that producers or writers want to tell. At any 

rate, Kim Jong-Il personally made films through the theory reflecting his own thoughts.    

For the art industry, he created, on his initiative, several apparatus: The Paektusan 

Production (movies), the April 15 Literary Production (novel), the Sea-of-Blood Opera Troupe 

(opera), the Mansudae Art Troupe (the theater), and the Mansudae Art Studio (art) (Tak et al., 

1985, p.168). Therefore, even North Korea admits, “the golden age of Juche-oriented art and 

literature was ushered in during the 1970s” (Pyongyang, 1998, p.40).   

However, he overstepped the mark; feeling that North Korea was unable to develop a film 

industry, he ordered the kidnapping of a prominent South Korean actress Choi Eun-Hee and her 

former husband, the film director Shin Sang-Ok, in 1978. They made several films in the North 

with the full support of Kim Jong-Il. They attested to the fact that Kim Jong-Il had a profound 

knowledge of movies as well as music and opera.  

One of the examples of his addiction to films can be seen on North Korea’s bank notes.
28

 

Three leading North Korean film actresses are printed on the back of the notes. Also, North 

Koreans must ‘learn’ the movies, and live like the protagonists (Shin and Choi, 2001, pp.292– 

296).  

His artistic disposition also turned opera into a North Korean form. In the late 1960s, Kim 

Jong-Il attended the preview of the opera In the Sunshine
29

 staged by the National Opera Troupe. 

After the opera, Kim Jong-Il criticized Korean classical opera, changguk, for having declined 

and the Western-style opera for having prevailed. He said, “…I made up my mind to break down 

the old form of opera and refashion it in line with the revolutionary content of the work and the 

people’s aesthetic taste in our time.” He began to direct the opera from July 1971 after visiting 

the grand Theater (Choe, 1985, pp.84–91). On July 17, 1971, the opera Sea of Blood, directed by 

Kim Jong-Il, was premiered at the Pyongyang Grand Theater in the presence of Kim Il-Sung, 

where he was moved deeply and his son’s accomplishment helped Jong-Il to consolidate his 

position as future successor.
 
 

                                                 
28

 When Madeleine Albright asked him if it was true that he was “a movie buff”, Kim Jong-Il answered that he tried 

to “catch up on the latest movies every ten days or so”, and he “liked the Oscars” (Albright, 2003, p.465). 

29
 It was about the life of an anti-Japanese fighter. 
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In a similar way, Kim Jong-Il was excellent at understanding his father’s psychology. Little 

by little, Kim Il-Sung’s decision regarding his successor began to favor his son. One day, Kim Il-

Sung said, “Yong-Ju’s weakness is that he is not dogged, Jong-Il’s merit is that he is more 

dogged than his uncle” (Hwang, 1999, p.173).  

 

4.3 Kim Jong-Il’s Political Personality: Hypothesis 2 

 

According to Barber (1977), “Presidential personality is patterned. His character, worldview, and 

style fit together in a dynamic package understandable in psychological terms.” To see how the 

style, character, and worldview are “put together” first the early years of the president were 

analyzed, “culminating in his/her first independent political success” (p.6). Although his 

typology was to analyze American presidents, it is useful to adapt this to a leader’s personality 

generally.  

 

4.3.1. Character 

 

Character is “the way the president orients himself/herself toward life-not for the moment, but 

enduringly.” It is the “stance as s/he confronts experience…The President’s fundamental self-

esteem is his/her prime personal resource; to defend and advance that, s/he will sacrifice much 

else s/he values” (Barber, 1977, p.8). Kim Jong-Il’s character is distinguished by his a) quick 

temper, b) violence, and c) enthusiasm and artistic style. Yi Nam-Ok, the niece of Kim’s second 

wife, said Kim Jong-Il was “industrious, intelligent, humorous, independent, lacking in self-

interest, and an altogether charming bon vivant kind of person.” He is said to be “independent,” 

“arrogant,” and has a “lack of respect for seniors” (Oh and Hassig, 2000, p. 92). Such a character 

may come from the fact that he was raised and educated as a ‘prince’ of the Great Leader. It is 

easy to imagine that his circumstances and sycophants would have spoiled him. Former 

Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, after her official visit to Pyongyang in 2000, also 

confirmed the character of Kim Jong-Il; he was an “intelligent man…He was isolated, not 

uninformed,” and “seemed confident” (Albright, 2003, p.467).  

 

Kim Jong-Il’s temper was very quick. Also, he was very strict when he orders subordinates. It  

could be seen that he did not think deeply and sensitive and prone to emotion (Hwang, 1999, p.127). 
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[Kim Jong-Il] was very interested in violence when he was young. He always liked military play.  

So he always paid much attention to the arms and technique of the military and his willingness to 

have control over the military was huge…[He] acts quickly to solve anything, and that he is to  

solve problems once and for all with violence not by persuasion (Hwang, 1999, p.322).  

 

On account of his experience of accompanying anti-Japanese soldiers in the Maritime 

Province in Russia, Jong-Il enjoyed playing war games with a wooden rifle, which led to his 

penchant for violence. In 1999, Lee Min recalled his memory of Yura and his mother in an 

interview with the South Korean monthly Wolgan Chosun [Monthly Chosun].  

 

Kim Jong-Il was a bright and agile child… He was a cute boy. In the afternoon, after his  

childcare center let him out, the boy enjoyed playing with a wooden rifle, marching along  

with fighters who were undergoing training. When he played with Choe Hyun’s daughter Gop-dan 

and other kids, Jong-Il had to be the commander…I would ask him if he could kill the Japanese  

with a wooden gun. He would reply confidently that he could. I would tell him that he needed a  

real gun to kill a Japanese, and then he would ask his mother for a real gun. Kim Jong-Suk told him: 

‘No, you cannot have Dad’s gun. You must use your wooden gun to take a real gun from the enemy. 

That’s the only way you would ever become a general like your dad.’ Kim Jong-Suk was quite strict 

with Jong-Il (Martin, 2006, pp.204–205). 

 

He is very sensitive and enthusiastic, and has an artistic tendency which is not confined to 

formality (Son, 2000, p.330). Dr. Lee Kun-Hu, a psychologist for South Korea’s intelligence 

organization, said in an interview with Wolgan Chosun (July 2000) that, “Kim Jong-Il is more of 

an artist than a statesman.” 

 

By inborn nature, Kim Jong-Il is highly susceptible and passionate and tends to have the 

characteristics of an artist not bound by rules. By acquired nature, he carried the traits of control, 

elaborateness, calculation, and reason, the traits he acquired in the course of controlling himself in 

the effort to secure and safeguard his role in the social system. But, a strong peculiarity as expressed 

outwardly is strong in a sentimental aspect and weak in reason…Kim Jong-Il’s showmanship or 

sense of humor seems inborn (Breen, 2004, p.106). 

 

He does not hesitate to talk and does not listen carefully to what others say (Shin and Choi, 

pp.240–263). He decides almost all things immediately during the conversation. Maybe he thinks 
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he does not make mistakes with his decision-making. As Hwang Jang-Yop and Choi Eun-Hee 

have attested, Kim Jong-Il does not think carefully when talking and does not show self-restraint 

when speaking. Even Kim Jong-Il himself said in a conversation with Pulikovsky that he would 

not be qualified as a diplomat because he talks candidly (Pulikovsky, 2003, p.61).  

 

4.3.2. Worldview 

 

The worldview “consists of his primary, politically relevant beliefs, particularly his/her concepts 

of social causality, human nature, and the central moral conflicts of the time.” It is a “way of 

seeing” whereas style is the “way of acting.” “Worldview affects what he pays attention to, and a 

great deal of politics is about paying attention” (Barber, 1977, pp.7–8). Needless to say, this is 

how a leader sees political reality and conflicts at the time.  

The worldview of Kim Jong-Il has a tremendous bearing on the development of North 

Korea’s nuclear weapons program. Kim Jong-Il personally observed the process of his father’s 

power struggle of establishing a leadership, and he followed his father’s view. For Kim Jong-Il 

the world is the sphere he can manage behind the veil.  

Regarding the nuclear issue, Kim Jong-Il’s perspective on the United States is most 

important and peculiar. Ever since his childhood through to his early political career he did not 

have a good impression of the U.S. The memory of the Korean War might have made a deep 

impression on him; namely, that the United States would destroy the North if another war broke 

out. Kim Jong-Il once said during the Korean War, “You foes, I will grow up to be an avenger 

and make you pay a thousand times more for the blood shed by our people!” (Choe, 1985, p.65) 

Such fear of and animosity towards the United States might preserve his endless doubt about 

America.  

On the other hand, he had positive memories of winning conflicts against the United States. 

On January 23, 1968, the North captured the U.S. spy ship Pueblo which had violated North 

Korea’s territorial waters; the captain and the crew were released after eleven months when the 

U.S. apologized for the intrusion (Oh and Hassig, 2000, p.122 and p.166).
30

 Again, in 1969, 

North Korea shot down an American Navy reconnaissance plane EC–121, killing all 31 crew 

members. North Korea claimed that the airplane had violated North Korean air space.  

                                                 
30

 During the capture of the U.S. spy ship, one sailor was killed and three were wounded. Although the surviving 

crew members returned to their homeland, the vessel still remains in Pyongyang (it had been moved from the port of 

Wonsan) and has become a popular tourist attraction that shows so-called American hostility (Lintner, 2005, p.94). 
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Kim Jong-Il is said to have directed the attacks in both cases (Jung, 2000, pp.200–201; Oh 

and Hassig, 2000, p.122). A North Korean document also confirms Kim Jong-Il’s role in the 

capture of the spy ship Pueblo, saying Kim Il-Sung “solemnly declared his stand to answer the 

enemy’s retaliation with retaliation…Comrade Kim Jong-Il took resolute measures to crush the 

enemy’s military provocations at every step…” (Choe, 1985, p.44). Historically, North Korea 

has never been defeated in the conflicts with the U.S., and never apologized for its acts. Through 

the “triumphant victory” over the U.S., Kim Jong-Il would have gained confidence in order to 

overcome his fear of the strongest power in the world, the U.S., and later he would have 

adjudged the only tool for coping with the U.S. threat to be nuclear weapons. Therefore, Kim 

Jong-Il’s worldview was shaped in his early thirties, and has remained the same since then. 

 

4.3.3 Style 

 

“Style is the President’s habitual way of performing his/her three political roles: rhetoric, 

personal relations, and homework.” It is “how the President goes about doing what the office 

requires him/her to do” (Barber, 1977, p.7).  

Full of doubt and his conviction for being accurate sees Kim Jong-Il have a ruling style that, 

it is said, entails him staying up and getting to bed around four-five o’clock in the morning, 

reading reports sent in from the KWP, the military, and all provinces. Hwang says that he at 

times could not sleep in case of a call from Kim Jong-Il. The over-loaded stress might prevent 

him from making some correct political decisions. Kim Jong-Il boasted the fact that he always 

would work late (Shin and Choi, 2001, p.267). 

Kim Il-Sung was an eloquent speaker. He conveyed his thoughts to the public using plain 

and easy words because most of his comrades were uneducated. However, his son likes to give 

orders, and not make speeches. Kim Jong-Il talks with a few of his close subordinates. He does 

not make speeches to large audiences, and delivers his messages to the masses through the media. 

He speaks a lot at cabinet meetings and encourages the participants to approve his thinking. Kim 

Jong-Il does not like others to raise objections to his policy, whereas his father usually listened to 

the opinions of his followers. There is another example that shows the difference between father 

and son. Kim Il-Sung, on the first day of every year, gave a live New Year’s Message, evaluating 

last year’s various party activities and suggesting the vision for the New Year and policy line. 

After the demise of his father, Kim Jong-Il, however, has not, himself, given a message, with 

instead North Korea publishing the message in the official newspapers under the heading ‘New 
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Year’s Joint Editorial,’ which means Kim Jong-Il does not want to stand in front of the public. 

He seems to feel uncomfortable with strangers and the public and likes to “deal with a small 

circle of associates” (Oh and Hassig, 2000, p.93). The only public speech aired was “Glory to the 

Heroic Korean People’s Army!” which was given when he stood in the reviewing stand at a 

military parade in 1992, celebrating the 44th anniversary of the establishment of the Korean 

People’s Army.  

He decides resolutely which subjects he feels confident about, but passes the work to his 

staff that he is not confident about and which he feels is complicated. For example, he manages 

the ideology, propaganda and foreign policy he used to deal with from his first political post; 

however, although he is very much interested in the economy, he seems to have passed economic 

policies onto his staff. The memory of the failure of the Three Revolutionary Movements would 

have affected his economic policy behavior.  

His avid interest in art appears in his ruling style. The world is a stage that he instructs. He 

likes to act as if he is a movie director or actor. In other words, he is very good at self-

performance. Kim likes to surprise people, appearing for a few minutes for on-the-spot guidance 

(Oh and Hassig, 2000, p.98). That is, he seems to be behind the veil like an enigma, but 

sometimes he likes to perform the complete opposite. For example, although he ordered the 

kidnapping of the South Korean actress Choi Eun-Hee, he greeted her personally at the port of 

Nampo, in the suburbs of Pyongyang. Those facts explain his dramatic style, which appears in 

his foreign policy behavior, as shown later. And unlike what most people had anticipated, he 

welcomed South Korean President Kim Dae-Jung in person at Sunan Airport in Pyongyang, and 

he tried to exhibit simple and honest behavior during the summit meeting because he knew his 

every word and gesture was to be broadcast to South Koreans. His showmanship changed the 

prejudice South Koreans had towards Kim Jong-Il, from that of being an evil person with horns 

on his head to a kind and simple leader.  

 

4.4. Idiosyncratic Policy Behavior: Hypothesis 3 

 

As examined in Chapter 1, personality disorder mainly consists of compulsiveness, narcissism, 

and paranoia. To verify hypothesis 3, Kim Jong-Il’s idiosyncratic behavior, the typology of 

personality disorder is thought be very useful. 

To begin with, the compulsive personality disorder is not obvious in the case of Kim Jong-Il. 

An individual who has compulsive personality always looks for rationality and formality. Those 
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of this type pursue order and perfection, but Kim Jong-Il does not do so. He, as explained in his 

character and style, is extemporaneous and not bound by rules. He has an artistic character; he 

does not determine his policy confined to formalities. Especially in the North Korean regime, 

because the leader’s order is regarded as being much more important than law or morals, Kim 

Jong-Il would not abide by written law or the demands of the people.  

 

4.4.1 Narcissistic Policy Behavior 

 

Narcissism is characterized by ‘grandiosity,’ ‘unlimited success, power, or ideal love,’ and 

‘uncontrolled aggression’ as well as ‘lack of empathy.’ Because narcissism happens when an 

individual tries to overcompensate for his or her inferiority, we can find narcissistic traits in Kim 

Jong-Il’s political personality. In his talks with Konstantin Pulikovsky, Kim Jong-Il said that he 

was the target of criticism from all over the world, and although everybody would criticize him 

he thought he was on the right path (Pulikovsky, 2003, p.59). This may mean that his personality 

has the trait of malignant narcissism. These facts might show that his narcissism is a “malignant 

narcissism.” Post asserts his narcissism can be characterized by his a) such extreme grandiosity 

and self-absorption: lack of empathy with his own people, b) no constraint of conscience: Kim 

Jong-Il’s loyalty is to himself just for his survival, c) paranoid orientation: his consciousness is 

far from reality and he feels he can be betrayed by his inner circle, d) unconstrained aggression: 

he may use his power to eliminate an individual or a group (Post, 2004, p.255). As Kohut said in 

his argument, because Kim Jong-Il failed to get enough parental caring he suffered from 

narcissism and began to see his enemy as a discardable object.  

First, Kim Jong-Il’s sense of grandiosity can be observed in his policy: all-embracing policy, 

or magnanimous policy. According to the North Korean definition, the phrase describes ‘a form 

of rule that embraces every one of the People,’ and that ‘does not leave out those with 

complicated family or sociopolitical backgrounds’ but ‘warmly embraces them as eternal 

partners on the path to Revolution.’
31

 North Korea maintains that all-embracing politics is “the 

politics of noble love and the most generous patriotic politics which embraces all those desirous 

of reunification with national conscience and leads them to reunification and patriotism.”
32

 Thus, 

the policy has been used to unite the inhabitants during the economic crisis after the death of 

Kim Il-Sung in 1994 and to attract foreign capital. In line with this policy, Kim Jong-Il tried in 

                                                 
31

 http://world.kbs.co.kr/english/event/nkorea_nuclear/general_04d.htm 

32
 http://www.kcna.co.jp/item/2001/200101/news01/10.htm 
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time for the 1989 World Festival of Youth and Students to build the 105-story Ryugyong Hotel 

(300m) which would have been both the tallest hotel and the 7th tallest building in the world, but 

failed to complete the construction due to a lack of economic resources.  

Second, a narcissistic leader wants to be loved unconditionally by others. Kim Jong-Il, thus, 

gave the order to build his father’s bronze statues throughout the country, and now the number of 

statues is estimated at 35,000. Building the statues was the outcome of the “filial” son’s desire to 

gain attention and love from his father. Along with the all-embracing policy, the Rule of Virtue is 

also peculiar to Kim Jong-Il’s policy. It first appeared on January 28, 1993, in the Rohdong 

Shinmun, with him claiming that the leader rules the country with love and benevolence to the 

people. For example, he ordered preparations be made for the celebration of a resident’s 60th 

birthday (Jung, 2000, p.207). Also, as Ko Young-Hwan said, he provided a two-story house and 

enough clothing for 10 years when he received a report that a family in Nampo had quadruplets. 

By propagandizing his ‘benevolence,’ the North Korean media brought into relief Kim Jong-Il as 

a father of all people.  

He also wanted to have truly faithful subordinates to remain around him. Combining the 

carrot and the stick, he makes followers compete with each other to gain his trust. In North 

Korea, purged people are sent to farms, mines, or factories for ‘revolutionizing education,’ which 

means that they must work there until Kim Jong-Il calls them back to Pyongyang. However, the 

basic condition for return to Pyongyang is that they should show their loyalty to Kim Jong-Il in 

the workplaces. Such personnel management works very effectively with relation to his all-

embracing policy. Therefore, through the personnel managing style he can maintain extremely 

trustful followers who stay around him (Son, 2000, pp.317–322).  

Kim Jong-Il’s narcissism is the extreme expression of his pursuit of euphoric feelings, 

which leads to him stubbornly seeking to maintain North Korea’s nuclear weapons program and 

his negotiating style of not yielding a bit in the negotiations. Failure is unthinkable for him. 

 

4.4.2 Paranoid Policy Behavior 

 

Paranoid people are suspicious and emotionally sensitive. They feel a sense of emptiness; they 

tend to make trouble instead of sitting restfully. They feel uncomfortable when all things become 

stable and tranquil. They try fanatically to avoid a sense of being deserted, whether imagined or 

real. They are impulsive and want to get instantaneous satisfaction, partly due to mistreatment 

during their childhood.  
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As we have seen in the traits of paranoid people, Kim Jong-Il is always doubtful about 

others. The reason can be found easily if we look back at his early days. As he watched his 

father’s purge of political opponents, Kim Jong-Il would have thought he could not believe 

anyone surrounding him. He has learned that not relying on his inner circle is the only solution to 

political survival.  

In North Korea, the military is both the most important supporter of Kim Jong-Il and the 

strongest power group. The military first politics of Kim Jong-Il reflects the importance of the 

role of the military. Therefore, discontent among the military would threaten the national 

existence. To control the military effectively, Kim Jong-Il replaced its leaders with his reliable 

subordinates like O Jin-U, and, in 1992–1994, he expelled the high-level military leaders through 

revealing a Russian spying plot in the military (Son, 2000, pp.312–313).  

On the other hand, although he does not trust others, he does not like others to lie to him. 

Sung Hye-Rang, the younger sister of Kim’s first wife Sung Hye-Rim, said in an interview with 

Time in July 2003, that if he found out that someone had lied to him or he felt he was betrayed or 

deceived he became very dangerous.  

Because he did not trust even his relatives, Kim Jong-Il, in order not to hurt his leadership, 

evacuated the families on both his mother and wife’s side to Chongjin, the far northeastern city 

in the North (Jung, 2000, pp.212–213). He rules the country just with the aid of a small group of 

followers like his sister and her husband Jang Sung-Taek (Oh and Hassig, 2000, p.94).  

For the same reason, Kim would not trust the United States based on his experiences from 

the Korean War and some conflicts since the 1960s. That is why North Korea continuously asks 

for a written commitment from the U.S. not to attack the North. Therefore, the psychological aim 

of North Korea’s development of its nuclear weapons program can be understood as protecting 

its regime, not preempting the United States or other countries.   

At a party with the kidnapped Choi Eun-Hee and Shin Sang-Ok, Kim Jong-Il said, “Mr. 

Shin, that is a fake. They shout with lie.” as a dozen females of a musical band cheered the Dear 

Leader (Shin and Choi, 2001, pp.234–235). Sometimes he strengthens his support by holding 

banquets for his inner circle. Shin, who had attended these parties a few times, regarded Kim 

Jong-Il as wanting to turn his close staff into puppets due to his distrust (Shin and Choi, 2001, 

p.272). 

His paranoia, like his narcissistic personality disorder, has led to an inflexible behavior 

when negotiating about the nuclear issue with the United States. Although the American 

government has expressed its concern about the North Korean regime’s dictatorship and the 
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human rights situation, the U.S. government has also announced that it is not willing to attack 

North Korea. However, Kim Jong-Il, not trusting these announcements, continuously has asked 

for more protective measures, such as securing the peaceful usage of nuclear energy and easing 

economic sanctions. 

 

4.5 Discussion  

 

The basic hypothesis of this study is that Kim Jong-Il’s experiences of sense of loss and low self-

esteem had affected his political personality, and this very much appears in his policy behavior, 

particularly during nuclear negotiations. In Chapter 2, the theoretical background to test the 

hypothesis was put forward for how an individual’s experiences, such as a sense of loss and low 

self worth in childhood and adolescence, can have an impact on shaping a political personality. 

Also, it was suggested that an individual pursues power to compensate for these feelings. 

However, some cases of overcompensating for these feelings may lead to a personality disorder. 

History has shown that dictators especially exhibit the symptom of malignant narcissism and 

extreme paranoia. In relation to kinds of personality disorder, Glad (2002), by analyzing the 

paradoxical behavior of three modern tyrants, Hitler, Stalin, and Hussein, insists that grandiosity, 

a representative narcissistic feature, and some political skills can be helpful for assuming power. 

But, once he holds absolute power his moral and geographic boundaries are broken down, which 

makes him turn towards extreme paranoia splitting and projecting upon the enemy. The same 

explanation seems valid even for Kim Jong-Il.  

 As hypothesized, Kim Jong-Il has experienced a sense of loss and low self esteem in his 

early years. In Chapters 3 and 4, Kim Jong-Il’s individual experiences and his personality and 

policy behavior were analyzed to test the hypothesis. Kim Jong-Il was born into the harsh 

environment of a military camp in Russia, where his parents and their comrades fought against 

Japanese troops. He lost his brother whilst playing with him, and his loving mother in childbirth. 

Soon after, he was forced to flee from the North to China as North Korea was defeated by 

American troops. As his father Kim Il-Sung began to live together with his secretary during the 

Korean War, Kim Jong-Il suffered from isolation. Only Kim Il-Sung’s partisan comrades, 

adhering to the will of Jong-Il’s mother, took care of him. In a word, it can be easily assumed 

that Kim Jong-Il had experienced a huge sense of loss and low self-esteem and the problem of 

survival was a daily occurrence for Kim Jong-Il.    

Isolated, Jong-Il became absorbed in himself. That led to narcissism, in that he only loves 



51 

 

 

 

 

 

 

himself and suffers from paranoia, and so he cannot trust others. Kim Jong-Il pursued power to 

compensate for the feelings of inferiority felt during his early years. Indeed, Kim Jong-Il had 

diligently tried to get over the unhappy memories of his early years, showing his artistic ability 

and filial piety to his father. However, he overcompensated for his feelings of low self-esteem, 

and some signs of personality disorder are found in his ruling style and politics. 

First, to regain the attention of his father was important for Jong-Il. In adolescence, he tried 

to propagandize the ruling ideology, or the Great Leader Kim Il-Sung’s Juche idea, by his 

activities within the DYL and participating at the construction sites. During his university days, 

he became immersed in the film industry, where he could show his political ability; thereby he 

was able to get praise from his father. However, his power seeking behavior exceeded the limit. 

He made the best of every political opportunity to expel his uncle and stepmother.  

Accordingly, we can, at the moment, conclude that the hypothesis has been well proven by 

the theory and the empirical analysis of Kim Jong-Il. Then, how about the influence of his 

political personality when it comes to the nuclear issue?  

In the theoretical background, the contexts in which the leader’s personality can very much 

appear were mentioned: the leader’s interest, the crisis, the political context the leader faces, etc. 

Because North Korea, as explained in the problem of control, is a one-man dictatorship and only 

Kim Jong-Il can define the political situations as crises, his personality may be seen as of 

paramount importance in the nuclear negotiation process.  

It has also been maintained that North Korea’s negotiating behavior regarding the nuclear 

issue reflects the leader’s personality. As scholars and journalists usually say, the negotiating 

behavior of North Korea is characterized by its “brinkmanship strategy” and “face-saving 

strategy.” It is thus necessary to examine the relationship between the negotiating behavior and 

Kim Jong-Il’s personality. For example, if Kim Jong-Il’s personality has affected the negotiating 

behavior, it can be largely assumed that North Korea would have doubted the sincerity of the 

U.S. position not to attack North Korea. Furthermore, North Korea would have adhered to its 

nuclear weapons program to use it as a bargaining chip. Because of Kim Jong-Il’s malignant 

narcissism, the words or actions of the U.S. to hurt Kim Jong-Il’s self-esteem would have made 

the negotiations reach a deadlock. Hence, to test hypothesis 4, we now turn to the analysis of 

how his political personality has affected North Korea’s foreign policy behavior. 
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Chapter 5. Analysis of the Negotiating Behavior Regarding the Nuclear 

Issue and Kim Jong-Il’s Personality: Hypothesis 4  

 

First, this chapter will briefly examine how North Korea’s nuclear issue has developed and how 

the two nuclear crises were brought about. Then, it will be analyzed how Kim Jong-Il’s 

personality has affected the negotiation process. That is, it is to test hypothesis 4 that because 

Kim Jong-Il’s political personality would have influenced his policy behavior, his foreign policy 

behavior is idiosyncratic and unpredictable, which can be best explained in the case of North 

Korea’s nuclear negotiations with the United States. 

 

5.1 The Origin of the Nuclear Crisis on the Korean Peninsula 

 

Russian scholars have looked at North Korea’s intention of developing nuclear weapons for three 

reasons: 1) Nuclear weapons are essential for the survival of the North’s regime which is in 

international isolation and economic difficulty, 2) With its arsenal, North Korea can cope with 

the U.S. and can, as a negotiation card, receive compensation, and 3) the North’s leadership, for 

domestic reasons, is able to show its greatness to its people (Lee Yong-Jun, 2004, p.73). North 

Korea and the Soviet Union signed an agreement on the peaceful use of atomic power in March 

1956, whereby the Soviet Union provided North Korea with a 2 MW experimental nuclear 

reactor in Yongbyon and about 300 North Korean experts were trained in the Soviet Union (Lee, 

2004, p.93; Oberdorfer, 2001, p.252). As the energy problem became serious in the 1980s, North 

Korea asked Moscow for nuclear energy, and Moscow agreed to build four light-water nuclear 

power reactors in North Korea. At the same time, North Korea, following the Soviet request, 

joined the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) on December 12, 1985. As Mikhail Gorbachev was 

carrying out his policy of Glasnost and Perestroika in the late 1980s, North Korea was worrying 

about its security position, so it began to build secret nuclear facilities in Yongbyon, which was 

led by the Minister of the People’s Armed Forces O Jin-U, Kim Jong-Il’s confidant.  

However, according to Oberdorfer, American experts believed that the North launched the 

secret project around 1979 because U.S. intelligence cameras took a photograph of the first 

North Korean reactor in the spring of 1982 (Lee, 2004, p.253). North Korea had arranged to 

receive three 650 MW light water reactors (LWRs) near Sinpo. Therefore, it is reasonable to 

think that the reactors at Yongbyon were for developing nuclear weapons and those at Sinpo 
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were for supplying electric power.  

Meanwhile, as France’s satellite SPOT 2 took photographs of a nuclear facilities site in 

September, North Korea, under U.S. pressure, signed the IAEA Safeguards Agreement on 

January 10, 1992. Russia went from providing friendly assistance to North Korea with regards 

the LWRs, agreed upon during the Soviet era, to demanding that North Korea make a hard 

currency payment for the LWR project in Sinpo. In May 1992, when North Korea rejected this 

demand, Russia refused to fulfill the terms of the agreement. 

IAEA Director General Hans Blix visited North Korea to inspect the research facilities at 

Yongbyon on May 11.
33

 According to the plutonium samples taken at Yongbyon, it was proved 

that plutonium separation could have happened in 1989, 1990, and 1991, which could have 

produced 8kg of plutonium. This differed from North Korea’s claim that it had separated 90 

grams of plutonium in 1990. Again, when Hans Blix demanded that the North accept special 

inspections of its two unreported facilities, North Korea, on March 12, 1993, announced its 

intention to withdraw from the NPT in three months’ time. This was the beginning of the nuclear 

crisis on the Korean Peninsula.  

 

5.2 The First Nuclear Crisis and Negotiations with the U.S. 

 

The United States, shocked by the announcement of North Korea’s withdrawal from the NPT, 

held a U.S.–North Korean meeting between senior officials, headed by North Korea’s Vice 

Foreign Minister Kang Suk-Ju and U.S. Assistant Secretary of State Robert Gallucci in New 

York from June 2 through 11, 1993. Just three days before the meeting North Korea successfully 

test-fired its Rodong missile, with a range of 1,000 km and developed based on the Soviet Scud 

missile, towards the Nodo Peninsula of Japan. Typically, it was an attempt to strengthen North 

Korea’s negotiating power and influence the U.S.’s negotiating stance (Yun, 2005, p.24). This 

meeting itself had been the outcome of what North Korea had long been wanting: a discussion 

with the U.S. on the issue of the peninsula (Lee, Yong-Jun, 2004, p.119).  

The second round of talks was held from July 14 through 19 in Geneva. The IAEA board in 

September and the IAEA General Assembly in October decided that North Korea should accept 

nuclear inspections. Furthermore, when the UN General Assembly on November 1 asked the 

North to cooperate with the inspections, the North became isolated. Accordingly, the IAEA 
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 The criterion for measuring North Korea’s nuclear capability was the amount of plutonium just before the 

inspection. 
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inspectors visited Yongbyon in March 1994; however, as North Korea had denied accepting the 

inspections of the reprocessing facilities, the nuclear crisis on the peninsula was created. 

Therefore, the United States decided to report the matter of North Korea’s nuclear program to 

the UN Security Council on March 19. The IAEA confirmed that the North had begun unloading 

spent fuel from its 5 MW
34

 nuclear research reactor on May 19, and the North announced it 

would withdraw from the IAEA.
35

 Now, relations between North Korea and the U.S. were such 

that war could have broken out at the slightest provocation. The Clinton administration 

contemplated an attack on North Korea. 

However, a dramatic turnaround took place when former president Jimmy Carter visited 

Pyongyang from June 15 through 18, and met with Kim Il-Sung who promised that he would not 

expel the IAEA inspectors from the nuclear facilities, only if, however, “good-faith efforts were 

made to resolve the differences over international inspections” (Clinton, 2004, p.603). The 

United States promised to resume the high-level talks with the North. Furthermore, Kim Il-Sung 

promised to hold a summit meeting with South Korean President Kim Yong-Sam. 

Although the third round of high-level talks was held in Geneva on July 8, Kim Il-Sung 

died on that day and the summit meeting between the two Koreas could not be held. Considering 

his age, Kim Il-Sung seemed to have a strong will to resolve the nuclear issue peacefully, and the 

assignment was passed down to his son Kim Jong-Il.   

However, the talks were continued and the Agreed Framework
36

 was signed by Robert 

Gallucci on behalf of the U.S. and Gang Sok-Ju of North Korea in Geneva on October 21, 1994, 

which “seemed to be the breakthrough that the North had been striving for” (Beal, 2005, p.80). 

Accordingly, North Korea’s nuclear program was suspended and the KEDO (Korean Peninsula 

Energy Development Organization) was established on December 15, 1995, and the contract for 

                                                 
34

 5 MW provides the amount of electricity to run five large American office buildings, whereas two standard LWRs 

can produce 2,000 MW that can power the Washington metropolitan area (Oberdorfer, 1997, pp.289–290). 

35
 This means that plutonium can be separated for atomic weapons from the highly radioactive material. 

36
 It has four main clauses and three or four subclauses for each. The main contents are 1) the U.S. undertakes to 

make arrangements for providing North Korea with a LWR with a total generating capacity of approximately 2,000 

MW by a target date of 2003, 2) the U.S. will supply 500,000 tons of heavy oil annually as an alternative energy, 3) 

North Korea’s graphite-moderated reactors and related facilities will be fully implemented within one month, 4) The 

two sides will move towards full normalization of political and economic relations, 5) Both sides will work together 

for peace and security on a nuclear-free Korean Peninsula, for which North Korea will take steps to implement the 

North-South Joint Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula and 6) North Korea will remain a 

party to the NPT.   
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supplying the LWRs was signed between the KEDO and North Korea. The construction of the 

LWRs started in Kumho, near Sinpo, on August 19, 1997.  

The reason why the U.S. signed the Agreed Framework with its very generous conditions 

has been generally interpreted that the U.S. was looking forward to the collapse of the North 

Korean regime after the demise of Kim Il-Sung. However, it underestimated the fact that Kim 

Jong-Il already held overall power even before Kim Il-Sung’s death. It is reported that when 

Jimmy Carter asked to meet Kim Jong-Il during his visit to Pyongyang, he was refused 

(Oberdorfer, 2001, pp.328–329). It is hard to imagine how deeply Kim Jong-Il was involved in 

the first nuclear crisis. Yet it seems that he had already intervened in the nuclear issue handled 

by his father.
37

  

At any rate, through the resolution of the nuclear negotiations, the Clinton administration 

allowed Pyongyang to see its nuclear weapons programs as a means of gaining economic 

assistance and diplomatic attention (O’Hanlon and Mochizuki, 2003, pp.94–95). There was a 

second nuclear crisis on the peninsula, but the Bush administration inaugurated in January 2001 

was different from its predecessor.  

 

5.3 The Second Nuclear Crisis and Negotiations with the U.S. 

 

In August 1998, North Korea launched a Taepodong missile, a long-range ballistic missile with a 

range of 3,800–6,000 km, over the East Sea and Japan. The firing of this missile suggested that 

North Korea could attack Japan at any time. It also raised a question about the Clinton 

administration’s North Korea policy which had backed the then South Korean President Kim 

Dae-Jung’s Sunshine Policy.
38

 The U.S. Congress had given Clinton the authority to review U.S. 

policy towards North Korea and for this task Clinton nominated former Defense Secretary 

William Perry as the North Korea policy coordinator. At the Berlin missile talks in September 

1999, North Korea promised to suspend its Taepodong-2 and, in return, the U.S. agreed to lift 

some economic sanctions against Pyongyang. As a result, the Perry Report was announced on 
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 Kim Il-Sung in an interview with The Washington Times on April 11, 1992, said that he was carrying out “some 

external work,” but that “as far as the internal affairs of our country are concerned, everything is dealt with by Kim 

Jong-Il” (Oberdorfer, 2001, p.298). 

38
 It is the basic philosophy of South Korean President Kim Dae Jung (1998–2003). Unlike former presidents, the 

president emphasized cooperation and reconciliation with the North, including humanitarian aid. He was awarded  

the Nobel Peace Prize in 2000 for his efforts to improve peace on the Korean Peninsula. The current South Korean 

President Ro Moo-Hyun is continuing this policy. 
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September 15, 1999. In his report Perry suggested a package deal: the United States would lift 

economic sanctions on North Korea and establish diplomatic relations with the country and, in 

return, North Korea would end its missile firing and nuclear programs. According to the proposal, 

the Clinton administration would lift several economic sanctions against North Korea and North 

Korea announced a moratorium on the firing of long-range missiles.  

In 2000, a wave of détente swept over the Korean Peninsula. The first ever summit meeting 

since the Korean War was held between South Korean President Kim Dae-Jung and Kim Jong-Il 

when the former paid a visit to Pyongyang between June 13–15, and the two leaders announced a 

North–South Joint Declaration. After that event, relations between South and North Korea had 

taken a profoundly different direction than had been the case in the past, both quantitively and 

qualitatively.
39

 On October 9, North Korea’s second highest ranking military official Jo Moyng-

Rok visited the White House and met with President Clinton. He delivered Kim Jong-Il’s letter 

to President Clinton and invited the president to Pyongyang. They issued a joint communiqué 

that each side pledged no hostile intent towards the other. For preparing Clinton’s visit to 

Pyongyang, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright met with Kim Jong-Il, when she visited 

Pyongyang on October 23. Although President Clinton wanted to visit Pyongyang, his plan was 

frustrated by North Korea’s intention to wait for the next American president.  

In reality, North Korea wanted Al Gore to succeed the Clinton administration; however, 

when Bush Jr. was inaugurated in January 2001 and he included North Korea as one of the ‘axis 

of evil’ in his State of the Union Address to Congress on January 29, 2002, relations between 

North Korea and the U.S. became strained. When, on June 6, 2001, President Bush announced 

that the administration had decided upon its North Korea policy, he declared the resumption of 

bilateral talks. It seemed that relations between the two countries would change when the U.S. 

suggested a dialogue with North Korea at the meeting of Lee Hyung-Chul, the North Korean 

Ambassador to the UN, and Jack Pritchard, special envoy for negotiations with the DPRK, in 

New York. However, the Bush administration began to emphasize anti-terror cooperation in the 

wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan.  

The atmosphere between North and South Korea in 2002 was also very cordial and almost 

every day there were events or dialogues between North and South Korea. In the end, President 

Bush sent his first special envoy to North Korea. Assistant Secretary of State James Kelly visited 

                                                 
39

 For example, after the summit meeting, there have been 17 ministerial meetings between the two Koreas and 13 

meetings between separated families after the division of Korea. Regarding economic cooperation, the construction 

for linking the divided railways and highways has started and inter-Korean trade amounted to USD 697 million in 

2004. 
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Pyongyang and met with North Korea’s First Minister Kang Suk-Ju and Vice Minister of 

Foreign Affairs Kim Kye-Kwan. Two weeks after his visit to North Korea, James Kelly 

appeared in Seoul and made the astonishing remark that the North admitted that it had a highly 

enriched uranium (HEU) program;
40

 thereby the second nuclear crisis was triggered.  

In fact, the HEU program does not directly breach the Agreed Framework; however, it is 

regarded that the program violated the spirit of the Agreed Framework that was supposed to 

abide by the North–South Joint Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula 

which was signed in 1992. The KEDO, although it was actually the U.S. that asserted that 

Pyongyang had infringed the Agreed Framework, decided to suspend supplying heavy oil from 

November 2002. Responding to the U.S. position, North Korea, justifiably angry, declared that it 

would pull out of the NPT on January 10, 2003. The construction of the LWR was also so 

sluggish that 34.5% of the project was completed by the end of November 2003.
41

  

To resolve the nuclear crisis, even though North Korea and the United States shared the 

view that the crisis should be settled in a peaceful way, North Korea insisted upon bilateral talks 

with the U.S. but the Bush administration wanted multilateral talks in order not to make the same 

mistake as the Agreed Framework, the outcome of bilateral talks. North Korea argued that 

America’s requirement that the North should first abandon its nuclear program and then both 

sides could meet was a trick. Pyongyang insisted that if North Korea suspended its nuclear 

program, America should simultaneously provide economic aid and safeguard the regime’s 

security by not attacking North Korea. To find a way of resolving the nuclear issue, North 

Korea’s neighboring countries have since 2002 held a variety of talks, such as the three-party 

talks involving the U.S., North Korea, and China, the South Korea–U.S. summit meeting, the 

U.S.–Japan summit meeting, and the meeting between the U.S., South Korea, and Japan, 

members of the Trilateral Coordination and Oversight Group (TCOG). In particular, after the 

U.S. had invaded Iraq on March 20, 2003, China’s Vice Prime Minster Qian Qichen visited 

Pyongyang, and Kim Jong-Il declared that the North would not adhere to bilateral talks.  

                                                 
40

 There are mainly two methods for acquiring materials for nuclear weapons. The first is to extract plutonium by 

reprocessing used fuel rods from a nuclear reactor. The nuclear program involved in the first nuclear crisis was 

about the plutonium nuclear weapons program. The second method is to gather highly enriched uranium through a 

centrifugal separator. It is known that the second method is easier than that of the first one because HEU nuclear 

weapons do not need nuclear testing.   

41
 Unification White Paper, 2005, Ministry of Unification, pp.117–119. 
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In the end, on August 27, 2003, the first round of the six-party
42

 talks was held in Beijing. 

The U.S. demanded ‘CVID,’ ‘complete, verifiable, irreversible dismantlement,’ as the first step 

in solving the issue of North Korea’s nuclear program. North Korea, however, wanted 

simultaneous steps to be taken in order to resolve the nuclear issue and it denied it had a HEU 

program.
43

 After the first round of talks broke down on February 25, 2004, the second round of 

six-party talks was held in Beijing. Again, the North denied having a HEU program and the U.S. 

demanded that CVID must be included in the agreement. The talks resulted in the Chairman’s 

Statement. The third round of six-party talks was held on June 23, 2004, and there was some 

progress: the U.S. did not use the term CVID and North Korea declared that it would abandon its 

nuclear program if the U.S. renounced its policy of hostility towards the North. The third round 

was regarded by scholars and those countries involved in the Six-Party talks as having 

accomplished the denuclearization of the peninsula. However, after the North Korean Human 

Rights Act
44

 was passed by the U.S. House of Representatives, talks were not held until 13 

months later because Pyongyang was unhappy with this U.S. piece of legislation. Meanwhile, 

President George W. Bush was reelected on November 2, 2004, and was sworn in for a second 

term on January 20, 2005. Condoleezza Rice, President Bush’s nomination as Secretary of State, 

identified North Korea as one of the ‘outposts of tyranny’
45

 during her confirmation hearing 

before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on January 18. This drew a furious response 

from the North Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs which released a statement saying: 

 

                                                 
42

 They are North Korea, the U.S., China, South Korea, Russia, and Japan. 

43
 However, the United States could not provide concrete evidence of North Korea’s HEU program and it remains 

questionable why the United States through Kelly’s press interview reported the shocking news of the HEU program 

two weeks after Kelly’s visit to Pyongyang. Even in North Korea’s statement on possessing nuclear weapons, 

released on February 10, 2005, it did not mention the HEU program. According to the North Korean Ambassador to 

China, it was explained on November 1, 2002, that the North did not admit to having a HEU program, but Kang 

Suk-Ju said to James Kelly: “We are entitled to have a nuclear program and we have a weapon more powerful than 

that.” Kenneth Quinnones argued in an interview with South Korea’s Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation in May 

2005 that the US interpreter made a mistake when trying to understand Kang’s announcement: “We have a nuclear 

program.” Although the U.S. insists that there is undeniable evidence of the North’s HEU program, we do not 

simply know the truth at present.     

44
 The act encourages Pyongyang to promote human rights in North Korea and supports the activities of 

organizations to work for the improvement of the conditions of the North’s human rights.   

45
 They are North Korea, Cuba, Iran, Zimbabwe, Burma and Belarus. 
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…The remarks made by senior officials of the administration clarifying the official political stance 

of the U.S. contained no word showing any willingness to co-exist with the DPRK or make a 

switchover in its policy toward it. On the contrary, they have declared it as their final goal to 

terminate the tyranny, defined the DPRK, too, as an “outpost of tyranny” and blustered that they 

would not rule out the use of force when necessary…We have wanted the six-party talks but we are 

compelled to suspend our participation in the talks for an indefinite period till we have recognized 

that there is justification for us to attend the talks…The present deadlock of the Six-party talks is 

attributable to the U.S. hostile policy toward the DPRK… 

 

However, the United States responded to the statement by claiming that the North’s 

approval of nuclear weapons was not surprising and it maintained that the nuclear weapons 

program should be resolved as part of CVID. If it had happened under the Clinton administration, 

America would have come to the negotiation table to confirm the North’s argument and, for the 

talks, North Korea would have asked for compensation, but the Bush administration was 

different. Bush and his staff repeatedly said that the administration would not invade North 

Korea, only if North Korea returned to the multilateral six-party talks. Such behavior and 

remarks by the United States would have increased Kim Jong-Il’s misgivings about the United 

States.  

As a result of a series of meetings between North Korean and U.S. officials in New York, 

the fourth round of six-party talks was held in two stages: July 26–August 7 and September 9–17, 

2005. For the first time, the Joint Statement was adopted. In the talks it was stipulated that North 

Korea would commit itself to abandoning all nuclear weapons and existing nuclear programs and 

returning to the NPT and to the IAEA safeguards and the U.S. affirmed that it had no intention of 

attacking or invading North Korea. Although the fifth round of six-party talks was held in 

November 2005, the talks reached a stalemate as the U.S. expressed its concern over North 

Korea’s laundering of counterfeit US dollars, and imposed economic sanctions on North Korea. 
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Table 4. Chronological Comparison of the First and Second Nuclear Crisis 

 The First Crisis The Second Crisis 

Origin North Korea’s announcement of its withdrawal from 

the NPT (Mar. 1993) 

The U.S. announcement of North Korea’s claim of 

having a HEU program (Oct. 2002) 

Development • UN Security council adopts a resolution on North 

Korea, urging nuclear safeguards (May 1993) 

• The North’s suspension of withdrawing from the 

NPT after a meeting between U.S.–North Korean 

senior officials (June 1993) 

• IAEA Special Board adopts a resolution on North 

Korea (Mar. 1994) 

• North Korea begins to fuel rod reprocessing of a 5 

MW nuclear reactor 

• IAEA board adopts sanctions against North Korea  

(Jun. 1994) 

• North Korea withdraws from the IAEA (Jun. 1994) 

• The U.S. examines plans to bomb North Korea’s 

nuclear facility (Jun. 1994) 

• The KEDO announces it is to stop supplying heavy 

fuel oil to the North (Nov. 2002) 

• North Korea announces that the Yongbyon nuclear 

facility is again operating (Dec. 2002) 

• North Korea announces its withdrawal from the 

NPT (Jan. 2003) 

• The first round of six-party talks (Aug. 2003) 

• North Korea announces its complement of 

reprocessing of fuel rods (Oct. 2003) 

• The second round of six-party talks (Feb. 2004) 

• The third round of six-party talks (Jun. 2004) 

• The North announces that it possesses nuclear 

weapons (Feb. 2005) 

• The fourth round of six-party talks (Sep. 2005) 

• The fifth round of six-party talks (Nov. 2005) 

End Result • Jimmy Carter visits North Korea and the North 

accepts a nuclear freeze (Jun. 1994) 

• The North and the U.S. sign the Agreed Framework 

(Oct. 1994) 

• The talks are ongoing. China’s active involvement 

in the efforts to resolve the nuclear issue 

 

Differences • An apparent nuclear facility at Yongbyon  

• North Korea denies it is developing nuclear weapons 

• Democratic administration in the U.S.  

• Bilateral talks between the U.S and the North 

• The issue of a nuclear program and compensation 

• Obscure HEU program 

• North Korea shows its willingness to possess 

nuclear weapons 

• Republican administration in the U.S. 

• Multilateral talks for resolving the nuclear issue 

• Besides the nuclear issue, the U.S. administration 

wants to deal with the issues of WMD, drugs and 

counterfeiting 

 

Despite the differences between the first and second nuclear crisis, similarities can be 

found between North Korea’s recognition of the nuclear program, the arguments put forward by 

the U.S. during the talks and the negotiating behaviors, which will be discussed below. 
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5.4 The Influence of Kim Jong-Il’s Personality on Nuclear Negotiations 

 

5.4.1 North Korea’s Position on the Nuclear Issue 

 

Although there are still several disagreements about the real intent of North Korea’s nuclear 

weapons program, it is certain that two major facts influenced the development of the program. 

First, it is related to security concerns. Kim Il-Sung experienced the power of nuclear weapons 

when the United States attacked Japan with A-bombs in 1945. Also, during the Korean War, he 

almost faced an American nuclear attack when General MacArthur wanted twenty-six atomic 

bombs for targets in China and North Korea (Hastings, 1987, p.221). During the Cold War, 

North Korea was able to observe the Cuban Missile crisis (1962). When the Communist bloc 

collapsed in the 1990s, the Kim family must have recognized that only having nuclear weapons 

could save the regime from the domino effect. Just as Kim Jong-Il had made the most of the film 

industry to get his father’s attention, he used the nuclear weapons program as a means of a 

bargaining chip for attracting America’s attention to North Korea. Once he had made up his 

mind, he did not want to withdraw his position of using the nuclear program as a negotiation 

card.   

Kim Jong-Il has insisted that America should first recognize North Korea’s sovereignty and 

resume economic aid when the North declares that it has abandoned its nuclear weapons 

program. However, the United States has refused to sign a legally binding document because it 

has no precedence of promising not to attack any country. The reason why Kim Jong-Il’s 

argument has been so stubborn that he has not budged an inch might come from his experiences 

and personality. When he was a child during the Korean War he feared the U.S. military, and 

was brought up in isolated conditions. Therefore, he could not believe America’s repeated 

promise of not intending to attack North Korea. In the end, even though not legally binding, 

North Korea was able to succeed in getting the U.S. to promise not to attack North Korea with 

nuclear or conventional weapons in the Joint Statement of the fourth round of the six-party talks.  
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Table 5. Comparison of the U.S. –North Korean Position on the Nuclear Issue 

 The United States North Korea 

Regime Security It has no intention of attacking North Korea. 

However, it is impossible to safeguard North 

Korea’s regime security by way of a document. 

The nuclear issue must be first resolved by way 

of CVID.  

America should secure North Korea’s security 

concerns by way of a document. 

Subject of the Talks The nuclear issue. Moreover, North Korea 

should ease America’s concerns over North 

Korea’s missile exports, drug trafficking, money 

laundering and human rights. 

Only nuclear issue can be discussed. 

Economic Aid and 

Abandoning the Nuclear 

Program 

• North Korea should first completely abandon 

the nuclear program.  

• North Korea’s nuclear facilities and its nuclear 

program should be removed to relieve the 

concerns of the international community. 

• Simultaneous measures are important, that is, 

America must resume providing heavy oil, lift 

economic sanctions on North Korea, and remove 

North Korea from its terrorist list when the North 

declares having abandoned its nuclear program.   

• Even though it may give up its nuclear 

program, the nuclear facilities must be used for 

peaceful means, e.g., for producing electricity. 

Recognition of the 

Nuclear Program 

• National Security Strategy of War on Terror 

• Control of Weapons of Mass Destruction 

(WMD) 

• A deterrent against America’s threat  

• A negotiation card for economic aid from the 

U.S. in return for abandoning its nuclear 

weapons program 

 

As a rule, North Korea was able to acquire what it wanted through several rounds of talks 

and to seek America’s understanding of its position. Regarding regime security, in the 

Chairman’s Statement of the third round of the six-party talks, the United States agreed on 

“comprehensive denuclearization” instead of CVID in order not to incite the North. Also, in the 

Joint Statement of the fourth round of the six-party talks, the U.S. affirmed that it had no 

intention of attacking or invading the North. Second, regarding economic aid and the abolition of 

its nuclear program, North Korea, during the fourth round of the talks, committed itself to 

abandoning all nuclear weapons and existing nuclear programs. However, the very next day, 

September 20, 2005, a spokesman for the North Korean Foreign Ministry argued that it would 

return to the NPT and sign the IAEA safeguards on condition that the United States provided 

LWRs as a confidence building measure. Such an idiosyncratic behavior and easily changing 

position reflect Kim Jong-Il’s personality.  
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5.4.2 Kim Jong-Il’s Personality and the Nuclear Issue 

 

The on-going situations after the Agreed Framework reflect Kim Jong-Il’s personality as can be 

seen in North Korea’s recognition of having nuclear weapons. Of course, there can be different 

opinions on how much Kim Jong-Il has been involved in the negotiation process. As a rule, 

delegations in negotiations may have some degree of discretion over the negotiation contents. 

However, as explained in Chapter 1, Kim Jong-Il retains almost all the power in North Korean 

politics; thus, his thinking would have totally influenced the delegations’ negotiation attitude. It 

cannot be imagined that Kim Jong-Il allowed his delegations to have discretion in the talks, 

particularly on the nuclear issue that would decide the North’s destiny. This is applicable to the 

case of the U.S. Vice President Dick Cheney who is reported to have said that he did not allow a 

statement in the first round of the six-party talks that did not include the CVID solution to the 

nuclear problem. 

 

Kim Jong-Il’s Perception of the Nuclear Weapons Program and the U.S. 

Kim Jong-Il’s perception of the nuclear program can be divided into two examples; the first is 

for developing electricity power and the second is the military objective. In both cases, North 

Korea can receive economic and material compensation through freezing production at its 

nuclear facility. 

Kim Jong-Il sought power as compensation for overcoming a sense of loss and damaged 

self-esteem. He concentrated on the film industry in order to show his political ability and get 

attention from his father. Likewise, he has looked to the nuclear weapons program for 

overcoming North Korea’s economic difficulties. Also, he has tried to get the attention of the 

United States for the purpose of economic aid and regime security. For Kim Jong-Il, as his father 

was the only one who could give him all the political power as the next leader, the U.S. is the 

only country that can give him regime security and huge economic aid. He would have 

calculated that the nuclear weapons program could be used as a means of a negotiation card for 

his political objective. The nuclear bargaining chip was also used to define the political situation 

as a crisis and to control the North Korean people even under the severe economic difficulties. 

There can be another solution to easing his concern over regime security. Like Muammar 

Gadhafi of Libya, if Kim Jong-Il ends the development of the nuclear weapons program and 

opens up the closed economic system, the United States, let alone South Korea and Japan, would 

meet his concern over regime security and economic compensation. But the fact that he is 
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obsessed by the nuclear program and wants to keep his regime as it is shows that his politics is 

originally based on his paranoid attitude towards the United States and his malignant narcissism, 

i.e., that his decision is the best solution and cannot be changed nor challenged. As he was 

brought up in isolation, he seems to feel that he is about to be betrayed and surrounded by 

enemies. In order not to be betrayed by the U.S.’s ‘verbal’ commitment to neither attack the 

North nor carry out a regime change, Kim Jong-Il wants himself and his regime to be protected 

by a U.S. treaty of non-aggression. 

   

Table 6. Similarity between Kim Jong-Il’s Power Seeking Behavior in His Childhood and the Nuclear Strategy 

Feelings of damaged self-

esteem and isolation 
Means for power seeking Outcome 

Sense of loss and damaged 

self-esteem 

Film industry as a means of power 

seeking: getting his father’s 

affection and attention 
Came to political power 

Economic difficulties and 

the collapse of the 

Communist bloc 

 

Power seeking as 

compensation 
Development of a nuclear weapons 

program:  

Getting America’s attention and 

material compensation  

⇒ 

Intention to grasp 

hegemony in relations with 

the U.S. 

 

North Korea’s argument of simultaneous measures and regime security comes from Kim 

Jong-Il’s paranoid attitude towards the United States. Despite the fact the U.S. has never signed a 

treaty of non-aggression with other countries and he knows this as well, the reason why Kim 

Jong-Il requires a treaty of non-aggression may originate from his stubborn character: he is 

neither willing to negotiate nor intends to budge even an inch when negotiating.  

The paranoid and fearful attitude towards the U.S. reflects his experiences. He was able to 

comprehend the formidable power of the United States through the latter both bombing Japan 

and becoming embroiled in the Korean War. Recently, when the United States invaded Iraq, Kim 

Jong-Il realized again America’s unique power after the Cold War.   

   

North Korea’s Negotiating Behavior 

First, North Korea always made best use of the U.S. political situation. The Clinton 

administration took over in January 1993, just two months before North Korea announced its 

withdrawal from the NPT on March 12, 1993. Similarly, North Korea, through the KCNA’s 

statement on March 1, 2001, criticized the U.S. for interrupting North–South talks and its hostile 
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politics. Arguing that Pyongyang is prepared for both war and dialogue, it urged the U.S. to 

implement the Agreed Framework. Then George W. Bush was newly sworn in as the 43rd 

President of the United States of America and had not yet decided his North Korea policy. The 

criticism was a trial balloon in order to wait for the new administration’s stance towards North 

Korea. It is reminiscent of Kim Jong-Il’s struggle for political power and his attempts to get rid 

of his political adversaries at every opportunity provided by the domestic political situation. He 

must have thought that he could take the initiative when America’s political situation was 

unstable, particularly at the time of the transition between presidencies.  

North Korea used to heap the entire blame on the United States for the deadlock in the 

nuclear talks. Hwang Jang-Yop said that Kim Il-Sung and Kim Jong-Il seemed to seek 

consolation in shifting responsibility onto others when things were not going well (p.234). For 

example, North Korea criticized the United States for not completing the construction of the 

LWR due in 2003. According to the Agreed Framework, the United States promised to do its 

best to secure the conclusion of a supply contract with North Korea within six months of the 

agreement of the framework. However, it took 14 months to contract the supply when deciding 

the type of LWR
46

 (Lee Yong-Jun, 2004, pp.171–172). The behavior of not undertaking 

responsibility is also identical to Kim Jong-Il’s narcissism. His self-absorption and his character 

trait of not admitting his weakness or failure made North Korea pass the buck to the United 

States.
47

   

As Scott Snyder (1999) puts it, saving face (ch’emyon), avoiding humiliation and admitting 

a weakness in one’s position are very important for North Korea when in negotiations.
48

 It 

cannot only be the overall complex North Korean culture of Confucianism and Communism, but 

also Kim Jong-Il’s personality. It has been easily found that the North considers saving face very 

important if we look at the process of the nuclear negotiations since the second nuclear crisis, 

which reflects Kim Jong-Il’s narcissism. Kim Jong-Il, who was brought up not admitting his 

                                                 
46

 South Korea and the United States insisted on the Korean type of LWR and North Korea rejected the Korean type. 

In the end, both sides agreed to the Korean type. But actually the technical elements in the LWR were almost 

American techniques. 

47
 There was an occasion when the North’s Foreign Ministry expressed its regret to the South on December 29, 

1996; this was when North Korea’s armed submarine had violated South Korea’s east coastal waters in September 

1996. However, it was because South Korea suspended humanitarian aid to North Korea due to the incident.  

48
 When Congressman Gary Ackerman visited Pyongyang at the height of the nuclear crisis on October 1993, he was 

told that a senior North Korean said, “For us, saving face is as important as life itself” (Snyder, 1999, pp.89–90; 

Oberdorfer, 2001, p.278). 
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weaknesses and wanted to be recognized for his ability, has wanted to demonstrate his power by 

firing missiles and not admitting his failure in negotiations with the United States. This is the 

reason why it is difficult to reach an agreement in negotiations with North Korea. The only thing 

Kim Jong-Il may lose during the negotiation talks is just his nuclear weapons program. However, 

if he is not persuaded by sufficient and satisfactory compensation, he will continue to use the 

nuclear issue as a negotiation card. The attitude of saving face is linked to Kim Jong-Il’s demand 

for compensation. For instance, the KCNA reported on November 28, 2005, that for terminating 

the construction of the LWR reactor that “We hold the United States responsible for completely 

annulling the basic agreement…we will seek compensation for political and economic losses.”   

It has also been found that North Korea easily changes its commitment or agreement if a 

situation or circumstances work to its disadvantage. International opinion and the views of the 

countries involved welcomed the Joint Statement from the fourth round of the six-party talks 

because it was regarded that North Korea had agreed to unconditionally abandon its nuclear 

program. Seeing the situation, North Korea, the next day after the statement, argued that the U.S. 

had to resume building the LWR prior to North Korea abandoning its nuclear program.  

 

5.5 Summary 

 

This chapter has attempted to test hypothesis 4; namely, that Kim Jong-Il’s personality would 

have influenced foreign policy and the nuclear negotiations with the United States. Following on 

from what has been said above, it should be concluded that, indeed, his personality has clearly 

appeared in the negotiation process.  

Therefore, it can be concluded that North Korea’s negotiating tactics and arguments are 

essentially based on Kim Jong-Il’s childhood experiences and personality.  

Despite the efforts to show the correlation between Kim Jong-Il’s personality and the 

negotiating behavior, the question still remains whether he is the unique factor in the foreign 

policy. Following on from this fact, one can logically assume that other factors can influence the 

North’s negotiating behavior. It will be discussed in detail in the following summary remarks.  
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Table 7. Symmetry of the Nuclear Issue and Kim Jong-Il’s Personality 

 Case Related Personality and Character 

Recognition On the Nuclear Weapons 

Program 

• Attracting the U.S.’s attention 

• Tools for compensation 

Narcissism and experience of 

compensation for power 

 On the United States • Fear: the U.S. nuclear capability 

and military power 

Experience of the Korean War and the 

Iraqi War 

  • Confidence: in negotiations such 

as the cases of Pueblo and the 

Agreed Framework  

Narcissism in that he can always win 

when negotiating with America 

Argument Simultaneous measures • U.S.’s renouncement of its 

hostile policy towards North 

Korea and the North’s 

abandonment of its nuclear 

weapons program 

• Paranoid attitude towards the U.S. 

• Pretending to be grandiose 

 Requirement of regime security • A legally binding document  Paranoid attitude towards the U.S. 

government 

Negotiating 

Behavior 

Demands for unilateral 

concessions 

• The U.S. should yield and 

recognize the North’s sovereignty 

Lack of empathy and difficulty with 

understanding adversaries like the U.S., 

seeking unlimited success, self-

absorption, and uncontrolled aggression 

of malignant narcissism 

 Easily changing attitude 

towards an agreement 

• Demanding the resumption of 

providing the LWR just after the 

fourth round of the six-party talks 

Malignant narcissism and avoiding 

being surrounded by the adversary  

 Lack of political reality To ignore the fact that the 

development of nuclear weapons 

cannot be approved by the present 

nuclear regime  

Malignant narcissism in that his decision 

cannot be changed and challenged 

 To receive attention from the 

United States, especially 

utilizing America’s political 

situation 

• Launching long-range ballistic 

missiles 

• Withdrawal from the NPT 

• Removing reprocessed fuel rods 

• Argument for possessing nuclear 

weapons 

Malignant narcissism, that is, he is loved 

by others and gets attention 

 

 



68 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6. Findings and Conclusions  

 

  “In politics, when you find yourself in a hole, the first rule is to quit digging; if you are blind 

 to the possibility of error or determined not to admit it, you just look for a bigger shovel” 

 

Bill Clinton (2004). 

 

The studies of variables in foreign policy regard national interest, the rational choice of policy 

makers, and the extension of domestic politics to foreign policy as major variables for explaining 

the foreign policy. The individual may be a major element in foreign policy decision-making, but 

he or she is regarded as a rational human being who maximizes the interest. Therefore, a study of 

how a leader’s personality (that cannot be easily measured) affects foreign policy has been 

lacking, particularly on the North Korean nuclear issue. To this end, this study has generated a 

hypothesis in order to test the correlations between personality and foreign policy behavior.  

With regard to the materials for this study, witnesses and official North Korean documents 

have been relied on. Even though the study has tried to approach the subject objectively, it has 

still had problems in ensuring the credibility of the sources on Kim Jong-Il’s personal life and his 

type of decision-making. For instance, obviously, there have been limitations when studying the 

decision-making process in ‘closed’ countries, such as Burma, Cuba, and the Soviet Union. 

Scholars have attempted to overcome these limitations by content analysis of TV, newspapers, 

and radio programs and interviews with defectors. Through these efforts we, to some extent, can 

reach some conclusions that we aimed to discover.   

 

6.1 How Was Kim Jong-Il’s Experiences in His Early Years? 

 

In this study we have hypothesized that the sense of loss and damaged self-esteem during his 

childhood made Kim Jong-Il seek power as compensation, which affected his personality. 

Because he had overcompensated for his memories of sense of loss and low self-esteem, 

consciously or unconsciously, Kim Jong-Il’s policy behavior is idiosyncratic. Such a personality 

would have influenced his foreign policy behavior, especially the nuclear negotiations with the 

United States. For an analysis of his growing up and experiences during his early years and his 

de facto hold on power, we have examined Kim Jong-Il from his birth to the year 1974, when he 

turned 32. Kim Jong-Il was born in a harsh Russian environment, and was the son to parents who 
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were anti-Japanese guerillas. After losing his brother and his mother, Kim Jong-Il had to meet 

his stepmother who was the secretary to his father Kim Il-Sung. Although his mother’s comrades 

took care of him, Kim Jong-Il was brought up with an isolated background. What is worse, his 

father had not enough time to meet his son because he was preoccupied with state building, i.e., 

North Korea. He tried to overcome this feeling of loss and damaged self-esteem by showing his 

loyalty to his father Kim Il-Sung. For this, he concentrated on the arts industry, such as film and 

opera that could be used as ideological instruction for Kim Il-Sung’s Juche ideology. His fixation 

with the arts was driven by his ambition to regain his father’s attention, which proved to be 

successful, and he was able to succeed the sovereign ruler. However, his ambition was so 

excessive that he tried to eliminate his uncle and stepmother from becoming heir to his father at 

every opportunity presented by the political purges carried out by his father.  

From these findings, we can conclude that the following are the correlations between Kim 

Jong-Il’s experiences and his personality. The deaths of his brother and mother and the lack of 

contact with his father during his childhood made Kim Jong-Il have a sense of loss and low self-

esteem. The feelings made him pursue power as compensation. For this, he concentrated on the 

film industry and opera as a means for showing his political ability. The more he became 

obsessed by power seeking, the more his personality became idiosyncratic, such as narcissistic 

and paranoid personality disorder.  

 

6.2 How Has Kim Jong-Il’s Personality Affected the North’s Nuclear Negotiations?  

 

In order to examine his personality’s impact on the nuclear negotiations with the U.S, we have 

analyzed the origin of North Korea’s development of its nuclear weapons program through to the 

first and second nuclear crisis, including North Korea’s recognition of the program and the U.S. 

and the North’s stance during the negotiations held at the six-party talks. North Korea has always 

demanded the security of the regime and simultaneous measures for resolving the nuclear 

weapons issue while the United States has asked for North Korea to abandon its nuclear weapons 

program. It has also been found that his experiences made Kim Jong-Il suffer from a personality 

disorder. First, compulsive personality disorder is not seen in his behavior; rather, he is not 

preoccupied with details and does not follow norms and rules, judging by the fact that North 

Korea does not abide by honoring a written document. It has also been discovered that Kim 

Jong-Il exhibits a narcissistic personality disorder because he does not consider his counterpart’s 

needs or experiences and displays uncontrolled aggression when he feels his self-esteem as a 
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national leader has been hurt. His paranoid attitude towards the world has influenced North 

Korea’s negotiating behavior as well. Because he cannot trust the U.S., Kim Jong-Il has not 

dropped his demand for a U.S. treaty of non-aggression.  Based on the above analysis and 

findings for North Korea’s negotiating behavior with regards the nuclear issue, the following 

specific conclusions can be drawn. 

Since he attracted his father’s attention by producing successful films, Kim Jong-Il has tried 

to attract America’s attention in order to receive economic compensation for North Korea’s 

nuclear program, which is related to his malignant narcissistic personality disorder. North 

Korea’s inflexible negotiating behavior is related to Kim’s paranoid attitude towards the United 

States. North Korea has not shifted its position; namely, the U.S. should first ensure the security 

of the regime prior to North Korea abandoning its nuclear program. North Korea has always 

failed to keep its word with regards the United States because of Kim Jong-Il’s paranoia and 

capricious character. 

 

6.3 Implications and Future Research 

 

The study has provided us with an insight into how North Korea’s negotiating behavior 

regarding the nuclear issue with the United States reflects the leader Kim Jong-Il’s personality. 

The personality traits of a leader are likely to affect foreign policy behavior were suggested in 

Chapter 2, as categorized by Margaret Hermann. Throughout the study, it has been made clear 

that the nuclear crisis was a typical case for Hermann’s argument as the following reasons show. 

Kim Jong-Il has a huge interest in foreign policy because he regards foreign relations with the 

U.S. as essential for North Korea’s survival. Kim Jong-Il inherited his father’s negative 

charismatic character and he has defined the difficult economic situation and nuclear problem 

“threatened by the United States” as a crisis. Therefore, if we look at the psychological 

disposition studied here in detail, we would be able to treat North Korea better in the future than 

at present and we can achieve what we want to get from negotiations with North Korea, such as 

future nuclear talks and meetings between North and South Korea.  

However, this research has some limitations because a study of Kim Jong-Il’s childhood 

and adolescent years is mainly based on accounts from observers of Kim Jong-Il and inferences 

from his experiences. More true facts about Kim Jong-Il need to be revealed in order to make a 

tentative conclusion more persuasive. Therefore, it is very important that those who were 

acquainted with Kim Jong-Il divulge what they know, give more concrete evidence and are more 



71 

 

 

 

 

 

 

candid. The more we study Kim Jong-Il’s psychological attributes thoroughly based on those 

witnesses, the more we may be able to accomplish our purpose in negotiations with North Korea.   

Also, we found that we should not sign a vaguely written agreement with North Korea 

because Kim Jong-Il is not restrained by even clear wording in a statement. We can see that 

North Korea does not care for ambiguous terms in the agreement. For instance, Kim Jong-Il did 

not make a return visit to Seoul even though in the South–North Joint Declaration he promised to 

visit ‘at an appropriate time.’ As shown, the vague term used by the North for committing itself 

to abandoning all nuclear weapons and existing nuclear programs and returning ‘at an early date’ 

to the NPT and to the IAEA safeguards in the Joint Statement of the fourth round of the six-party 

talks is no longer binding because Kim Jong-Il would interpret it arbitrarily. As expected, North 

Korea claimed that the U.S. should resume with the construction of the LWR prior to North 

Korea abandoning its nuclear weapons program.  

This study hypothesized and tested that Kim Jong-Il’s personality has influenced North 

Korea’s negotiating behavior with regards the nuclear issue. Furthermore, because North Korea’s 

decision-making system revolves around Kim Jong-Il, it was persuasive that his personality was 

almost the only factor in the nuclear negotiations. However, in reality, we cannot rule out other 

likely variables in North Korea’s foreign policy decision-making. First, his fixation with the 

nuclear program would be the outcome of North Korea’s political decision taken by the ruling 

group, which means that it can be North Korea’s ruling party and the military’s shared common 

recognition that the only powerful negotiation card, the nuclear weapons program, can defend 

the North from the U.S. threat. We should also take into consideration the variable of the United 

States in order to understand the essence of the confrontation over the nuclear program. For 

instance, the United States only mentioned the suspicious North Korean HEU program, the 

origin of the second nuclear crisis, without presenting concrete evidence of the program. Also, 

the high level American officials sometimes made hostile remarks about North Korea and Kim 

Jong-Il, such as ‘axis of evil,’ ‘outpost of tyranny,’ and ‘tyrant.’
49

 North Korea’s strong 

resistance was always demonstrated when the U.S. hurt North Korea’s “pride.” Therefore, a 

study of the American top-level decision-makers’ recognition of North Korea needs to be 

conducted. For example, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld held the same post under the 

                                                 
49

 It is reported that when President Bush visited Brazil on November 6, 2005, after the Americas Summit in 

Argentina at the weekend, he referred to the North Korean leader while praising Japan as a close U.S. ally in 

confronting a “tyrant” in North Korea although he did not mention Kim Jong-Il by name. Also, President Bush, in an 

interview with Bob Woodward, said, “I loathe Kim Jong-Il!” and “I want to topple him.” Moreover, he considered 

Kim Jong-Il to be a “pigmy” (Woodward 2002, Alterman and Green 2004). 
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Ford administration when the axe murders
50

 at the demilitarized zone took place on August 18, 

1976. The incident led to a war crisis on the Korean Peninsula. Such memories would result in 

him harboring a hostile and unyielding attitude towards North Korea. Also, current Secretary of 

State Condoleezza Rice, who helped bring down the Soviet Union, is an expert on the Soviet 

Union and Eastern Europe and worked for President Ronald Reagan’s Secretary of State George 

Schultz from 1982 until 1989. Therefore, it is possible that she would think that North Korea, a 

small country, is easy to handle because she experienced as Director, and then Senior Director of 

Soviet and East European Affairs in the National Security Council, the collapse of the Soviet 

Union. Consequently, through these efforts we can analyze, both broadly and in-depth, the 

essence of the nuclear confrontation between the two countries.  

We have also found that the study of a leader’s personality is critical in analyzing the 

foreign policy behavior of a nation. There is one example that this study can be applied to: the 

Iraq War. In his study of Saddam Hussein, Post (2004) examined, like this thesis, how Hussein’s 

childhood influenced his foreign policy. His father died of an “internal disease” and his brother 

died aged 12, even before Saddam was born. Moreover, Saddam’s mother Sabha tried herself to 

abort Saddam, but failed. Sabha’s brother took care of Sadam and Sabha remarried a distant 

relative. Post argues that those experiences hurt Saddam’s self-esteem. The methodology of the 

study can be applied to even the American President George Bush’s foreign policy behavior. As 

Justin Frank (2004) argues through his psychological analysis, Bush suffered from psychological 

problems, indifference to others’ feelings, the destructive illusion of transmitting his anxiety to 

his enemies, megalomaniac tendencies in childhood that identified him with God. Therefore, if 

we apply the methodology of this thesis to those two cases, we may be able to examine the 

essence of the Iraq War.  

Lastly, this study does not argue that the leader’s personality is the only factor in deciding 

foreign policy. Even though the influence of domestic politics (parliament, mass media, public 

opinion, and so on), economic interests, and the geopolitical situation can be significant factors 

in foreign policy decision-making, if we apply the methodology of the study to the analysis of 

international confrontations, we would be able to investigate the psychological nature of the 

conflicts in depth. 

                                                 
50

 After the Korean War, both sides established the Joint Security Area (JSA) along the border of the two Koreas. 

The JSA is about eight hundred yards in diameter where North Korean and American soldiers could work together. 

On that day, when American soldiers and South Korean workers were trimming the boughs of a forty-foot-high tree 

that obstructed the view from guard posts manned by the U.S. and the South’s forces within the JSA, North Korean 

soldiers killed two American officers with axes that were seized from the workers (Oberdorfer, 2001, pp.74–83).  
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