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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Following Korean, Japanese, and Chinese custom, surnames precede given names unless otherwise noted. There is no established standard on transliteration of the Korean language, which is why there are variations: Kim Jong-il, Kim Chong-il. Per the AP Style-book, I write North Korean names as three words (Kim Jong Un), while South Korean names are two words, with a hyphen in the given names (Moon Jae-in). In the notes, I use the formulation that appears in the original source.
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PROLOGUE



Even by the standards of North Korea—consummate purveyor of propaganda—one could not have asked for better weather for the staging of Kim Jong Il’s funeral on December 28, 2011. It was cold, bleak, and snowing. The white snow contrasted perfectly with the black of the hearse, the coffin atop it, and the mourners’ attire, matching the melancholy in the people’s hearts as they bade farewell to their beloved leader, who had ruled them since 1994, when the country’s founder, Kim Il Sung, had died. As the funeral procession moved through the snow, the North Korean people lining the streets wept, fainted, and convulsed with grief, genuine or otherwise. Men and women, soldiers and workers, the young and the old beat or clawed at their chests and clung to one another for comfort or pounded the ground in anguish. The roar of this collective demonstration of sorrow was deafening, and it probably stirred even those in the crowd who did not feel this passion for the dead leader who had ruled with an iron hand.


Prominently leading the procession was the baby-faced Kim Jong Un—North Korea’s new leader. He kept his composure, walking silently and mournfully, though his tense face and tears betrayed the real grief he must have felt. He was now, after all, an orphan; his mother had died of breast cancer when he was twenty years old.


Kim Jong Il, the dictator, father, and movie impresario, would have been pleased with every aspect of this final production.


KIM JONG DEATH on December 17, 2011, from “overwork,” as the North Korean state media described it, was not a surprise. Everyone knew that Kim had health issues—he had suffered a stroke in late 2008—and that the time would probably come when his family’s history of heart disease and his days of smoking, drinking, and par-tying would catch up with him. His father, Kim Il Sung, had also died of a heart attack. Still, the death was jarring.


At the time of the funeral, I was a relatively new analyst at the Central Intelligence Agency, having begun my job there in early 2009, soon after Kim’s stroke. When he had made his first public appearance at the rubber-stamp Supreme People’s Assembly spring meeting, he was shockingly thin, his once plump cheeks now crepey and clinging to his prominent cheekbones. His gait was slow and measured.


When Kim’s death came, a palpable anxiety gripped the world. South Korea convened a National Security Council meeting as the country put its military and civil defense on high alert. Japan set up a crisis management team, and the White House issued a statement saying it was “in close touch with our allies in South Korea and Japan.” At CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, I remember being watchful for any indications of instability in Pyongyang, as I began to develop my thinking about where North Korea might be headed under its youthful and inexperienced new leader.


The North Korean regime was quick to dispel any doubt or confusion about its next ruler. The state media, after dutifully exalting Kim Jong Il’s “brilliant” life and leadership and his role as the “parent of the nation and a lodestar of the fatherland’s reunification,” immediately proclaimed that the future was secure under Kim Jong Un:




At the head of our revolution today stands Comrade Kim Jong Un, the great successor. . . . All of the party members, the men and officers of the people’s army, and the people should faithfully uphold the leadership of Comrade Kim Jong Un, they should firmly defend the single-hearted unity of the party, the army, and the people and should further strengthen it like steel. . . .


The path for our revolution is arduous, and the prevailing situation is harsh, but there is no force in the world that can block the revolutionary advance of our party, army, and people that are moving forward under the wise leadership of great Comrade Kim Jong Un.





The North Korean regime was not shy about lionizing the youthful and inexperienced new leader.


For Kim Jong Un, his father’s funeral was the climax of a public succession that had begun in earnest just a few years before. The U.K. ambassador to Pyongyang reported that officials toasted Kim Jong Il and his son, the “young general,” at national events. Octogenarian elites bowed deeply in front of Kim Jong Un on state television. The regime not only touted the continuity from Kim to Kim but also marketed the younger man as a reincarnation of his revered grandfather, down to the same dark suit and haircut, even girth.


But it wasn’t clear whether Kim Jong Un wanted the burden of being North Korea’s leader. If the elites did not accept him, instability, mass defections, a flood of refugees, bloody purges, even a military coup could ensue. Would a brash, reckless, untethered Kim wield his newfound power, including an inherited nuclear arsenal, in a fit of military adventurism? Was his goal to dominate North Korea’s policy and behavior, or would he be more open to eliciting counsel from those around him?


Asia watchers predicted Kim’s imminent fall, overthrow, or demise: “North Korea as we know it is over. Whether it comes apart in the next few weeks or over several months, the regime will not be able to hold together.” Surely someone in his midtwenties with no leadership experience would be quickly overwhelmed and usurped by his elders. There was no way that North Koreans would stand for a second dynastic succession, unheard of in Communism, not to mention that his youth was a critical demerit in a society that prizes the wisdom that comes with age and maturity. North Korea was poor and isolated, unable to feed its people. Even if Kim did manage to hold on to his position by clinging to the country’s nuclear and missile programs for legitimacy and prestige, the collapse of North Korea seemed more likely than ever.


As Kim solemnly marched alongside his father’s hearse, he was accompanied by a ring of senior party and military officials, the so-called Gang of Seven. Their prestigious role in the funeral and symbolic placement around the new successor suggested that Kim Jong Un had the support of the old guard and the status quo would continue. Most experts saw these seven regime veterans as probable mentors for the young leader, at least for the near future, and some predicted an evolution of the Kim family’s personality cult: Kim Jong Un would be a figurehead, and these “regents” would eventually call the shots in North Korea.


That was then. In the ensuing years, Kim would use the mechanisms of authoritarian control—repression and fear, co-optation of elites, and control of military and security forces—to consolidate his power and bolster the personality cult that had girded the legitimacy of his grandfather and his father as the sole leaders of North Korea. But Kim was not satisfied with simply maintaining this inherited infrastructure of control. In the journal Asian Perspectives, Patrick McEachern, an analyst in the U.S. State Department and an astute observer of North Korea, details how Kim centralized his power by reducing the institutional roles of the military and cabinet and placing the Korean Workers’ Party under his singular leadership. Within the first two years of his reign, Kim purged, executed, demoted, and otherwise removed or marginalized five of the Gang of Seven, while jealously assuming key leadership positions himself. His innate flexibility and adaptability were in evidence as he sharpened his tools of coercion, using new technologies (cyber) and old (chemical and biological weapons), muscularly pressing forward to thrust North Korea into its place in the world as a nuclear-armed power capable of potentially striking the United States.


Despite the enormous influence that Kim Jong Un exerts over current geopolitics and the danger he poses to global security, most people know next to nothing about him. Fascination with North Korea has sparked a deluge of articles, documentaries, and expert interviews to meet the demands of a public hungry for information about the young dictator who dominates the news cycle, as well as interpretation of his actions. Unfortunately, most of the accounts and reporting are simplistic, lacking deep analysis and understanding of the historical and geopolitical contexts. The wonky Washington-speak of national security ignores both Kim’s individuality and style and North Korean culture and politics, as if Kim’s personality, perceptions, and preferences do not matter when we talk about how to solve the intractable nuclear problem.


I was at the forefront of shaping the understanding of the U.S. government and foreign partners on Korean Peninsula issues first at the Central Intelligence Agency and then as the deputy national intelligence officer for Korea at the National Intelligence Council. I led the U.S. intelligence community’s production of strategic analysis and represented our views on the Koreas in White House policy meetings. I also provided direct analytic support to the National Security Council and advised the director of national intelligence and his senior staff on key developments and emerging issues. My own evolution as an analyst coincided directly with Kim’s rise to power. I worked with talented colleagues whose dedication to the national security mission and analytic rigor inspire me to this day, and I owe them a debt of gratitude for teaching me how to write, think, re-think, and lead by example. This book is grounded in that accumulated knowledge about the development of North Korea under this new leader and how he became the Kim Jong Un of today. It tells the history of the regime, including its nuclear crises, through an accessible biographical lens and uncovers its leader’s aspirations, outlook, and sense of self, as well as his likely perception of North Korea’s place in the world. I conclude with recommendations on how the United States and the global community should approach the North Korea problem.


AS THE SNOW FEll and the mournful band music droned on, the young successor led the funeral procession to the Kumsusan Memorial Palace, where his father’s embalmed body would rest in perpetuity next to that of his grandfather. Kim’s sister, Kim Yo Jong, stood near him, her face wan and shoulders slumped in sadness.


Kim Jong Un had succeeded in his first task—organizing and presiding over a well-orchestrated funeral in the way that his father had for Kim Il Sung.


Then he got to work as North Korea’s new leader.
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ONE



FROM TEN-FOOT-TAll BABY TO INTERNATIONAl STATESMAN


NORTH KOREA IS WHAT CIA analysts call “the hardest of the hard targets.” The nuclear-armed country is an enduring national security threat, but the regime’s opaqueness, self-imposed isolation, robust counterintelligence practices, and culture of fear and paranoia provide at best fragmentary information, impeding the agency’s ability to inform, predict, and warn with a high level of confidence. Some of the most mundane pieces of information, such as birthdays of key regime leaders or the Kim family’s whereabouts on any given day, are hard to verify or even obtain. Although North Korea has allowed foreign journalists into the country, their movements and reporting are tightly controlled and vetted. Kernels of what might have been truth are often buried under layers of regime mythmaking, rendering it indecipherable.


Hard target or not, this is our job at the CIA. Our mission is to warn policymakers about threats to our national security, highlight potential opportunities to advance U.S. interests, and sometimes “make the call”—give the president and other U.S. officials an answer stripped of nuance and caveat to assist them in making urgent decisions. We analyze a vast array of information, from classified to open source, incorporating our knowledge of the adversary’s history, culture, language, and past negotiations with the United States. In the career section of its website, the CIA specifies how intelligence analysts “must quickly sift through data that is often inconsistent and incomplete. This is like putting together the pieces of a puzzle received at different times, from different places, and with pieces of other puzzles mixed in.” Recruits must “connect the dots” because the country and the president rely on them to analyze the information and make objective assessments, many of which will have profound consequences for the direction of policy.


When it comes to North Korea analysis, it is especially difficult to fit the puzzle pieces together. You know what the completed picture should look like when you are working on a jigsaw puzzle. You can match colors and separate out the corners and the flat edges to build the outline. As the picture takes shape, it becomes progressively easier to finish the puzzle.


Connecting the dots seems simple enough. But how do you know which dots to connect and in what sequence? What do you do with a stray dot (or two or a dozen) that doesn’t fit the big picture but seems to be outlining a different shape? Kim Jong Un’s decision in early 2018 to meet with the leaders of South Korea, China, and the United States and his comments about wanting peace after years of self-imposed isolation and belligerent behavior are an example of dots that deviate from the existing contours; many analysts are left wondering about which dots are now the ones to follow.


Intelligence analysis is difficult, and it’s not intuitive. The analyst has to be comfortable with ambiguity and contradictions, constantly training her mind to question assumptions, consider alternative hypotheses and scenarios, and make the call in the absence of sufficient information, often in high-stakes situations, so that policymakers at the top rungs of our government can make decisions about our national security.


I soon learned that a CIA analyst’s training is a never-ending process. My Langley colleagues and I were required to take courses to improve our thinking and cultivate habits that reduced the potential for overconfidence and complacency in our analysis. Walk into any current or former CIA analyst’s office and you will find Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, a slim purple book by Richards Heuer, who worked at the CIA for forty-five years in both operations and analysis. Heuer’s focus is on how intelligence analysts can overcome, or at least recognize and manage, the “weaknesses and biases” in their thinking processes. One of his key points is that analysts tend to perceive what they expect to perceive, and “patterns of expectations tell analysts, subconsciously, what to look for, what is important, and how to interpret what is seen.” An analyst’s established mindset predisposes her to think in certain ways and affects the way she incorporates new information.


Heuer’s book is pretty much the bible for our line of work. It was presented to us during our first courses as new CIA officers and often referred to in subsequent training. It still sits on my shelf at the Brookings Institution, within arm’s reach. When I happen to glance at the purple book, I am reminded about how humility is inherent in intelligence analysis—especially in studying a hard target like North Korea. It forces me to confront my doubts, remind myself about how I know what I know and what I don’t know, weigh evidence, calculate my confidence level in my assessments, and evaluate how those unknowns might change my perspective.


KIM JONG UN: CRAZY FAT KID OR FEARLESS GIANT?


What, then, are the expectations and perceptions that we need to overcome to form an accurate assessment of Kim Jong Un and his regime? When the focus is on Kim’s appearance, there is a tendency to portray him as a cartoon figure. The over-the-top rhetoric from North Korea’s state media, Kim’s own often outrageous statements, and the hyperbolic imagery and boastful platitudes perpetuated by the ubiquitous socialist art and architecture have all made it too easy to reduce Kim to caricature. The baby fat still apparent on his then twentysomething-year-old face, an unflattering haircut that made waves—so to speak—in the Western press, and shapeless jackets and voluminous too-short trousers that did little to hide his girth only fed the media narrative that this was a kid who should not be taken seriously. Kim has been called—including by U.S. presidents and other elected officials—“Little Rocket Man,” “sick puppy,” “crazy fat kid,” and “Pyongyang’s pig boy.” An article in The Washington Post on December 23, 2011—just a few days after Kim Jong Un took up his deceased father’s mantle of leadership—quoted a neuroscientist who suggested that Kim’s brain had not fully matured. According to this expert, the frontal part of the brain, which is important in “restraining impulses and making long-term plans,” has not quite finished growing and developing in one’s midtwenties. This was frightening news, given the fact that a man with an apparently underdeveloped brain controlled his country’s nuclear arsenal.


Indeed, there is a veritable industry of North Korea humor. The blog Kim Jong Un Looking at Things is made up entirely of photos of Kim, well, looking at things in various locations—a shoe factory, a fishery, a lubricant machine factory churning out what looks like greasy soft-serve ice cream—as he gives his now-familiar “on-the-spot guidances.” There’s Kim on top of a mountain, looking valiantly and pensively into the sunset. There’s Kim majestically posing on a stallion. On January 18, 2016, soon after North Korea’s fourth nuclear test—Kim’s second as leader, and what he claimed to be the country’s first hydrogen bomb detonation, more destructive than an atomic blast—he was portrayed as a chubby baby on the cover of The New Yorker, playing with his “toys”: nuclear weapons, ballistic missiles, and tanks. The imagery suggests that like a child he is prone to tantrums and erratic behavior, unable to make rational choices, and liable to get himself and others into trouble.


A corollary assumption stemming from his youth was the idea that he was a reformer at heart and that because of his age his approach to the outside world could be shaped by external powers through engagement. When Kim Jong Il ascended to power in the early 1980s, the outside world had also speculated that he might be a reformer interested in modernizing his country. Citing an East German embassy assessment from 1982, Don Oberdorfer, a Washington Post reporter and author of the book The Two Koreas, wrote that Kim endorsed more fashionable clothing choices and greater consumption of alcohol. These early signs turned out to be merely cosmetic changes, not indicators that the regime was looking to make fundamental reforms.


There were more tantalizing signs that Kim Jong Un yearned to integrate North Korea into the international community and free his country from the isolation that the regime had deepened over sixty-five years. Unlike his grandfather and his father, Kim had been educated for a few years in Switzerland. North Korean media released a video that showed him at a concert in Pyongyang in which Disney characters romped around the stage while video clips of Dumbo and Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs were projected onto massive screens, and a group of skimpily clad women played the violin. He also appeared in public with his wife, Ri Sol Ju, a first for a North Korean leader; Kim’s father and grandfather avoided being seen in public with their wives or revealing too much about their personal lives. Each of these gestures was interpreted as a hopeful sign that Kim wanted to take North Korea in a new direction. His engagement with China, South Korea, and the United States since January 2018 has revived this line of thinking, even amid fresh reports about North Korea’s progress in its ballistic missile and nuclear programs. Observers find the cognitive dissonance of Kim’s actions both disconcerting and promising.


But pitted against this hope is the sense that we are certainly heading toward catastrophe. When one considers the frighteningly rapid advancement of North Korea’s cyber, nuclear, and conventional capabilities, the countless rows of soldiers marching in impossible unity at military parades, and the belligerent threats, Kim is suddenly no longer the crazy fat kid but a ten-foot-tall giant with untold and unlimited power: unstoppable, unpredictable, undeterrable, omnipotent. His intercontinental ballistic missiles can reach Los Angeles. He threatened to turn the Blue House, South Korea’s presidential residence, into a “sea of fire.” He has a million-man army ready to march south to force reunification. He has dozens of nuclear weapons at his disposal. He called the U.S. president “mentally deranged” and threatened nuclear war.


KIM THE ENIGMA


Just as the drumbeat of a potential second war on the Korean Peninsula reached a crescendo in late 2017, following North Korea’s brazen testing of intercontinental ballistic missiles, its largest ever nuclear test, and the ensuing war of words with President Trump, Kim decided to pivot toward diplomacy in 2018. Even as he vowed to mass-produce nuclear weapons in his annual New Year’s address, he also expressed an interest in attending the Winter Olympics. For the first time since the division of the peninsula in 1945, a Kim family member set foot in South Korea—his sister, Kim Yo Jong. That breakthrough quickly set in motion a series of high-level summits with President Xi Jinping of China, President Moon Jae-in of South Korea, and President Donald Trump of the United States—the first between a North Korean leader and a sitting U.S. president.


In his pivot to engagement—and under intense media scrutiny of his every move—


Kim transformed himself from a ten-foot-tall baby to a real, live human being, who walks, talks, and goes to meetings like everyone else. As we glean new insights from observing him without the soft, propagandistic filter of North Korea’s media, the Kim puzzle pieces multiply. There he is sipping tea with President Moon, listening intently to President Xi, and delivering remarks to reporters in Singapore while sitting next to President Trump, as if he had been doing it all for years. He has a sense of humor. He dines with his wife like any other husband. He goes sightseeing in Singapore and takes selfies. He talks about wanting peace and prosperity for his people and the Korean Peninsula.


But the summitry of 2018 has led to passionate debates about Kim’s intentions. His international debut has buoyed those with more dovish tendencies who have argued that Washington needs to alter its policy and provide security guarantees and economic benefits to slowly wean Pyongyang away from its nuclear weapons. Voices across the political spectrum have applauded the improvements in inter-Korean ties, celebrating the two Korean leaders’ roles as primary drivers of the region’s trajectory without Washington’s interference. Longtime Korea watchers have maintained that Kim’s engagement tactics are nothing more than sleight of hand to divert attention from North Korea’s possession and ongoing development of ballistic missiles and production of fissile material, and to weaken the international appetite for sanctions implementation. Most former government officials and seasoned veterans of negotiations with North Korea agree that Kim is highly unlikely to give up his arsenal unless and until he believes that his commitment to nuclear weapons will risk his own survival.


What is clear from Kim’s gambit is that he controls which puzzle pieces we get to fit together and which dots appear and then disappear. Kim’s new visibility has forced me and many others—including, I suspect, my former colleagues in the intelligence community—to check our key assumptions. Are we too burdened by the history of failed negotiations and North Korean prevarication to have a clear perspective on current developments? Is Kim Jong Un as a leader fundamentally different from his grandfather and his father, both of whom tried to keep North Korea sealed off? Are those who tout engagement with North Korea and giving Kim the benefit of the doubt—including President Trump, who called him “honorable”—falling prey to what Richards Heuer called “vividness bias,” in which direct interaction with Kim is given greater value than the other types of evidence to the contrary about Kim’s intentions?


The stakes are high. Whether Kim is an overgrown baby or an aspiring international statesman hungry for regional peace has tremendous implications for our national and global security. We simultaneously underestimate and overestimate Kim’s capabilities, conflate his capabilities with his intentions, and question his rationality, while assuming that he possesses a strategic purpose and the means to achieve his goals. It is precisely because of North Korea’s ambiguity and Kim’s manipulation of it that we continue to work on the puzzle that is his regime. Unless we understand the real Kim, the roots of the dynasty that shaped his outlook, and his personality and ambitions, we risk making policy decisions that could undermine our goal of a denuclearized North Korea.





TWO



GUERRIllAS AND GODS


KIM JONG UN WAS ten when his grandfather Kim Il Sung died from a heart attack on a sultry day in July 1994. For nearly fifty of his eighty-two years, the senior Kim had presided over North Korea as the father of the country. The personality cult of Kim Il Sung was deeply entrenched, and his son Kim Jong Il was recognized as the only legitimate heir to the revolution. “To North Koreans, Kim Il-sung was more than just a leader,” wrote Bradley Martin, one of Kim’s biographers. “He showered his people with fatherly love.” It was clear that Kim had become a religion. The North Korean people genuinely believed in his greatness, and as the CIA’s top North Korea analyst Helen-Louise Hunter described it in her 1999 book, Kim Il-song’s North Korea, “like many religious believers, they may have their doubts, but they hold fast to the faith in spite of these doubts.”


The spirit of Kim Il Sung seeped into every aspect of a North Korean’s life. It touched all of the senses. His portrait was in every home, office, store, classroom, and building. Operas, musicals, and television shows proclaimed his genius; thousands of monuments and museums ensured that North Korean citizens were in constant touch with his spirit and totally surrounded by it. He was in their food and the air they breathed—and, they believed, it was his agrarian experiments that had resulted in bounty (never mind the generous amounts of aid that flowed from the Soviet Union, China, and the socialist bloc, especially East Germany). Of course, it was his martial prowess and brilliance that had liberated the Korean Peninsula from the Japanese imperialists and returned the land to the peasants and proletariat. He was the suryong, the Supreme Leader, and North Korea’s “heart and the only center.” His birthday, April 15, was declared a national holiday in the 1960s, taking on a Christmas-like atmosphere with festivals, fireworks, and gifts distributed by the state. Even in death, the “Eternal President” managed to transcend time: The North Korean calendar was revised to begin in 1912, the year of his birth, which became Year 1. The cult of Kim Il Sung was not a natural phenomenon, however; it took decades of careful indoctrination.


The anguished cries of “Father” heard at Kim Il Sung’s funeral reflected the regime’s success in crafting and reinforcing a personality cult and a paternalist state. In this “family,” the father’s authority is paramount, while his love and benevolence are unquestioned. In exchange, the children must be loyal, respectful, and act only in the interest of the family and the father, subsuming the self in the higher collective good. Kim had the legitimate power to punish children who were disloyal, or not loyal enough, and also to help the children redeem themselves. After all, without Kim Il Sung, they as a nation and as a people would not exist, which schoolchildren learned in their textbooks and through lectures about their “father’s” heroic deeds and adventures.


Because children tend to believe in legends more than adults do, to ten-year-old Kim Jong Un his grandfather was probably larger than life. But unlike other children, Kim must have felt the revolutionary blood coursing through his veins and experienced not only pride but also a sense of reflected greatness by virtue of his birth and biology. It must have been overwhelming, like knowing you were related to George Washington or Abraham Lincoln or Santa Claus or Jesus Christ.


Luckily for Kim Jong Un, his grandfather laid the spiritual, ideological, and physical foundations of power, using brutal repression when necessary. But as successful as he was, Kim Il Sung probably could not have become a god without having been a guerrilla first.


KOREA UNDER SIEGE


Today the United States considers North Korea to be a top national security priority, but fifty years ago, most Americans would have dismissed such a concept: that a country about the size of Mississippi or Pennsylvania (and half the area of the United Kingdom), 6,700 miles away from Washington, D.C., could be the focus of geopolitical concern and a primary source of tension in Northeast Asia.


Before 1945 there was no North or South Korea—just one nation on a peninsula that juts off eastern China, with Russia to its north, separated from the Japanese archipelago by the sea to the east. An American missionary who arrived in 1885, when Korea was still a sovereign country, though besieged by its more powerful neighbors, felt as if he had been suddenly transported back to the Middle Ages. Another missionary mused that Korea seemed to be “2,000 years removed from the twentieth century.” Isabella Bird Bishop, an intrepid British explorer, was shocked by Korea’s overwhelming stench and squalor. The “meanness” of Seoul, the capital city, was indescribable, and her description of conditions was un-charitable.




An estimated quarter of a million people are living “on the ground,” chiefly in labyrinthine alleys, many of them not quite wide enough for two loaded bulls to pass . . . and further narrowed by a series of vile holes or green, slimy ditches, which receive the solid and liquid refuse of the houses, their foul and fetid margins being the favourite resort of half-naked children, begrimed in dirt, and of big, mangy, bleary-eyed dogs, which wallow in the slime or blink in the sun.





Paradoxically, impressions of Korea included not only negative conditions but also romanticized attributes. American missionaries, eager to inject optimism into their readers back home—in part to encourage donations—argued that the Koreans were kind people, hospitable to a fault, a population ripe for Christ. The land itself, they claimed, was truly God’s creation, with abundant flora and fauna. Boasting of the advance of Christianity, Horace Underwood, one of the first American missionaries to Korea, wrote in 1908, “Veritably it has seemed like a chapter from the Acts of the Apostles.”


It was this understanding of Korea—backward but pliant and eager for tutelage—that justified its status as a geopolitical football and ultimately as a colony of Japan, which Bishop described as neat and clean compared with Korean streets littered with decaying garbage. The Japanese legation’s compound within Seoul’s walls was “in acute contrast to everything Korean,” with its neat and bustling shops and clean and dainty houses “where thrift reigns supreme.”


For the first half of the twentieth century, Korea was a battleground on which China, Russia, Japan, and Western powers fought for domination using economic, political, and military means. Japan clashed with China in the First Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95 and then with Russia in 1904–5 over control of Korea. Throughout its history, Korea has attempted to fend off foreign invasions, driving away Westerners, ignoring Japan, and maintaining lukewarm ties to China, earning its moniker “the hermit kingdom.” However, as nations sought markets and hegemony in the nineteenth century, this imperialist impulse added to Korea’s own domestic problems. Peasant rebellions, soldier revolts, intellectual ferment, and failed attempts at reform led to the peninsula’s eventual colonization by Japan from 1910 to 1945.


The United States helped lay the groundwork for the Japanese annexation of Korea in the second year of the Russo-Japanese War, when President Theodore Roosevelt recognized Japan’s domination of Korea in the secret Taft-Katsura Agreement of July 1905, in part to check Russian expansionism and to gain Tokyo’s recognition of U.S. control of the Philippines. Roosevelt’s entrusting Japan to take control of Korea reflected his overall favorable impression of the country. For the U.S. president, Japan, with its evident modernization, representative Diet, written constitution, and military mettle, was superior among the Asians. Roosevelt went on to win the Nobel Peace Prize in 1906 for his role in mediating the Treaty of Portsmouth, which ended the Russo-Japanese War but ushered in four decades of brutal Japanese colonization of the Korean Peninsula.


The crucible of Japanese domination of Korea and the ensuing Japanese quest for military and political domination of East Asia gave rise to Kim Il Sung.


THE BIRTH AND ASCENT OF A GUERRILLA


North Korea’s Eternal President was born Kim Song Ju—Kim Il Sung was his nom de guerre—in Pyongyang, just two years after annexation by Japan in 1910. His father, Kim Hyong Jik, was born in 1894 during the last throes of the Joseon dynasty and before Korea succumbed to foreign powers; he married Kim’s mother, Kang Pan Sok, when he was fifteen years old and she was seventeen.


Like many other Koreans who railed against Japanese colonialism, Kim Hyong Jik joined the independence movement and was punished for his activism. His son would witness both his beloved father and his uncle go to jail for their nationalist activities and suffer the effects of their incarceration. Kim recalled his first visit to the prison, “a place of death and deadly venom.” He hardly recognized his father; every visible part of his body was swollen and bruised. Profoundly affected by the sight, Kim wrote in his memoir that seeing his father in prison was one of the most significant moments of his life, and that the “scars and wounds on Father’s body pained me physically and I swore to get even with the Japanese devils, that were not human beings at all, but Satan.” To honor the patriarch of the family, Kim swore to “give his all to the struggle to liberate the country at any cost.”


Given the political and economic environment of the time, Kim’s parents had short, difficult lives—his father died at thirty-one and his mother at forty. They left little money to support their children. But whatever legitimate connection the Kims had to the nationalist and revolutionary fervor of the time, their son amplified their roles and that of his entire lineage; for example, he claimed that his great-grandfather had participated in the fight to repel the ill-fated U.S. merchant ship General Sherman, which was attacked and destroyed in Pyongyang in 1866 when it attempted to open the country to trade, and that his grandfather had fought against imperial Japan.


Although Kim Il Sung’s image and history have been polished and embellished in the regime’s hagiography, by all objective accounts he was a bona fide Korean nationalist fighter, a ruthless killer of the hated Japanese, one of several leaders who gained fame and followers during that fraught period in Korea’s history. He earned his reputation as an efficient killer of Japanese police and soldiers in Manchuria, which had been occupied since 1931. During the 1930s and ’40s, he led guerrilla bands of fifty to three hundred men through hot and humid summers and icy, brutally cold winters. Kim and his brigade of Chinese and Koreans reportedly killed the leader of the Japanese Special Police, who had been trying to track him down in Manchuria, along with scores of Japanese officers and other law enforcement personnel.


The historian Bruce Cumings has noted that Kim “represented a younger generation of revolutionary nationalists filled with contempt for the failures of their fathers and determined to forge a Korea that could resist foreign domination.” In his memoir of more than two thousand pages, Kim put it this way:




My life began in the 1910s when Korea had suffered the worst tragic calamities. By the time I was born, Korea was already under the Japanese colonial rule. . . . The Korean people seethed with anger and wept with sorrow over the loss of their nationhood. . . . Korea in those days was a living Hell, unfit for human habitation. The Korean people were, in all aspects, walking stiffs; their spirits were dead.





This massive volume, published just before his death, takes on an almost Homeric rhythm, recounting the heroics of Kim and his followers, the depths of his despair as he shivered without a blanket on the Manchurian battlefield, and the heights of his optimism when encountering the kindness of villagers. His stories are captivating and graphic, highlighting the smells and sounds of battles, the broken bodies, the cruelty against Koreans—eyes pierced by sharpened sticks, fingers and heads cut off by roving bandits or as punishment for revolutionary activities, decapitated heads staked as a warning to others. “It was my misfortune,” he wrote, “to be born in an era of evil events and to grow up seeing the worst of the Japanese savagery. These left indelible marks on my memory and shaped my future activities.” Having experienced repression and witnessed brutality from an early age, Kim raged at the “elite of Korea” who let the nation fall.




While other nations went about in mighty warships and rode shiny trains, our feudal leaders rode filthy scrawny donkeys wearing horse-hair hats and wasted several hundred years in a stale state of stupor and suffocating economic stagnation. They kowtowed to foreign gunboat diplomacy and opened up the gate for foreign invasion and exploitation; Korea became an easy prey for the imperialists.





But rather than confront the Japanese troops who were determined to root out Korean guerrillas—many of whom perished—Kim and his small group of fighters fled to the Soviet Union in 1940, where he studied under Soviet military officers and rose to the rank of captain in the Red Army’s Eighty-eighth Brigade. Although Kim apparently spent World War II in a rear unit far away from the fighting—in contrast to the regime narrative of his fearless and relentless assault against Japanese forces—at the tender age of thirty-three, the chubby-faced, ambitious, brutal, anti-Japanese guerrilla triumphantly returned to North Korea intent on becoming its new leader.


After intense jockeying among other Korean nationalists, Kim was installed as the leader of the northern half of the Korean Peninsula by the Soviet Union in 1945, when it was provisionally divided along the thirty-eighth parallel, with the United States controlling the southern half. The division was arbitrary, cutting across seventy-five streams, twelve rivers, more than a hundred country roads, eight highways, and six rail lines, according to the U.S. Army’s history of the war in Korea. He had been away from Korea for twenty years, but as a native of Pyongyang, the charismatic Kim, with his nationalist and Communist credentials—but not least because of his apparent loyalty to the Soviet Union—fit the bill for Moscow. Kim declared the founding of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea on September 9, 1948, after purging potential challengers, organizing a robust surveillance and security apparatus to root out dissent, engaging in systematic violence, and adopting reeducation programs to ensure his domination. He was no mere Soviet puppet, however, and the fact that he was a survivor, a savvy political operator, and an able manipulator of Beijing and Moscow contributed to his ascendance and longevity.


Fresh from the fields of combat, flush with the new powers that he’d wrested from his challengers, and confident about the support of his Soviet backers, Kim sought to reunify the Korean Peninsula. Perhaps his still youthful exuberance contributed to this confidence, or he saw an opportunity to make his bid before the division fully gelled, or he was driven by a messianic zeal that only he could make Korea whole again. It was probably all of these things. Indeed, the international environment seemed to support his conviction that he had freedom of action. Washington’s interests lay in the Western Hemisphere, including reconstructing Europe and limiting the expansion of the Soviet Union; it did not view the security of South Korea as a strategic concern. George Kennan, the architect of the postwar containment policy, argued in 1948 that the United States should “get out of [Korea] as gracefully but promptly as possible.” His conclusion that the peninsula held no strategic interest was later shared by Secretary of State Dean Acheson and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. From Kim’s perspective, Communism seemed to be on the winning side of history, while Europe was in tatters. Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communists finally prevailed in their civil war, defeating the Nationalists led by Chiang Kai-shek in 1949. The Soviet Union successfully detonated an atomic bomb that same year, elevating itself as a nuclear power alongside the United States.


For Kim Il Sung, the time seemed ripe to unify the divided Korean Peninsula under Communism.


KIM’S HUBRIS


North Korea attacked the South on June 25, 1950. One hundred thirty-five thousand well-equipped and well-trained Korean People’s Army troops, many thousands of them veterans of the Manchuria guerrilla campaign, poured south of the thirty-eighth parallel and easily captured Seoul within three days. By the end of that summer, the North Korean army had taken control of almost all of South Korea, except for a small corner of land in Busan, on the southeast coast of the peninsula. Just a week before the invasion, the CIA had provided strategic warning about North Korea’s intentions to invade and that the North had the military superiority to overwhelm the South to achieve “its main external aim of extending control over southern Korea.” President Truman ordered U.S. troops into action, and within three months the United Nations forces had outflanked Kim’s armies and begun a drive northward past the thirty-eighth parallel. That was enough to trigger a reaction from China; over the course of the conflict, the newly established Communist nation would deploy as many as three million troops in support of North Korea. On July 27, 1953, an armistice was signed, and the first “hot war” of the emerging Cold War ended in a stalemate that deepened the division of the Korean Peninsula and cemented the U.S. commitment to defend South Korea. As the Pulitzer Prize– winning journalist David Halberstam concluded in his book The Coldest Winter, “Korea was a place where almost every key decision on both sides turned on a miscalculation.”


Miscalculation based on false assumptions and hubris led to the brutal conflict, and those actions taken seven decades ago still resonate today. Kim Il Sung thought his army would be met by cheering crowds, sparking a revolution, and he and his Soviet sponsors calculated that the United States would not fight back. Not heeding Chinese warnings or the presence of Chinese fighters on the battlefield, a confident United States led by General Douglas MacArthur pushed north of the thirty-eighth parallel, toward the Yalu River, eliciting a massive Chinese counteroffensive that pushed the U.S. and South Korean armies to retreat southward. The Chinese offensive and the escalation of the war in the winter of 1950 placed political pressure on President Truman to consider using the atomic bomb to keep the conflict short and contained. General MacArthur was a strong advocate of deploying the bomb, even in China, and openly challenged Truman’s authority. Despite MacArthur’s removal for repeated insubordination, Truman kept the nuclear option on the table well into 1951.


The war’s casualty figures speak only superficially to the human toll and tragedy. Nearly three million Koreans—10 percent of the overall population of the two Koreas—were dead, missing, or injured. Around 900,000 Chinese fighters, 500,000 North Korean soldiers, and 400,000 United Nations Command troops were killed or wounded. Nearly 34,000 U.S. troops lost their lives, with about 110,000 wounded, missing, or captured. All actors committed atrocities, including mass executions of political prisoners and the killing of civilians. North Korea abducted South Koreans and conscripted them into the North Korean army, while people at home whom the regime considered anti-Communist were executed. The United States dropped more bombs on North Korea than it had in the entire Pacific theater in World War II. The historian Charles Armstrong wrote that the U.S. Air Force used 635,000 tons of bombs on Korea compared with 503,000 tons during World War II in the Pacific. Even battle-hardened General MacArthur, shortly after he was relieved of his duties by Truman, testified in the Senate, “I have never seen such devastation. I have seen . . . as much blood and disaster as any living man, and it just curdled my stomach, the last time I was there. After I looked at that wreckage and those thousands of women and children and everything, I vomited.” A veteran of the Korean War who was involved in the infamous massacre at No Gun Ri—where American soldiers killed hundreds of Korean civilians—decades later recalled, “On summer nights, when the breeze is blowing, I can still hear their cries, the little kids screaming.”


The war destroyed everything in North Korea. American bombings leveled factories, hospitals, schools, roads, homes, dams, farms, and government offices; by 1952, there was nothing left to bomb. As Armstrong argued, the three years of B-29 raids—and the fear of Washington’s potential use of the atomic bomb—were etched deeply into the collective consciousness of North Koreans, and this sense of anxiety and fear of outside threats would continue for decades after the war. Millions of people were displaced, families searched desperately for missing loved ones, and orphans cried over their parents’ lifeless bodies as barely pubescent teens found themselves responsible for their younger siblings. The July 1953 cease-fire brought a close to the fighting—which Kim claimed the United States had ignited—but technically left the two Koreas at war to this day and made permanent the cruel separation of families.


While people lived in tunnels and caves to escape the bombings, Kim Il Sung was busy packaging the devastation and death as a victory in the “Fatherland Liberation War,” claiming success in expelling the U.S. imperialists and South Korean toadies who “trampled underfoot and burnt everything in all quarters . . . butchered innocent people en masse [and] kicked children and pregnant women into the flames and buried old folks alive.” If there was failure, it wasn’t his fault but that of those who were not sufficiently faithful to the revolutionary spirit as embodied in his Manchurian guerrilla experience. The North Korean people believed this. They had witnessed and suffered through the attacks and trusted that their only savior was Kim Il Sung. But then again, they had no choice but to accept the regime’s account and to help rebuild the country.


So, by the time he turned forty, according to the regime narrative, Kim Il Sung had been solely responsible for ousting the Japanese imperialists from the Korean Peninsula. He had routed the American “jackals” and the South Korean “puppets” in Seoul, wrapping himself in savior mythology. Sung-Yoon Lee, a professor at Tufts University’s Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, wrote that Kim Il Sung “even in failing to achieve his ultimate goal—liberate the South and unify the peninsula under his rule—profoundly ‘revised’ the geostrategic importance of the Korean Peninsula from a minor, forgotten outpost on the tip of the Asian mainland to a major powder keg on a key strategic strip of land in Northeast Asia.” Lee added that Kim’s belligerent approach over the decades of his rule only inspired his patrons in Beijing and Moscow to “placate him with bigger blandishments.”


Kim Il Sung also certainly learned some valuable lessons from the Korean War. The United States now considered the Korean Peninsula a strategic national security interest, determining that it would defend South Korea with military force, if necessary. It also became apparent that China would fight back against U.S. encroachment. Kim now realized that North Korea’s position among China, the Soviet Union, and the United States presented him with an opportunity to turn the powerful players against one another to Pyongyang’s advantage.


Yet the disastrous war and his country’s reliance on China—which took leadership of the conflict and stationed forces in North Korea until 1958—required Kim to intensify his efforts to cement his control. In the mid-to late 1950s, Kim reinforced his campaign to make himself the sole leader of North Korea, purging suspected challengers for “disloyalty” and wiping out mention of the role of the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army in defending the regime, while purging, exiling, or executing pro-China and pro-Soviet officials. The backing of Joseph Stalin had made it easier for Kim to create a highly personalized autocracy, but the denunciation by the new Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, of his predecessor’s personality cult, reign of terror, and failed policies augured problems for Kim. As documented by the Russian scholar Andrei Lankov, in 1956, during what would be the only significant internal challenge to Kim Il Sung, top North Korean party members aligned with the post-Stalin Soviet Union and China united to condemn Kim for his amassing of power, accusing him of being responsible for straying from socialism for his personal benefit. When Kim continued to purge his opposition, Moscow and Beijing further intervened by sending a delegation to press Kim to reverse the purge and restore his government’s pro-Soviet and pro-China North Korean blocs. But that just gave Kim the latitude to label his opponents as faction-alists and therefore tainted by foreign influence.


At the same time, Kim was realistic about his dependence on the largesse of Moscow and Beijing. He cajoled his way out of trouble, pledging to make improvements to mollify their concerns. Kim also recognized that his patrons’ nervousness about North Korea’s stability, Pyongyang’s position as a bastion of Communism in East Asia, and the Sino-Soviet split in 1956 over doctrine and the two powers’ diverging geopolitical interests allowed him the freedom to maneuver and assert his autonomy. Driven by self-importance, nationalism, paranoia, and venal opportunism, Kim seized the occasion to fortify his rule and to set off on his own ideological course—what the professor of Korean studies James Person called an “indigenous version of Marxism-Leninism.”


BUILDING THE CULT OF KIM IL SUNG


In a 1955 speech, Kim introduced his concept of Korean-style socialism and began to indoctrinate the population in the notion of juche, roughly meaning self-reliance, aimed at solidifying his rule. For one, he used it to highlight his “Korean-ness” and the opposition’s impurity and presumed subservience to foreign powers and to bolster his self-declared position as the suryong, the unitary leader of North Korea. Second, juche justified hardships and motivated the people to work with greater zeal to rebuild the country after the war and channeled North Korean nationalism and xenophobia toward a worship of Kim as the defender of their way of life. Externally, Kim’s assertion of his country’s autonomy, but without breaking from the socialist camp, allowed him to pit Moscow and Beijing against each other, flattering and deferring to his more powerful neighbors when it was conducive to extracting more aid.


Juche and suryong as they have evolved seem like a hodgepodge of existing concepts: Christianity (Kim had come from a Christian family, reflecting the missionary presence in Korea), filial piety, the hierarchy and familial relationships of Confucianism, and Communism (especially Stalinism and the cult of personality). But at the same time, the intensely nationalist bent of Kim’s juche was a rejection of Stalinist internationalism, and his deification of the suryong shared commonalities with the imperial cult following the Meiji Restoration of the emperor that came to define Japan’s prewar and wartime nationalist ethos. These ideas also reflected Kim’s desire to create ideological and institutional walls to prevent outside interference and maintain his unitary leadership.


Perhaps Kim Il Sung’s view of the world as a hostile place was a belief he could not have escaped, given the environment in which he was raised. Born into imperialism, he never experienced a sovereign, independent Korea or a stable home life because of his parents’ early deaths. He knew hardship and deprivation, fear and uncertainty. In the struggle for national and individual survival—which often conflicted—it was difficult to know who was trustworthy. To outlast better-known and better-educated Korean nationalists, Kim had to coerce, cajole, steal, and kill on the political and military battlefields. He elevated his small circle of Manchurian guerrillas, endowing them with power and privilege, knitting together webs of political and military loyalty to ensure his primacy for the foreseeable future. Once in control, he restructured society and all aspects of its relationships, familial and institutional, to tighten his people’s bond to their leader.


Beginning in the late 1950s, Kim’s obsession with power and loyalty drove his regime’s efforts to categorize every citizen by their songbun, or background, putting them in three general groups—the “core,” “wavering,” and “hostile” classes—based on whether they were loyal revolutionaries (the core) or landowners, capitalists, or collaborators of Japanese imperialism. This project required multiple government investigations to check every individual’s background. These classifications were inherited and dictated what types of privileges one would be granted or denied. One’s caste decided where one would go to school, whom one would marry, where one would work. It would be unwise, for example, to marry someone from a lower category because that would taint one’s family and have an impact on the opportunities available to one’s offspring. Thus, it was in the individual’s interest to subsume personal desires and demonstrate loyalty to Kim in order to survive and thrive.


Yet in spite of the rigid classification system that Kim imposed on his citizens, he also believed education was an important tool for building a stable nation of followers devoted to him. From the very beginning, Kim focused on using education to craft regime narratives that elevated himself and his partisans, while teaching the masses proper socialist ideology. Over time, the education system focused less on Communism and shifted increasingly to the deification of Kim Il Sung, his family, and the guerrillas he fought alongside. The shift was particularly evident in the wake of Kim Jong Il’s entry onto the political stage, when the son happily fed his father’s appetite for accolades and vastly expanded the persona of the Kim family.


The founder’s focus on children and education is indicative of the regime’s calculated effort to raise good, loyal North Koreans. The CIA analyst Helen-Louise Hunter noted that North Korea’s education system was intended, according to Kim Il Sung himself, to “serve the existing social system.” Kang Chol-hwan, the prominent defector and author of The Aquariums of Pyongyang: Ten Years in the North Korean Gulag, remembered the 1960s of his childhood as happy. Kim Il Sung was “a kind of Father Christmas” who would send cakes and sweets and every third year would provide a school uniform, a cap, and a pair of shoes. His school curriculum included the usual arithmetic, music, and art, but above all children were taught to revere Kim Il Sung:




We learn[ed] by rote answers to questions such as: On what day and at what hour was Kim Il-sung born? What heroic feats did he perform against the Japanese? What speech did he give at such-and-such a conference, on such-and-such date? Like my fellow pupils, I thought cramming myself with such important facts was perfectly normal, and doing it gave me great pleasure. An education of this sort resulted in a wellspring of admiration and gratitude for our political leaders and in the willingness to sacrifice everything for them and the homeland.





Hunter wrote that Kim’s tireless crisscrossing of the country to meet as many people as he could—riding buses and subways, visiting collective farms, factories, and schools—showed “his special genius for establishing personal rapport with his people” and wooing them with his larger-than-life personality. A CIA document from January 1983 compared Kim’s campaign to win hearts and minds to that of an American politician: “Thinking of North Korea as about the size of Pennsylvania, it is easy to imagine the relationship that a charismatic governor of such a state might develop with his people over a period of 40 years, if he spent 150– 200 days on the road each year.” Such efforts paid dividends by reinforcing the cult of personality and the lasting reverence that even North Korean defectors hold for the country’s founder.


In Kim Il Sung’s North Korea, it was also important for the children to be prepared to battle their external enemies. Kang recalled that like all his classmates, he joined the Pupils’ Red Army. The children formed ranks and marched with fake machine guns. “Right away we felt we were Kim Il-sung’s little soldiers,” he wrote. High schoolers, he added, had more serious training, as they “memorized emergency air-raid instructions, learned to hide from enemy planes, and to steer the population to the nearest air-raid shelters.” Victor Cha, the former Asia adviser in the George W. Bush administration, has pointed out that North Korean children learn conjugation by reciting “We killed Americans,” “We are killing Americans,” and “We will kill Americans,” and learn arithmetic by adding or subtracting the number of dead Americans.


This style of education has persisted through the generations. Yeonmi Park, a defector who was born in 1993, a year before Kim Il Sung died, said she and her classmates would line up during recess “to take turns beating or stabbing dummies dressed up like American soldiers.” The process of dehumanizing and demonizing the United States bled into the language. Park recalled, “We could never just say ‘American’—that would be too respectful. It had to be ‘American bastard,’ ‘Yankee devil,’ or ‘big-nosed Yankee.’ If you didn’t say it, you would be criticized for being too soft on our enemies.” The purpose of a Western education is to develop critical-thinking skills and cultivate civic-mindedness, as well as to prepare students to become productive members of the workforce and society; in contrast, a North Korean education is intended to instill doctrine, an unchanging and unyielding “truth” based on the Great Leader’s definition of reality. He is the sole authority of moral behavior and the only source of enlightenment, both in Kim Il Sung’s day and today, as his son and grandson have derived their legitimacy and authority through their blood ties to the country’s founder.


The North Korean regime was triumphant, claiming to its people that they lived in a socialist paradise powered by their juche can-do spirit, but at the same time Koreans were a “uniquely vulnerable child race in the Leader’s protective care,” as described by the North Korea analyst B. R. Myers. And that childlike purity necessitated an education system that propagated a perpetual state of crisis to keep the dangerous and polluting outside forces at bay. The guerrilla wars of the Japanese occupation and the total war of the Korean conflict against the United States were replayed with zeal. Nevertheless, their independence should not be taken for granted, as the external threats continued to loom, given the presence of U.S. troops just miles away along the Demilitarized Zone separating the two Koreas.


To young Kim Jong Un, his grandfather was a hero for the ages. By the time Kim Il Sung died, his ten-year-old grandson no doubt already recognized to some degree his part in North Korea’s destiny. As famine loomed and millions faced starvation, no expense was spared for the pomp and circumstance of a pricey funeral—the embalming by Russian specialists alone reportedly cost $1 million, with an additional $800,000 per year for maintenance costs. For young Jong Un, a direct descendant of the Sun of Korea, heir to the anti-Japanese, anti-U.S. struggle, raised in a culture of paranoia, violence was a part of his grandfather’s legacy. He would benefit from a political system that his grandfather designed and his father reinforced, placing him at the pinnacle of the social pyramid, with all of the accompanying entitlements. The country’s survival—and the Kim family’s legitimacy—depended on Jong Un’s embrace of this reliance on violence and inherited privilege, for only then could this young guerrilla become a little god in service of his founder.





THREE



THE INHERITANCE


IN 1992, AT HIS eighth birthday party, Kim Jong Un dressed up not as Batman or Superman, as boys in the United States might, but as a little general in a uniform decorated with one star. Real generals wearing real uniforms with real stars bowed to him—something that a typical boy certainly would never expect. “It was impossible for him to grow up as a normal person when the people around him were treating him like that,” his aunt Ko Yong Suk said in an interview with The Washington Post years after she and her family defected to the United States.


We don’t know who gave Jong Un the made-to-order general’s uniform. Perhaps it was a gift that Kim Jong Il bequeathed to all of his sons—he had at least three we know of, the other two being Jong Un’s half-brother, Jong Nam, and his full brother, Jong Chol. Or perhaps it was a deliberate move by his ambitious mother, Ko Yong Hui, one of Kim Jong Il’s favorite mistresses, who was probably seeking to elevate her two sons amid the likely jockeying for position behind the scenes. After all, by the time of this birthday celebration, Kim Jong Il had long been designated as his father’s successor and it would have been a prudent move for Ko Yong Hui to position Jong Un and Jong Chol as the potential future heirs and assert their status above the generals.


But while Jong Un lived a life of privilege and ease in one of the Kim family’s many villas and mansions, replete with servants, amenities, and toys, the country’s future and Kim Jong Il’s success as the new leader of North Korea were anything but guaranteed. North Koreans were no strangers to adversity, but in the early 1990s, Pyongyang faced economic, humanitarian, and security challenges, while its aging leader was planning for a potentially destabilizing succession of power to his eldest son. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the Communist bloc deepened North Korea’s isolation even as it needed a continuous infusion of economic assistance. Its traditional allies and primary benefactors, Moscow and Beijing, were looking to strengthen ties to Washington and Seoul. South Korea had emerged by then as an economic powerhouse, having hosted the 1988 Olympics. North Korea’s dire food situation was well on its way to disaster; in just a couple of years, a famine would kill between six hundred thousand and one million people, or 3 to 5 percent of the population, the result of decades of the regime’s mismanagement of the economy and callous disregard for its people, exacerbated by extreme weather. Adding yet another dimension to this challenging environment was the brewing confrontation with the United States over North Korea’s covert nuclear weapons program.


The child Jong Un would not have concerned himself with these problems. It was up to his father, Kim Jong Il, to learn how to play on this new strategic chessboard. Luckily, he had two decades of apprenticeship to a master who had ruled for nearly five decades and laid the foundations for the Communist world’s first dynastic succession.


THE SUN AND THE RISING SON


The first few pages of Kim Jong Il’s official biography have the flavor of the Book of Genesis, with its plethora of “begats” highlighting the genealogies of important individuals. Published in 1998, a respectable four years after the death of his father, the biography is plodding, lacking the drama and action of Kim Il Sung’s guerrilla days and the heady years after liberation from Japan. There would be multiple official biographies over the course of his tenure, sharpening, revising, and embellishing Kim’s superhuman exploits. Minus his father’s military credentials, charisma, and good looks, and burdened by the uncertainty of an unprecedented hereditary succession in the Communist world, Kim Jong Il required an official biography that emphasized his bloodline and a genealogy—bolstered by mythology and semi-truths—to elevate his legitimacy as the new leader. The genealogical account of Kim’s birth was most likely intended to imbue it with a sense of inevitability, a foreordained act of supernatural proportions, and to set him up as a key driver of the country’s destiny and the only proper vehicle for the continuation of his father’s will.


The 1998 biography highlighted Kim’s impeccably patriotic family and his essential Korean-ness. Kim was born on Mount Paektu, a significant location in Korea’s history, on February 16, 1942. His father was “the father of the Korean nation,” his mother was a “communist revolutionary fighter . . . who devoted her whole life to the struggle for the restoration of the country and the freedom and happiness of the people.” His grandfather, a “leader of the anti-Japanese national liberation movement, was a pioneer in shifting the direction from the nationalist movement to the communist movement in Korea.” His grandmother and uncles were “revolutionary fighters who dedicated their lives to the cause of national restoration.” Myths that were supposed to be taken as truth or believed as an article of faith peppered official accounts of his birth: a double rainbow and a new star appeared in the sky; a swallow foretold it. Kim was walking when he was three weeks old and talking by eight weeks; he could change the weather by making marks on a map. Official biographies claimed that even as a kindergartner Kim “had a thorough knowledge of the globe” and stood by his father’s side during the Korean War providing counsel while American planes swarmed overhead and bombs rained down. In her haunting memoir, Yeonmi Park recalled that she and her classmates learned that Kim Jong Il had supernatural powers: He wrote fifteen hundred books as a college student, and, when he was very young, covered the road with sand to make it a smooth ride for his father. “Even when he was a child,” she wrote, “he was an amazing tactician, and when he played military games, his team always won because he came up with brilliant new strategies every time.” She and her classmates, like good little soldiers, also played military games, “but nobody ever wanted to be on the American imperialist team, because they would always have to lose the battle.”
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