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Abstract 
The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) has exhibited irrational 
and unpredictable behavior, including the bombing of a South Korean airliner 
in 1987, which resulted in the loss of 115 lives (Kim, 1993, 2023), and an at-
tempted assassination of the President of South Korea in Rangoon (Jung, 
2023). These actions led former U.S. President George W. Bush to label the 
DPRK as part of an “axis of evil” in 2002, indicating a perceived threat to global 
security (Glass, 2019; Kotch, 2003). Later, President Donald Trump intensified 
this rhetoric with terms like “fire and fury” and “rocket man” (Keneally, 2018). 
Despite the DPRK regime and Kim Jong-Un’s involvement in kidnappings, hi-
jackings, and assassinations, these extreme behaviors do not necessarily indi-
cate that Kim suffers from a mental disorder. As Borum (2010) notes, “Mental 
illness is not a critical factor in explaining terrorist behavior, and most terror-
ists are not psychopaths.” Therefore, it is more plausible that Kim Jong-Un’s 
actions are driven by political and power considerations rather than mental 
illness. This essay explores the personality formation of Kim Jong-Un from a 
psychological perspective. The first part examines various psychological and 
diplomatic theories briefly. The second part introduces multiple examples to 
illustrate these theories, discussing DPRK foreign policy under the Trump 2.0 
era and exploring its potential implications and consequences. 
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1. Introduction 

President Donald Trump, having secured the Republican primary vote in Iowa’s 
caucuses last year, has solidified his return to the White House. Following his vic-
tory, opponents Vivek Ramaswamy and Asa Hutchinson withdrew from the race 
and endorsed Trump, signaling strong consolidation of support within the party. 
As the “Trump Era” resumes, nations including Canada, China, the UK, and the 
European Union are actively preparing for the implications of his presidency 
(Croce, 2024; Sevastopulo, 2025). 

While Trump has expressed his intention to prioritize ending the Russia-Ukraine 
war and establishing a cease-fire in Gaza, he must not overlook the critical rela-
tionship between the US and DPRK. Having previously referred to Kim Jong-Un 
as a “friend” during their historic summits, Trump’s presidency could further 
complicate issues on the Korean Peninsula and impact international relations in 
unpredictable ways. 

Kim Jong-Un was born into a noble family and has lived a privileged life since 
childhood. He attended an international school in Switzerland, where he learned 
German and English. His experiences in Switzerland exposed him to capitalism, 
human rights, and civil society—Western values. After returning to the DPRK, 
Kim Jong-Un entered the Kim Il Sung Military University to study. Upon gradu-
ation, he often accompanied his father on various occasions. His psychological 
state is characterized by conflicting emotions regarding his understanding of the 
West and his role within a totalitarian state (Fifield, 2019). 

Kim took power in 2013, becoming the youngest national leader at that time. 
Despite lacking experience in governance, this third-generation Kim family mem-
ber, educated abroad, has not only prevented the DPRK—a poor and isolated 
country—from disintegration but has also enabled it to survive and thrive. 

2. Approach & Data 

This study employs a multidisciplinary synthesis approach to analyze Kim Jong-
Un’s personality and its influence on DPRK’s foreign policy. Theories from per-
sonality psychology, political science, and social learning theory have been care-
fully selected to provide a nuanced understanding of Kim’s leadership style and 
decision-making processes. A diverse range of sources, including book chapters, 
academic journal articles, and contemporary news reports, were integrated. Public 
events and biographies were scrutinized to identify significant patterns and con-
textual influences shaping Kim’s behavior. This comprehensive analysis reveals 
the complexities of Kim’s personality while illustrating how these traits inform 
and drive DPRK’s foreign policy decisions. 

3. Key Concept 
3.1. Inferiority and Compensation in Leadership Psychology 

Adler (2009) proposed that feelings of inferiority are universal, affecting even na-
tional leaders. From infancy, individuals face physical and psychological limita-
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tions, prompting compensatory efforts aimed at an imagined ideal of strength and 
success. This drive alleviates discomfort but does not resolve the root causes of 
inferiority (Adler, 1917). 

When compensation fails, an inferiority complex may develop, leading individ-
uals to avoid situations that expose their weaknesses. This avoidance reinforces a 
fragile self-image (Adler, 1917). Adler emphasized that such psychological de-
fenses offer temporary relief rather than true resolution. 

Lasswell (1948) expanded on Adler’s ideas, suggesting that inferiority feedback 
is a key motivator in human behavior. Compensation becomes a strategic re-
sponse to perceived inadequacies stemming from physical limitations, low social 
status, or adverse childhood experiences. Individuals may respond in two ways: 
healthy compensation, which transforms weakness into motivation, or overcom-
pensation, which masks insecurity through exaggerated behavior. Historical fig-
ures like Napoleon, who sought military glory potentially to counter his short stat-
ure, exemplify this pattern. 

In political leadership, unresolved psychological conflicts—such as paternal 
domination or low social origins—can fuel a powerful drive for dominance. For 
some leaders, the pursuit of power is not merely strategic but deeply psychologi-
cal. Their authoritarian or grandiose styles may reflect a complex interplay of per-
sonal history, psychological compensation, and the demands of leadership. 

3.2. Social Learning Theory 

Bandura (1977) proposed the concept of “operant conditioning” within his social 
learning theory, emphasizing that behavior is learned through observation of the 
environment and others. Under the “stimulus-response-result” (cause-effect) 
model, environmental events can affect individual behavior through positive or 
negative reinforcement. Dictators often employ operant conditioning to influence 
and control elite groups effectively. For instance, dictators reward supportive 
elites as positive reinforcement while punishing dissenters as negative reinforce-
ment, teaching the elite that supporting the regime is the best choice. This aligns 
with Bandura’s social learning theory, which posits that behavior can change 
through observational learning. 

3.3. Dictatorship Psychology 

Moghaddam (2013) pointed out that dictators often exhibit narcissistic, Machia-
vellian, and psychopathic personality traits. Narcissism includes ambition, pride, 
and a lack of empathy, while Machiavellianism is characterized by manipulation, 
exploitation, emotional indifference, and self-interest. Psychopathy is marked by 
persistent antisocial behavior, impulsivity, selfishness, callousness, and lack of re-
morse. 

Many dictators display strong narcissistic tendencies and a need for control, 
often exhibiting high self-esteem and resistance to criticism while seeking public 
recognition. Moghaddam further discussed how various difficulties and setbacks 
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during their growth may shape these indicators. For instance, issues such as poor 
academic performance or insufficient social skills may influence their self-evalu-
ation, potentially leading to compensatory controlling behaviors. 

3.4. Propaganda Psychology & Prospect Theory 

Bornstein (1989) found that in the process of message dissemination, simply re-
peating the same message increases exposure and enhances recognition and trust 
in that message by stimulating the same cognitive cycle. Research by Rhodes and 
Wood (1992) indicated that individuals with lower intelligence levels are more 
likely to be convinced by seemingly reasonable arguments, especially when their 
analytical abilities are limited. 

The mere exposure effect proposed by Zajonc (1968) suggests that repeated ex-
posure increases positive affect and reduces negative emotion. In other words, 
people tend to prefer familiar experiences. Additionally, Hitler (1925) emphasized 
that propaganda content should be continuously repeated using simple, clear slo-
gans. This aligns with Pavlov’s (1927) classical conditioning theory, which posits 
that repeated information can produce a familiar conditioned response. 

Kahneman (2013) proposed that individuals tend to rely on fast thinking, re-
ferred to as “System 1,” which allows the brain to react automatically to societal 
stimuli. He further explained that “System 1” tends to prefer familiar concepts as 
they require less cognitive effort. Furthermore, Tversky and Kahneman (1973) in-
troduced the “availability heuristic,” revealing that people favor familiar options, 
even when they may not be the best. 

Kahneman and Tversky (1979) challenged the traditional rational view of deci-
sion-making by introducing prospect theory, which shows that individuals do not 
consistently exhibit risk aversion or risk-seeking behavior. Instead, they evaluate 
gains and losses relative to a reference point, typically the status quo. Individuals 
tend to be risk-averse when considering potential gains but risk-seeking when 
faced with losses. 

In the context of Kim’s leadership, this framework elucidates his calculated risk-
taking behavior. For instance, Kim’s missile tests and nuclear advancements can 
be interpreted as efforts to safeguard the regime’s stability and assert DPRK’s pres-
ence on the global stage. By projecting military strength, Kim aims to mitigate 
perceived vulnerabilities while reinforcing his position both domestically and in-
ternationally. 

4. Foreign Policy Theory 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1762) posited that the core of liberalism advocates for bal-
ancing diverse interests, asserting that the positions of various interest groups 
should be fully considered. Bell (2014) added that liberalism is a political philos-
ophy founded on freedom and equality. Liberals generally support concepts such 
as freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of religion, free markets, civil 
rights, democratic society, and international cooperation. Most Western countries 
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can be classified as liberal. 
In contrast, realism posits that states are the core units in international rela-

tions, with their behavior influenced by national interests and power competition. 
Realist theory holds that states pursue security and power while seeking to main-
tain their status and influence in the international system. Countries like the 
DPRK, Russia, and Iran operate under realism. 

Kim Il-sung developed Kimism or the Juche idea, an ideology rooted in Marx-
ism. Although Kimism emphasizes that the DPRK’s survival relies on self-reli-
ance, Kim Il-sung lacked a comprehensive understanding of Das Kapital and se-
lectively adopted aspects that benefited his regime. Thus, Kimism can be charac-
terized as a form of “Borrowingism” (Park & Snyder, 2012). Kim Jong-Il slightly 
adjusted the Juche idea into the Songun or “army-first” policy, which was benefi-
cial during his era, allowing the DPRK to develop nuclear weapons while creating 
regional tensions with the US and neighboring countries. Both ideologies advo-
cate for the DPRK’s use of military and nuclear capabilities as a foreign policy 
deterrent. Under Kim Jong-Un, the “simultaneous development” policy of the 
economy and nuclear weapons, known as the Byungjin policy, includes space de-
velopment. This can be interpreted as the DPRK’s commitment to both nuclear 
and space missile systems. In essence, Kim Jong-Un has not only finalized his fa-
ther and grandfather’s missions but has advanced them significantly. 

5. Psychological Perspective on Kim’s Behavior 

The DPRK has been labeled as the axis of evil (Yoo, 2020), an image that may have 
contributed to Kim Jong-Un’s inferiority complex. An inferiority complex is a 
psychological state wherein an individual feels undervalued and threatened re-
garding their worth and status. Kim Jong-Un may perceive the global negativity 
towards the DPRK, particularly from the US, as exacerbating his inferiority com-
plex. 

Maslow’s theory suggests that individuals are motivated to pursue basic needs 
such as survival before advancing to more complex needs, including security and 
self-actualization. The DPRK has faced UN sanctions and threats from the US and 
South Korea. Kim Jong-Un may feel pressured to pursue his country’s survival 
and security; he may believe that demonstrating military strength and adopting a 
tough stance are essential for maintaining these aspects. 

Additionally, Adler’s theory of inferiority transcendence can explain Kim’s de-
cisions. Inferiority transcendence occurs when an individual compensates for 
their inferiority complex by seeking power, prestige, or domination. Kim Jong-
Un may attempt to compensate for his inferiority complex by flexing military 
power and taking provocative actions, aiming to demonstrate the strength and 
prestige of the DPRK to gain respect and recognition from the international com-
munity. 

Bernstein’s cognitive consistency theory posits that individuals seek consistency 
in their thoughts and behaviors and actively seek information that aligns with their 
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existing beliefs and values. In this context, Kim Jong-Un’s imitation of his grand-
father’s image resonates with the public, as Kim Il-Sung is portrayed in the DPRK 
as a strong leader and protector of the motherland (Fifield, 2019). Based on Rhodes 
and Wood’s identity theory, an individual’s identity is shaped by the consistency 
between their self-evaluation and external perceptions. Therefore, Kim Jong-Un’s 
deliberate emulation of Kim Il-Sung can cultivate a grandfather-like hero image, 
reinforcing his power. He can exploit this resonance to garner support and recog-
nition from his people, consequently earning their respect (Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1. Kim Jong-Un’s leadership model: Kim Il Sung.  
 

DPRK slogans and propaganda films, which prominently feature images of Kim 
Il-Sung as the father and founder of the DPRK, create a sense of nostalgia for the 
“good old days.” This familiarity may trigger emotional associations and positive 
evaluations of the Kim Il-Sung era, transforming such emotions into support and 
trust for Kim Jong-Un. This aligns with Zajonc’s familiarity theory, suggesting 
that people tend to have favorable impressions of familiar things. Hitler (1925) 
asserted that “the important thing is not to make people think, but to make them 
feel,” indicating the use of emotional manipulation to influence public opinion 
and behavior. 

The continuous broadcast of slogans and propaganda videos positions Kim as 
a public persona, fostering emotional connections and resonance among the peo-
ple. This dynamic increases the likelihood of public acceptance and support for 
the Kim Jong-Un regime (Mesquita & Smith, 2011). Additionally, Buzo (2018) 
argues that Kim seeks to improve civilian quality of life. The theories proposed by 
Tversky and Kahneman, including System 1 thinking, availability, and familiarity 
heuristics, further elucidate these phenomena. 

Despite Jang Song-Thaek being Kim Jong-Un’s uncle and often described as the 
No. 2 in the DPRK, Kim perceived Jang as a potential rival due to his supporters 
and political influence within the DPRK and his close ties to China. Although Jang 
was designated as “regent” to assist in Kim Jong-Un’s power transition after Kim 
Jong-Il’s passing, he was arrested and publicly executed by secret police during a 
politburo meeting. Jang opposed Kim’s directives, advocating for economic re-
form and opposing nuclear testing, alongside other charges of corruption and 
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treason (Branigan, 2013; Austin, 2013; Choe, 2016). This incident underscored 
Kim’s refusal to allow others to maintain power over him. Under Kim’s regime, 
he is the sole authority (Buzo, 2018; Mesquita & Smith, 2011). 

In 2017, Kim Jong-Nam, Kim’s half-brother, was assassinated at a Malaysian 
airport, with evidence pointing to DPRK agents. Prior to this incident, Kim Jong-
Nam openly criticized the DPRK regime and advocated for economic reforms, 
having distanced himself from central power (BBC, 2018; McCurry, 2019; Watts 
& Branigan, 2012; Lah, 2012; Fifield, 2019; Mesquita & Smith, 2011). 

In 2017, Kim Jong-Nam, Kim’s half-brother was assassinated in a Malaysian 
airport. Evidence shows the involvement of DPRK agents. Before the incident, 
since Kim Jong Nam was no longer inside the central power of DPRK and living 
aboard, he regularly discussed the DPRK regime in a high-profile manner with 
journalists that he opposed hereditary rule of the regime and advocated economic 
reforms (BBC, 2018; McCurry, 2019; Watts & Branigan, 2012; Lah, 2012; Fifield, 
2019; Mesquita & Smith, 2011) (Figure 2, Figure 3). 
 

 
Figure 2. Jang Song-Thaek was arrested by secret police. (Source: NBC NEWS).  

 

 
Figure 3. Kim Jong-Nam asking for help at the Malaysia airport. (Source: TNP).  

 
The elimination of Jang Song-Thaek and Kim Jong-Nam can be interpreted 

through the lenses of security needs, reward, and punishment mechanisms. Kim 
Jong-Un utilizes power and intimidation to maintain his authority. He likely be-
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lieves that eliminating potential threats ensures the stability of his rule while send-
ing a clear message internally: failure to support Kim Jong-Un may result in severe 
punishment. Such actions foster an atmosphere of fear that effectively limits the 
activities of opposition and strengthens the leader’s control. Furthermore, Kim’s 
actions reflect antisocial personality traits, as he displayed a lack of empathy and 
callousness towards his kinship with Jang and Kim Jong-Nam, executing them in 
high-profile and brutal manners. This calculated use of fear serves to reinforce 
compliance among the populace. 

According to the principles of realism, state relations primarily revolve around 
power and self-interest. Kim Jong-Un’s command during the artillery battle on 
Yeonpyeong Island (BBC, 2010; Bermudez, 2011) and the sinking of the ROKS 
Cheonan (Shin, 2018) can be interpreted as actions taken by the DPRK leadership 
in pursuit of national interests and security, aligning with Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs (Maslow, 1943) (Figure 4, Figure 5). 
 

 
Figure 4. Yeonpyeong bombardment (Source: 30North).  

 

 
Figure 5. Wrecks of ROKS Cheonan (Source: 30North).  
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Researchers (Moghaddam, 2013; Buzo, 2018; Fifield, 2019; Mesquita & Smith, 
2011; Shin, 2018) argue that dictatorship cannot be sustained solely by the leader. 
The leader requires a loyal elite to maintain power and govern effectively. The 
Pareto Principle suggests that 80% of outcomes stem from 20% of causes, imply-
ing that a small percentage of elites control the majority of the regime (Figure 8). 
These elites, typically cadre members with the power to reward and punish, can 
be kept satisfied through material incentives and power (Shin, 2018). This dy-
namic resembles crony capitalism but is more complex, akin to Russia’s oligarchic 
structure. This obligation and rewards system can also be explained through op-
erant conditioning as described by Bandura (1977). 

Jung (2022) suggests that Kim consolidates power and maintains regime secu-
rity through strategic distribution of rents. The concept of rent-seeking, where 
elites and middle-class actors compete for economic advantages, plays a crucial 
role in this dynamic (Jung, 2022). Kim’s anti-corruption initiatives serve as regu-
latory tools to control the distribution of economic benefits derived from state-
created monopolies. This strategy reinforces his authority among the elite while 
managing potential threats to his power (Kim & Cho, 2023). 

Recent research indicates that the regime employs a combination of repression, 
co-optation, coercive distribution, and containment to bolster political control. 
Under Kim Jong-Un, repression has intensified, particularly regarding information 
flows and illegal migration, evidenced by stricter border controls and harsh pen-
alties for unauthorized crossings (Ward & Silberstein, 2023). 

Additionally, coercive distribution has become more pronounced, especially 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, as the state aims to stabilize the economy and 
ensure loyalty. Kim’s leadership demonstrates a flexible approach, integrating var-
ious strategies to adapt to changing circumstances. This adaptability has allowed 
the regime to respond effectively to both internal and external pressures. Ulti-
mately, Kim Jong-Un’s autocratic rule is characterized by a blend of repression 
and strategic co-optation, aimed at consolidating power while navigating the com-
plexities of DPRK’s political and economic landscape (Figure 6). 
 

 
Figure 6. Kim ruled the regime under Pareto Principle.  
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6. Argument 

In the words of Henry John Temple (1848), “We have no eternal allies, and we 
have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal and perpetual, and it is our 
duty to follow those interests.” This implies that nations are primarily driven by 
national interests. When there is no compromise, relations may deteriorate, as 
seen in the Israel-Palestine conflict. Conversely, states can form strategic alliances 
when mutual interests align, as demonstrated by the EU and NATO. However, 
states may shift between allies and enemies based on short-term and long-term 
foreign policy goals. 

7. Conclusion and Discussion 

Although Kim Jong-Un comes from an atypical family and governs an isolated 
country with personality traits including arrogance, ruthlessness, cunning, and 
unpredictability, his experiences in Europe have provided him with a foundational 
understanding of liberalism. This knowledge enables him to interact with Western 
countries while moderating his behavior. His primary goal is straightforward: to 
maintain power and rule the regime under his own authority. For Kim, the so-
called enemies (the U.S.) and friends (China) are merely instrumental in achieving 
his objectives. 

With his background as a businessman, Trump’s goals upon his return to power 
align closely with those of Kim. Both leaders focus on interests that benefit their 
respective countries; media reports suggest that Trump’s policies may also serve 
to advance his business interests (CREW, 2020). Although North Korean propa-
ganda depicts the U.S. as an enemy, Kim has adopted a more nuanced approach 
by introducing Disney costumes in one of his concerts and inviting an NBA star 
to visit DPRK several times (Fifield, 2017, Fackler, 2012). These actions indicate 
that Kim does not view America purely as an adversary. 

Should Trump be elected and he and Kim Jong-Un demonstrate a cooperative 
attitude, there is potential for China and Russia to seek economic aid and political 
support from the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) to counter U.S. 
influence. Consequently, the DPRK stands to be the greatest beneficiary, primarily 
because Kim possesses a rational personality (Figure 7). 
 

 
Figure 7. Beneficiary of DPRK among US, Russia and China.  
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In summary, despite Kim’s complex personality, he has made significant strides 
in his policies, particularly regarding the space program. With these efforts, he is 
on track to establish his own identity, moving beyond the legacy of his father. 

This essay reveals that Kim Jong-Un’s personality exhibits multifaceted and in-
tricate characteristics; he is astute, realistic, and pragmatically Machiavellian. As 
a result, his behavior and decision-making processes are calculated and strategic, 
reflecting a more rational approach. Figure 8 illustrates the conceptual framework 
of the various influences on his behavior. 
 

 
Figure 8. Conceptual framework of Kim Jong-Un’s behavior.  

 

Considering the insights of Henry John Temple and the principles of Donald 
Trump as a businessman, I conclude that Kim Jong-Un is likely to exhibit increas-
ingly rational decision-making as he strives to enhance DPRK’s status and influ-
ence on the global stage. 

Overall, Kim Jong-Un’s behavior can be understood through specific psycho-
logical mechanisms. By examining inferiority compensation, social learning for 
elite control, and prospect theory for risk-taking, it becomes evident that Kim’s 
actions are grounded in psychological motivations rather than mere unpredicta-
bility. 

Limitations 

Given that DPRK is an isolated country, the availability of reliable information is 
very limited. Therefore, this paper relies mainly on secondary sources. Addition-
ally, the authors were unable to conduct a psychological assessment or interview 
with Kim Jong-Un, so this article is subject to certain limitations. 
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