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North Korea, five years of power of Kim Jong Un and the 

assassination of his brother Kim Jong Nam 

 

The past year has seen three major events in DPRK: for the first time in history the country carried 

out two nuclear tests in a few months, there was the test of nearly twenty ballistic missiles, and 

finally, in December 2016 the leader Kim Jong celebrated his first five years in power (although this 

anniversary was not marked by huge gatherings or large parades). The election of Donald Trump, 

who initially presented a very "strong" electoral program about the Asia Pacific (essentially, the 

dismantling of the US presence in Japan and South Korea) had been followed by a series of 

contradictory expressions about Kim Jong Un (from "he is crazy" to "I could eat an hamburger with 

him1”). As for Kim Jong-un, his position on Trump was initially quite cold, but not critical. Was it a 

sign of detente, or at least the end of an aggressive rhetoric between the two countries (Kim Jong 

Un sometimes said to transform the US and Seoul into a sea of flames2)? It seems that the first 

two events of 2017 did not confirm this theory, but instead have underlined the determination of 

Kim Jong Un and his previous tough line. 

 

Five year as a leader: Kim Jong Un and the continuation of the regime 

Before analysing the events of 2017, which has already proved as a significant year for North 

Korea, we need to briefly reflect on the first five years of power of the "new" North Korean leader. 

When in 2011 Kim Jong Un's father, Kim Jong Il, suddenly died - even if he was ill for a long time, 

and the rumor about his weak health were confirmed by its thinness – few could imagine that the 

"new" leader was able of inheriting the only "communist monarchy" of the planet. Initially many 

analysts said that Kim Jong-un had all the means to be a possible innovator, or at least change 

something in the country. Since his young age he was passionate for sports, he completed his 

education in Switzerland and he looked quite inexperienced in politics; many saw these features as 

some factors for a possible (and desirable) change in North Korea. So, what are the main results 

after five years in power? Actually, there are few news, even if there have been developments in 

some fields. Before analysing the single areas (internal affairs, economy, security, diplomacy) it 

should be remembered an element about the cursus honorum in North Korea. While Kim Jong Il 

had over 15 years to cooperate with his father, Kim Il Sung (the founder of North Korea), to learn 

and to become familiar with the complex politico-military bureaucracy, Kim Jong-un had an 

unusually short "apprenticeship". He was promoted four-star general only shortly before his father's 

death, and when he reached this important position he was virtually unknown to the majority of his 

people. In 2011 many thought that such a young and inexperienced leader could prove disastrous 

for North Korea while other were waiting for some kind of “modernization” of the country. But 

History has shown that these optimistic predictions were incorrect. 

 On the internal level, there has been very little progress, although it can be noted a 

discontinuity during these five years of power. In the first two years (2011-2013) there was a 

strong influence of other relatives on the young leader: the most famous example was the role 

of his uncle Jang Song Taek, a true “master” behind and aside the young Kim. For the first two 

years (2011-2013) the relationship between them was strong, but then the 12th December 2013 

                                                 
1 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-37932923 
2 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/mar/07/north-korea-threatens-to-reduce-us-and-south-korea-to-flames-and-

ash 
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a news stunned the country: Jang Song Taek had been brutally executed following some 

accusations3. It was the end of an era: Kim Jong Un began to run "alone"  North Korean politics 

and the internal elites, showing to the world that he no longer needed any "master" or "tutor". 

From 2013 Kim Jong-un has been the only man in power in DPRK, while during his rule some 

purges hit different factions of the armed forces or the party. According to the Daily Mail, the 

young Kim <<even exceeds the bloodshed of his father's early rule4>>, by eliminating about 340 

people in five years. There are no news in the field of human rights, still very limited in the 

country. 

 On the economic level, the management of Kim Jong-un has been characterized by a 

"moderate" opening to private business, even if this is a very limited concept in North Korea. 

Actually, DPRK is still very far from major structural reforms such as those of the Doi Moi in 

Vietnam or the impressive achievements of China in the 90s: in a limited way, Kim has opened 

some small spaces for the private business and local trade. A light economic dynamism appears 

to have spread in the country, although DPRK is still a tightly controlled planned economy. This 

field saw therefore a limited improvement. 

 On the security and military level, Kim Jong Un's regime is characterized by the strengthening 

of DPRK's nuclear capabilities and its missile arsenal; it should be noted that if in the history of 

North Korea there were five nuclear experiments, three were carried out under the rule of Kim 

Jong-un. The last two date back just to 2016. Even if North Korean tests were not so powerful 

(the devices were less powerful than the bombs dropped on Hiroshima or Nagasaki), they have 

underlined that North Korea could handle a limited nuclear arsenal, and that Kim Jong Un does 

not intend to proceed with the denuclearization of the country. During the last year the launches 

of ballistic missiles have increased too: in 2016 there were over twenty launches, and each has 

been sharply criticized by neighboring countries and by the international community5. The risk, 

unanimously highlighted by the analysts, is related with the pace of the missile and nuclear 

programme which does not show sign of stopping, but instead seems to achieve good results6. 

The possible development of SLBMs7 on a special submarine (the latter seems to already be 

operational) has particularly alarmed the neighbour countries8. During the years of rule of Kim 

Jong Un the military dimension played an important role, therefore it has triggered further 

rounds of international sanctions and protests. 

 In the international arena North Korea during the past five years has progressively shown 

some signs of isolation from the other countries; its nuclear experiments have attracted 

considerable criticism, including many critics from the “friendly” neighbor and protector, the 

People's Republic of China. The Beijing - Pyongyang relationship, beyond the rhetoric, is 

strained and not so simple. China itself voted in favor of UN resolutions against North Korea, 

but avoided the complete stop of political relations or trade with Pyongyang. It should be also 

noted that there has never been any bilateral meeting between the presidents of China and 

North Korea, a sign of how relations between the two countries are quite cold.  

 

 

                                                 
3 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/12/12/kim-jong-un-just-had-his-own-uncle-killed-

why/?utm_term=.f8baa48cb12a 
4 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4073252/Kim-Jong-executed-340-people-five-years-seizing-power-half-

senior-officials-government-report-claims.html 
5 http://uk.businessinsider.com/timeline-of-north-korea-tests-2016-10?r=US&IR=T/#april-15-pyongyang-test-launches-

the-musudan-ballistic-missile-for-the-first-time-4 
6  https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/23/world/asia/north-korea-missile-test.html?_r=0 
7 “Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile”  
8 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-northkorea-missiles-idUSKCN10Y2B0 
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In the history of China-DPRK relations there have not been many meetings between the leaders 

of the two countries, but it is quite surprising to see that there has not been at least one public 

meeting with the Chinese counterparts in these five years. Eventually, the mysterious death on 

Malaysian soil of Kim Jong Nam, the brother Kim Jong Un, has also cooled the relations with 

Malaysia, while DPRK has already accused Malaysia of "manipulating" and "politicizing" the 

death of King Jong Nam. 

 

The first months of 2017: from the new ballistic missile to the murder of Kim Jong Nam 

The current year has started in a difficult way for North Korea. After a some quiet weeks, two 

events have abruptly ended the initial (apparent?) tranquillity of DPRK. These two events 

happened in the last days have brought North Korea, once again, at the centre of the international 

scene. The first episode was the launch of a new ballistic missile, known as Pukguksong-2, the 

12th February 2017. This test, the first carried out during the Trump presidency, could apparently 

look as a routine test; but it should be considered that Pyongyang decided to launch this missile 

while in the US Donald Trump and Shinzo Abe had a bilateral meeting9. This perfect coincidence of 

timing - a clear political message to both, even insolent according to some – shows that North 

Korea would like to keep a "hard" line even after the arrival of the new president in the White 

House. On a more technical level, it should be noted that the Pukguksong-2 missile, even if 

travelled for a “short” range (nearly 500 km), it is rather interesting for its technology: from the 

photos revealed by North Korean media, it seems that the launch has been made from a mobile 

(wheeled) platform, and that the missile was powered by solid fuel. According to experts, this 

launching system should provide more flexibility, shorten the preparation time in case of a launch 

with short notice, and being less dangerous for the launching system itself. These details are less 

interesting than the debate on the possible miniaturization of nuclear warheads, but are 

nonetheless important elements for understanding the steady progress of North Korean missile 

arsenal and technology. While the international community was still trying to assess the 

consequences of this launch and its new technology (it seems that the launch has been attended 

by Kim Jong Un himself), a second and more serious case has stunned the public, attracting a new 

round of criticism over North Korea. The 14th February 2017, at 9 am in the airport of Kuala 

Lumpur, in Malaysia, Kim Jong Nam, the eldest brother of Kim Jong Un and a critical voice about 

the regime, has been assassinated. In the fuzzy video images of the airport cameras, and 

according to the investigation of the Malaysian police, it seems that Kim Jong Nam was 

approached by two women, and one of them have passed on his head or his front a cloth, and then 

run away. Kim Jong Nam immediately went to the airport infirmary (as shown by the cameras), but 

then, despite the arrival of an ambulance and its transport to an hospital, he died. After this event, 

the Malaysian police have arrested some suspects: one of them seems to be a Vietnamese 

woman, but some sources are saying that she is Korean. The case of Kim Jong Nam is still very 

obscure, although its assassination recalls some murders that the KGB performed during the Cold 

War (for example, a famous case involved the Bulgarian dissident Georgi Markov). Malaysian 

authorities are proceeding with their investigations and the autopsy, trying to figure out the reasons 

of Kim Jong Nam's sudden death; the government of Kuala Lumpur has recalled the ambassador 

in Pyongyang, and have vigorously protested with DPRK against this murder.  

From the other side, the North Korean ambassador to Malaysia has rejected all the accusations 

and has criticized the current results of the investigations arguing that the death involves a North 

Korean citizen simply called "Kim Chol". It is too early to evaluate the profiles of the perpetrators, 

or the weapon (poison?) used in the assault, but some considerations can be made. Japanese and 

                                                 
9 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-northkorea-missiles-idUSKBN15Q0TE?il=0 
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South Korean media have offered a wide coverage of the story, while analysts are trying to 

understand more about this strange murder.  

Above all, it is clear that North Korea has demonstrated a strong determination in carrying out such 

an assassination. The importance of the target, the choice of an open place, the early time, an 

action carried out in a foreign country, the speed, precision and lethality of the execution are 

elements that suggest a well-structured plan, with precise information on the target and his habits, 

and, eventually, the will to withstand the heavy political implications of this action. Such an 

operation, as widely known, can take place only after a precise order coming from a very high 

decision level; beyond the judicial dynamics and the criminal investigation, it is clear that the death 

of Kim Jong Nam (if it will be confirmed that he is the assassinated person) is an act with strong 

political implication for DPRK, both internally and externally.  

 

The world's attention on North Korean affairs is very high after the strange murder of Kuala 

Lumpur. This attack, so "open" and directed against a member of the family (Kim Jong-un and Kim 

Jong Nam are brothers) marks a further step forward in North Korean politics, and it seems to 

confirms the strength of Kim Jong Un and his determination, even against his own family. Kim Jong 

Nam was not a "direct threat" to Kim Jong Un's power, because he was "exiled" to Macau since 

many years. But in North Korea his critical positions against Kim Jong Un and the country were not 

welcomed. With the discovery of new details it will be clearer the plot behind this event and its 

medium – term implications: if the involvement of North Korean intelligence is confirmed in this 

story, this murder will probably be one of the most daring and provocative attack carried out by 

North Korea in its history.  

 

 

  


