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ABSTRACT

A Study on the Military—First Policy in the Era

of Kim Jong—un

Kim, Kyoung—Youl
Major in International Security

Dept. of National Security and Strategy
The Graduate School

Hansung University

Having taken power in a third—generation succession that is hardly
precedented in the modern history of politics, Kim Jong—un places top priority
on “Byungjin — the parallel goals of economic development and a robust
nuclear weapons program” on the basis of ideological unity, terror, and effective
internal control, thus posing grave security threats by threatening Northeast
Asia and even the US territory. Kim is flaunting a leadership that is not
backing down while riveting the world with his audacious political play that
risks a one—on—one face—off with America the superpower, with the view to

achieving the desperate national strategy of becoming a nuclear state.
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This study focuses on seeing how Kim Jong—un, as the successor to Kim
Jong=il, has applied ‘the Military=First’, the governing ideology of Kim
Jong—il, in consolidating his power in the peculiar militarist state surrounded
with an iron curtain and how he is going to use it in the future domestic
politics and international relations.

In his early days at power, Kim Jong—un was highlighted as a leader who
carried Kim Jong-il's ‘Military—First vision. However, when the military armed
with Kim Jong-il's ‘Military—First Policy’ came to be perceived as potentially
detrimental to the establishment of Kim Jong—un’s exclusive leadership as an
aggrandized and abnormal power elite group which was corrupt and dotted with
irregularities, the Terror reigned and a bloody purge ensued. After all, the
military could no any longer enjoy the “Military—First' boon from Kim Jong-il's
era when it enjoyed precedence over everything else. Still, we see that its
importance remains valid as a force that serves to safeguard and build the
regime and operates to communize the whole of the Korean Peninsula.

The national strategy pursued by Kim Jong—un consists in strengthening
internal control with ‘Party=First’, realizing North Korea as a nuclear state and
a Communist Korean Peninsula with ‘NuclearFirst’, and improving the quality
of people’s life with “Economy—First. Kim Jong—un seems to have been
successful to some extent in stabilizing the regime with internal control which
excels that exercised by Kim Jong—un and raising the living standard for the
people. Now he does not hesitate to threaten the US territories in North
America by succeeding in developing nuclear—tipped missiles. Even though its
survival is going to be decided by the US action, it at least appears that the
North Korean leadership united around Kim Jong—un is marching with the aim

of fulfilling the regime’s goals.
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Unlike Kim Jong-il, Kim Jong—un has not reaped any meaningful gains in
international relations, but is engaged in an audacious game that Kim Jong-il
couldn’t attempt by seizing a larger piece of the pie by focusing on
‘Nuclear—First”. He is displaying his desire to practically become a nuclear
state by succeeding in developing nuclear weaponry that threatens the US
territories in North America by exploiting South Korea as its wedge. However,
as its conflict roils with the US, which sticks to the principle that ‘allows no
nukes on the Korean Peninsula’, it is racing to a touch—and-go crisis.

Under such circumstances, the ‘Military=First Policy’, with which North
Korea can provoke the US and South Korea and heighten the threats of war,
inevitably serves like a joker in playing cards that Kim Jong—un can effectively
take advantage of anytime.

‘The attack on the Cheonan” and “Yeonpeyongdo Shelling’ which as the crown
prince under Kim Jong-il, Kim Jong—un staged to tighten internal control and
highlight his presence, excellently demonstrated his aggressive personality. If
he wants to stage a daring aggression exploiting South Korea and eyeing a
shift from the worsening relationship with the US, he will probably get the old
fond memory of ‘Military=First’ from his drawers and use it as a wild card for
stoking the fire. In a nutshell, Songun (‘Military=First) in North Korea has
transformed into Yonggun (‘Use the Military’), an option that can take any time
to defend the regime from its own instability and external threats.

However, in a departure from the era of Kim Jong-il, Songun now comes
after Sondang (‘Party—First'), Sonhaek (‘Nuclear—First), and Songeyong
(‘Economy—First), it means that there has been changes to the role and status
of the military. History shows that the military through its symbiosis with the

dictator serves as the principal contributor to safeguarding a dictatorship but
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that when forsaken by the dictator, it poses the greatest threat to the dictator.
Kim Jong—un shouldn’t be an exception to this. If the military gets further off
the ideological track and its antipathy to the regime deepens, it would pose

gravest possible threat to the dictator.

(Keywords] Byungjin — the parallel goals of economic development and a
robust nuclear weapons program, Party—First, Economy—First,

Nuclear—First, the Terror, Yonggun, exclusive leadership
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