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If one wonders why North Korea is withholding 
engagement with Washington and Seoul, the optics of 
Beijing’s Victory Day military parade may hold the 
answer. Surrounded by Xi Jinping, Vladimir Putin, 
and more than two dozen leaders from Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America, Kim Jong Un appeared not as an 
isolated outlier but as a peer in a shifting world order. 
His front-row presence signaled a decisive break from 
North Korea’s decades-long pursuit of US recognition 
and the start of a calculated gamble on a post-Western 
order. Kim now seeks legitimacy and economic 
development not from Washington, but from an 
emerging international community outside US 
leadership. 
 
Shutting the door on engagement 
 
Since the breakdown of the Trump–Kim talks in 
Hanoi in 2019, the space for renewed US-DPRK 
engagement has narrowed considerably. Even with 
pro-engagement administrations returning in both 
Washington and Seoul, Kim has signaled a deliberate 
strategy of distancing, dismissing a personal outreach 
letter from Donald Trump and publicly rejecting 
overtures from South Korea’s new Lee Jae Myung 
administration. 
 

Analysts often explain this posture in terms of two 
shifts: First, Kim’s policy recalibration after the 
failure of Trump-era diplomacy, when he appeared to 
abandon both the long-standing goal of normalization 
with the United States and inter-Korean policy; and 
second, the opportunities opened by Russia’s war in 
Ukraine, which left Moscow isolated and eager for 
partners, giving Pyongyang leverage to reduce its 
dependence on China.  
 
While valid, these explanations do not capture why 
Kim is not simply raising the stakes with Washington 
and Seoul; instead, he is shutting the door on 
engagement altogether. 
 
The fact is, Kim has not simply shifted policy—he has 
charted a new strategic course for North Korea, one in 
which Washington is no longer the protagonist. 
 
A constant pursuit of independence and legitimacy 
 
North Korea’s foreign policy has always been driven 
by more than regime survival. Since its founding, 
Pyongyang has sought to assert sovereignty and 
independence, but also to secure international 
legitimacy and prestige, and escape the image of 
Korea as a “shrimp among whales,” trapped between 
powerful neighbors. 
 
The Kim dynasty has consistently sought 
opportunities to advance these goals, demonstrating a 
pragmatic willingness to shift alignments as the global 
balance of power evolved. In the 1950s-‘60s, Kim Il 
Sung exploited the growing rivalry between Beijing 
and Moscow to foster a polycentric international 
communist system in which Pyongyang could expand 
its influence. In the 1970s, he leveraged the 1948 
Yugoslavia–USSR split by reaching out to Tito in an 
attempt to position North Korea as a leading voice in 
the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). In the 1990s, 
when the Soviet collapse left Pyongyang isolated, 
Kim Il Sung calculated that recognition from the 
United States—the post-Cold War superpower—was 
the only way forward. Since then and for decades after 
Kim’s death, normalization with Washington became 
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a central pillar of North Korean strategy, carried 
forward by Kim Jong Il and Kim Jong Un. 
 
That vision collapsed in Hanoi. There, Kim Jong Un 
confronted the reality that even under the most 
favorable conditions, US and North Korean goals 
were fundamentally irreconcilable. The breakdown of 
diplomacy with Trump meant more to Kim than 
simply losing a deal—it signaled the abandonment of 
the strategic vision that had guided North Korean 
foreign policy for decades. He now needed a new path 
forward. 
 
A Moscow opening, a BRICS dream 
 
In line with traditional North Korean strategy, Kim 
Jong Un is seeking to achieve his goals by exploiting 
fractures in the great-power divide and recalibrating 
alliances in response to shifting global dynamics. 
Pyongyang shares Beijing’s view of today’s 
geopolitical landscape not as “Cold War 2.0” but as 
the inevitable decline of Western dominance and the 
rise of multipolarity. Within this context, the growing 
rift between the US, China, and Russia has created an 
opening for North Korea to assert itself as an 
independent and influential actor in the emerging 
alternative international community. 
 
However, Pyongyang adds its own vision of the 
emerging international community as fundamentally 
anti-imperialist: as Kim laid out in his 2024 policy 
speech to the Supreme People’s Assembly, North 
Korea “should set the development of relations with 
socialist countries as its primary task” and “launch a 
courageous anti-imperialist joint action and joint 
struggle on an international scale.” 
 
The war in Ukraine and renewed ties with Moscow 
mark the first step along this path. Just as Kim Il Sung 
once saw Tito as a bridge into the Non-Aligned 
Movement, Kim Jong Un may view Putin as a 
steppingstone toward broader international 
recognition. In fact, their 2024 treaty pledged mutual 
support in joining international organizations, and 
Pyongyang’s participation in BRICS sideline events 
signals a clear ambition to join the bloc. For 

Pyongyang, BRICS offers more than symbolism. 
Membership would anchor North Korea in an 
alternative order that rejects US-led dominance and 
brings together rising powers such as China, India, 
and Brazil. 
 
Washington’s role in Pyongyang’s shift 
 
US foreign policy has played a paradoxical role in the 
development of Kim’s new strategy. Over the past 
decade, rather than pursuing a classic divide-and-rule 
strategy to exploit the many deep-seated frictions 
among its rivals, Washington has sought to cast China, 
Russia, Iran, and North Korea as a single bloc—
CRINK, a new “axis of evil” meant to rally allies 
against them. Yet this combine-and-contain approach, 
designed to reinforce US leverage, has produced the 
opposite effect: America’s adversaries are finding 
common cause in resisting US pressure, bridging their 
divides, and expanding cooperation. 
 
The primary beneficiary of this dynamic is North 
Korea. While the war in Ukraine provided Kim with 
short-term breathing space, the broader confrontation 
produced by Washington’s Cold War strategy has 
opened the way for his long-term ambitions. By 
casting Pyongyang as a prominent player in a wider 
anti-Western bloc, US rhetoric accelerates its 
integration into an international order in which North 
Korea can thrive without compromising on its status 
or regime security. In this context, engagement in 
denuclearization talks with the United States looks not 
only unnecessary but counterproductive to Kim’s 
goals. Kim has no incentive to return to the 
negotiating table.  
 
Some had hoped that Donald Trump’s return to the 
presidency might disrupt this trajectory, given that his 
personal diplomacy with Kim once appeared to 
sidestep entrenched Cold War logic. Yet his personal 
tweets during the parade lashed out not only at Beijing, 
but also at Moscow and Pyongyang—while even 
alienating India through new trade tariffs and pointed 
remarks about its ties to China. Instead of breaking the 
anti-Western bloc narrative, Trump inadvertently 
reinforced it. 
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Beijing’s parade: A triumph leaving no hope for 
denuclearization 
 
The optics of China's Victory Day military parade 
embodied Kim’s success. Twenty-six leaders from 
what was branded a new “international community” 
stood alongside Xi and Putin. Kim Jong Un was not at 
the margins but in the front row, projecting equality 
and prestige.  This was precisely the kind of 
international recognition Kim and his predecessor 
sought for decades—finally achieved not through 
compromise with Washington, but by rejecting it. 
 
For 30 years, North Korea pursued autonomy and 
legitimacy by courting Washington. Now, Pyongyang 
is taking a different route: embedding itself in an 
emerging multipolar order that challenges the US-led 
rules-based system, where it can gain prestige, 
recognition, and the prospect of integration into a 
rising alternative international community—without 
compromising regime security or its nuclear status. 
 In this new reality, diplomacy on Washington and 
Seoul’s terms is not just unnecessary for Kim Jong 
Un—it has become counterproductive. The costs of 
engagement—pressure to denuclearize, risk of 
appearing subordinate, or undermining ties with 
Moscow and Beijing—outweigh any potential 
benefits. 
 
In his September 21 speech to the Supreme People’s 
Assembly, Kim turned the tables on both Trump and 
Lee. There will be no talk of denuclearization, no talk 
of reunification. The old formula of normalization 
through denuclearization is finished. Pyongyang no 
longer seeks Washington’s stamp of approval. That 
moment has passed; North Korea has turned the 
page—and diplomacy on the Korean Peninsula must 
follow, or fade. 
 
PacNet commentaries and responses represent the 
views of the respective authors. Alternative viewpoints 
are always welcomed and encouraged. 
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