
China
China is 

North Korea’s biggest 
ally and trading partner. 
It wants to preserve 
peace and stability.

US
President 
Donald 

Trump has directed 
many insults and 
threats at North Korea. 

Russia
Russia is an 

ally of North Korea. An 
ally is a country that 
supports another 
country. Along with 
China, Russia has 
suggested that joint 
military exercises 
between South Korea 
and the US should end, 
in exchange for North 
Korea slowing down the 
development of its 
nuclear weapons.
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Who is Kim Jong-un and why does he distrust the US?
North Korea’s 
leader Kim 
Jong-un is the 
grandson of 
dictator Kim 
Il-sung, the  
first leader  
of North 
Korea. 
Believed  
to be in his 
early 30s, Kim 
Jong-un went 
to school in 

Switzerland but returned to North Korea 
to attend a military university. He inherited 
power from his father, Kim Jong-il, who 
ruled the country before his death in 2011.

Ever since the Korean War, North Korea 
has shown a strong dislike for the US. Kim 

Jong-un fears an attack by the US and he thinks 
that developing nuclear weapons is the only 
way to protect his regime. On top of that, 
Donald Trump and Kim Jong-un both have bad 
tempers and have exchanged personal insults.

Behind 
the war 
of words
North Korea is one of the world’s most secretive 

countries, but it has been in the news a lot lately.  
On 28 November, North Korea announced that it had 
tested a type of weapon called an intercontinental 
ballistic missile (ICBM). ICBMs are rockets that can fly 
over very long distances. Because they fly across 
continents, they are known as intercontinental 
missiles. North Korea claims that its ICBMs could 
strike the US. It’s not the first time North Korea has 
tested these weapons. Some people are now worried 
that North Korea is close to working out how to fix 
miniature nuclear explosives on top of ICBMs, 
making them capable of causing serious 
destruction. The US president, Donald Trump, 
has said he will “handle” the situation, but 
what is behind North Korea’s leader, Kim 
Jong-un’s desire to develop powerful 
weapons and why does he feel 
threatened by South Korea and the US?  
To understand what’s happening now, you 
need to look into the country’s past.

All about North Korea All about North Korea

Tension between North Korea and the 
United States is rising, but why?

What are nuclear weapons? The history of North Korea
The Korean peninsula, which means both 
North and South Korea, was ruled by 
Japan from 1910. When Japan was 
defeated in the Second World War 
(1939–45), it surrendered its control. The 
north was then governed by the USSR (as 
Russia and a collection of adjoining states 
were known at that time) and the south 
controlled by the US. In 1948 separate 
governments were set up. 

The two countries were run very 
differently. Whereas the south favoured 
giving everybody a say (a democracy), the 
north was ruled by one man, a dictator called 
Kim Il-sung. The relationship between North 
Korea and South Korea was tense, and in 1950, 
war broke out between them. Both sides tried 
to snatch control of the whole of the peninsula. 
South Korea was supported by the US, and 
North Korea was backed by China and Russia. It 

became an important war not just for the 
future of Korea, but for the whole world. 
Around five million people died during the 
Korean War. 

In 1953, the two sides signed a truce, which 
means they agreed to stop fighting one 
another. However, this is not the same as a 
peace agreement – despite the treaty North 
and South Korea are still technically at war. 

The word nuclear is often used to describe  
a type of energy that can be used to generate 
electricity. However, nuclear reactions can 
also be used to make bombs that cause 
deadly explosions if detonated (set off) that 
can destroy entire cities. For this reason, 
nuclear weapons are considered the most 
dangerous type of weapon in the world. 

What’s the situation now?
Both the US and South Korea  
are spending money on defence 
systems to intercept (catch) 
nuclear missiles, as well as 
developing their own weaponry to 
warn off North Korea. The United 
Nations (UN), an organisation that 
promotes world peace, is taking measures to 
punish North Korea so that it stops testing 
weapons. These include limiting the amount  
of oil that the country can buy from other 
countries. On 5 December, a UN representative 
arrived in North Korea’s capital, Pyongyang, for 
talks with the country’s top officials. 

What’s life like in North Korea?

What’s happening now?

Several thousands of tourists visit North 
Korea every year but since the country’s 
citizens are forbidden from talking to them 
without official permission, it is hard to find 
out much about life there. There is only one 
source of news, the Korean Central News 
Agency, which is controlled by the 
government and gives a false impression of 
what’s happening in the country. It has a 
very strict regime, where rules dictate what 
people can say, do and even wear. Denim 
jeans, for example, are banned because they 
originally came from America. Leaving North 
Korea permanently (called defecting) is 
forbidden – even taking a trip abroad is 
restricted – so the outside world can’t know 
for sure what life is like. Citizens who rebel 
risk violent punishments or being forced to 
work. North Korea is thought to be one of 
the poorest countries in the world and there 
are severe food shortages. The country has a 
population of 25 million.

BIG ARMY
North Korea is around the 

50th largest country in the 

world. Its army, though, is 

believed to be the fourth  

biggest after China, the  

US and India.

South 
Korea

With help from the  
US, South Korea has 
become a wealthy 
country, praised for its 
education, health and 
technology. It regularly 
undertakes military 
exercises with US forces.

North 
Korea 

The country’s full title is 
the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea. 

Japan
Japan is 

keen to find a peaceful 
way to stop North Korea 
from carrying out more 
tests over its territory.

Which countries are involved, and why?

Kim Jong-un 
inspects a missile.

Kim Il-sung signs the 

truce with South Korea.

A flight of a missile 

test shown on TV. 

North Korean 

workers.

Kim Jong-un

A school in 
North Korea. 

NO ENTRY South Korean citizens are not allowed into North Korea.

DAY OF THE SUN

15 April is a public holiday 

in North Korea. Known 

as The Day of the Sun, it 

marks the birthday of  the 

country’s first leader,  

Kim Il-sung.

The UN 
emblem.
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