Terrorists have long chosen airplanes as targets for their violent acts. One of the most dramatic was the destruction of Korean Airlines Flight  858 in 1987. Unlike many such events, this act of terror has been recounted in detail by the perpetrator, a young woman named Kim Hyun Hee, in her book The Tears of My Soul. *
Kim Hyun Hee grew up in North Korea, a totalitarian communist state where all information is tightly controlled by the government. She learned in school that her country (though in fact a starving nation and an international outcast) was the greatest country in the world and blessed with a godlike leader, Kim II-Sung. By virtue of her hard work and her father’s connections, she was able to attend the country’s only major university, and her good record there earned her an invitation to become a special agent for the Korean foreign intelligence service.
One great day she was summoned to meet the director, who told her that she had been assigned to carry out a mission ordered by the Great Leader himself, the most important mission ever attempted by their organization and one that would decide North Korea’s national destiny. He explained that she and a comrade would blow up a South Korean commercial airplane. This allegedly would cause the upcoming 1988 Olympics (scheduled for Seoul, South Korea) to be canceled, which in turn would lead to the unification of Korea under the communist government. She said she never understood how destroying a plane and killing some tourists would bring about the country’s unification, but she did not question this, and she accepted it on faith. Being assigned such a historic mission was a great honor to her. The director explained that if she succeeded, she would become a national hero, and she and her family would benefit greatly.
At the time, she never thought about the moral issue of killing so many people. “The act of sabotage was a purely technical operation,” she recalled later; her attention was focused on the concrete details, rather than guilt or compassion for her victims or even idealistic reflections on her nation’s destiny. Airport security was much more casual back then. Her contacts met her at the airport and gave her the parts to the bomb, which she assembled while sitting on the toilet in the women’s restroom. She boarded the plane and stowed the bomb (hidden in a briefcase) in the overhead compartment. At a stopover she got off the plane, leaving the bomb there. Later that day, she heard on the news that the plane had exploded, and she mainly felt relief that she had succeeded, plus some pride at having done her part for her country.
She was supposed to make her way home, but she was captured by police. She began to suffer some distress over what she had done. She thought about the happy tourists on the plane, flying home and then abruptly killed. She began to have nightmares, such as that her family members were on the plane and she was shouting at them to get off but they would not listen. For the first time, she was tormented day and night by overwhelming feelings of guilt. She confessed, was sentenced to death, and then was pardoned by the South Korean authorities.
· This extraordinary story reveals several important themes about human action:
· Hee’s behavior was guided by the values and systems of her culture: Blowing up an airplane was not her idea, but she accepted it and carried it out on faith that it would benefit her nation.
· She trusted that her leaders were good people and knew what they were doing, and she obeyed them without question. She did not notice the moral dilemma in advance and thought only of doing her duty.
· The plans were overly optimistic.
· By herself, she could have achieved very little, but she worked as part of a team.
· Her action followed carefully made plans, though she herself had to make minor adjustments during the mission.
· During the mission, she focused herself on the steps and details, never really questioning whether the project was a good idea in the first place. She focused on how, not why.
· Her nightmares focused on the panicky feeling of being unable to help her family escape.
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During the mission, she thought neither of moral issues nor of national destiny, instead focusing narrowly on the details; only afterward did she start to be troubled with guilt.
Her behavior was directed toward several goals at different levels; whether you label it a success or a failure depends on which goal you invoke. The mission was a success on its own terms, insofar as the airplane was destroyed and the passengers killed; Hee’s capture was the only part that didn’t go according to plan. Yet in the broader context, it was a total failure. The 1988 Olympics were held in South Korea as scheduled, and of course the grand goal of uniting the two Koreas under communist rule was not achieved. From the perspective of fulfilling the national destiny, she killed all those people for nothing.
The episode was largely self-defeating her, insofar as she ended up in prison and (temporarily) sentenced to death. But she did not intend to bring herself to that negative outcome. Instead, she was pursuing highly favorable goals both for herself and her country. Her quest for good backfired.
This chapter focuses on making choices and acting on them. The human self—who and what you are—is defined by the choices you make, but the self is also there precisely to help make choices. Indeed, probably the brain itself evolved to help animals make the choices they faced, and the human brain is so large partly to enable humans to cope with all the complex and difficult choices people have. In this chapter we look at how people make choices and why they sometimes make stupid or destructive ones. ●

