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SECTION 3: NORTH KOREAN SOCIETY  
AND HUMAN RIGHTS

                                                                                                                             76

From the earliest days of the North Korean revolutionaries’ takeover of the northern half of 
the Korean peninsula, the focus has been on the collective rather than the individual. After 
Kim Il-sung consolidated his power in the late 1950s, the Kim regime shaped North Korean 
society through the tools of totalitarianism, the priorities of the dictatorship, and the denial 
of human rights for the individual. Through the tools of cradle-to-grave propaganda and 
political terror, the regime compelled loyalty to the Supreme Leader and the KWP over any 
other set of values or societal norms.

North Koreans share a common Confucianism-based culture with South Koreans that 
maintains a robust self-identity, which is separate and distinct from nearly all other cultures. 
However, Confucianism in North Korea has been severely diluted as social doctrine and 
practices have been significantly transformed by the “values” of the totalitarian dictatorship 
into ethnic nationalism. Confucian traditions have shaped the values of all Koreans with 
respect to age, seniority, and the people’s relationship to the “king.” However, the values of 
the North Korean populace have been reshaped with a particular emphasis on filial piety, 
patriarchal approaches, devotion to family, and allegiance to the Party and the Kim family. The 
Kim family regime has attempted to modify Confucianism to align with socialist principles, 
ensuring that the masses serve the needs of the Party-state. The regime’s intent is well described 

76  Photograph by Michael Day [CC BY 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)], via 
Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Kims_(6647257359).jpg.
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by one North Korean propagandist: “Loyalty to the Supreme Leader is the fundamental basis 
of the philosophy of life, in which lies the true values of life and happiness.”77

The cultural landscape of the North is primarily influenced by Juche thought, the Kim family 
cult of personality,78 and the TPMI.79 “Folk culture is a driving force to encourage nationalistic 
feelings centered on Korea’s uniqueness. Even popular culture, an extremely powerful force 
of cultural change worldwide, is strictly controlled. The sum of this manipulation is that 
North Korea’s cultural landscape is unlike any other on the planet.”80,81 Since before the 
inception of the state, Party propaganda has continually emphasized that the collective over 
the individual serves as the basis for societal values, and that a “social-political life is essential 
to a valuable life which has been bestowed upon the people by the Supreme Leader.”82 The 
importance of prioritizing the masses over the individual is taught throughout the life of each 
North Korean as the appropriate focus in life, whether it is applied to the workplace and the 
economy, national security and the military, or within social and administrative organizations.

The historical background of North Korean society is unique. Koreans are an ethnically 
homogenous people with a shared history of 5,000 years, which contributes to a sense of 
ethnic purity and extreme national pride. Beginning from a feudal society under successive 
competing dynasties, the Korean experience has been shaped by millennia of geographic 
isolation and struggles to maintain independence from China and Japan. Falling under 
Japanese colonial rule between 1910 and 1945 only served to strengthen national pride in 
both North and South Korea.

National division at the end of World War II created two distinct and separate societies—
one based on communism in the North and another based on anti-communism in the 
South. After the Soviet Union occupied the northern half of the Korean peninsula, North 
Korea quickly became a communist state with communist approaches to human rights 
that prioritized collective rights over individual rights. However, the Kim family regime 
has arguably long abandoned communism as an ideology of social control. Instead, it has 
adopted ethnic nationalism to promote nationalist themes that further the regime’s domestic 
control and vilify foreign influences. Traditional culture in North Korea has been somewhat 
dulled in comparison to its South Korean counterpart due to the ideological influence of 
revolutionary principles and a focus on self-reliance defined in North Korea as Juche ideology. 
Although Confucian principles continue to shape the basic cultural fabric of North Korean 
society, collectivism is the dominant organizational approach under the Party-state. The Kim 

77  Kim Chang-ha, The Path to the True Life (Pyongyang: Pyongyang Social Sciences Publishing, 1989), 269-90.
78  Jon C. Malinowski, “Cultural Geography” in Eugene J. Palka & Francis A. Galgano, eds., North Korea: 
A Geographic Analysis (West Point: United States Military Academy, 2002), 74.
79  For a review of the TPMI and the Kim regime’s view of violations of these principles, see Collins and 
Mortwedt Oh, Cradle to Grave, 3-4.
80  Malinowski, “Cultural Geography,” 74.
81  Article 15(1)(a) of the ICESCR states: “The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right 
of everyone: (a) To take part in cultural life.”
82  Kim Soo-Am et al., The Quality of Life of North Korean: Current Status and Understanding (Seoul: 
KINU, 2012), 14.
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regime attempts to maintain collective, ethnic, and ideological purity through deliberate 
isolation.

Ethnic Koreans make up almost the entire population of approximately 25 million. There are 
minor representations of ethnic Chinese and Japanese residents (less than 0.5%).83 There are 
no significant ethnic minorities in the country. North Koreans speak a single language, shared 
with South Koreans. However, the Kim regime prohibits the use of Chinese characters and 
bans the use of foreign loan words. Both are commonly used in South Korea.

The North Korean people have never been part of a burgeoning economy. The average 
Korean had always been exploited by the gentry class prior to 1945. Since then, they have 
been exploited by the totalitarian dictatorship of the Kim regime. Today, the majority of 
citizens live under a moribund economy that has resulted in poverty, poor food security, and 
poor-to-non-existent healthcare.84 North Korean society is Pyongyang-centric, where those 
most supportive of the ruling regime are centrally located in the capital city. The residents 
of Pyongyang live far better than the rest of the country because civilian resources are 
prioritized for Pyongyang’s population.85 Citizens who are less important to the regime are 
deliberately located outside of the capital, while those who are deemed to be unreliable are 
placed in isolated areas of the country—particularly in the east and the northeast—through 
a deliberate and reinforced residence policy.86 Those with vested interests in the Kim regime, 
which includes the political, military, and science elite, continue their loyalty and support, 
if for no other reason than to maintain their privileged status in a highly stratified society. 
This privileged minority maintains strict control over the daily lives of the entire populace 
through the world’s most centralized and hierarchical system of governance, which maintains 
a sophisticated and pervasive police and security network.

Generally, most of the population maintains a considerable degree of uniformity in daily life 
and leisure. The North Korean authorities use this uniformity in daily life as a means of social 
control. However, the class-based aspects of North Korean society lead to a stark division 
between the politically powerful and politically powerless with an unequal distribution of 
monetary and non-monetary privileges. The highest-ranking people in North Korea are Kim 
Il-sung's family and relatives, followed by his old comrades and their families, who used to be 
referred to as revolutionary fighters, denoting their participation in the anti-Japanese armed 
resistance of the 1930s and 1940s. The next stratum is made up of the families of Korean 
War veterans and anti-South Korean sabotage officers. The children of this class are typically 
educated in schools for the bereaved children of the revolutionaries and have access to better 
career opportunities. Upon graduation, women generally lag behind men in regards to high-

83  Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: Ethnic Groups.” Accessed November 20, 2018. 
https://www.cia.gov/llibrary/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/kn.html.
84  To some degree and because of the aforementioned conditions, the ordinary people of North Korea are 
less loyal to the regime under Kim Jong-un than under Kim Jong-il, and far less than under Kim Il-sung.
85  See Collins, Pyongyang Republic.
86  Article 12(1) of the ICCPR states: “Everyone lawfully within the territory of a State shall, within that 
territory, have the right to liberty of movement and freedom to choose his residence.”
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status positions in society—although the daughter of an established revolutionary can hold 
a very high rank in both the Party and the government.

The North Korean citizenry has no knowledge of legal rights, civil liberties, or human rights. 
The North Korean education system does not explain or teach these ideas as opposed to what 
students in liberal, democratic societies learn in civic education classes during secondary 
school. Citizens also have no access to materials from other countries or the international 
community that convey such ideas.87 According to the National Human Rights Commission 
of South Korea, approximately 75% of North Koreans who make their way to South Korea 
demonstrate little understanding of human rights.88 Even if ordinary North Koreans have 
strong feelings about what is humanly right and wrong, they are unable to articulate their 
opinions in terms of legal obligations and the human rights framework.

The basic starting point for concepts relative to rights and fairness inevitably begins with the 
nuclear family: 

Generally, the grandfather and father’s generations have a strong sense 
of loyalty to the regime and understand the importance of the collective 
way of living. However, the younger generation has a much keener sense 
of an individualistic quality of living, though nothing close to those in 
the West. Moreover, the younger generation believes that family and 
money are the most crucial factors that will benefit one’s life.89

The core value of almost every Korean, North or South, is family first. Traditionally, every 
Korean is socially and culturally trained to support the family with a focus on the father as 
the leader of the family. Personal sacrifices are the norm as North Koreans attempt to survive 
a moribund economy, poor food security in most of the country, and abysmal healthcare. The 
Kim regime leverages loyalty to and sacrifice for the family by inculcating from the earliest 
ages in pre-school that the Supreme Leader is the parent of the “family” who will protect 
and nurture every Korean. This focus on loyalty—as defined, directed, and monitored by the 
KWP—is intended to benefit the regime by securing individual loyalty of all North Koreans 
to all decisions, directives, and motives of the Supreme Leader.

Religion in all forms is strictly prohibited and ruthlessly suppressed.90 The Kim regime does 
permit “Potemkin Village”-type churches for use by foreign personnel and populated by 
designated worshippers. There are churches in Pyongyang—one Catholic, one protestant, 
and one Russian Orthodox—that serve the diplomatic corps and other international 

87  Article 19(2) of the ICCPR states: “Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right 
shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either 
orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of his choice.”
88  Claire Lee, “Opinions on human rights ‘significantly different’ among South Koreans and NK defectors: 
study,” Korea Herald, September 25, 2018. http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20180925000119.
89  Kim et al., The Quality of Life of North Korean, 53.
90  See Article 18 of the ICCPR.
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representatives in Pyongyang. However, these churches serve as fronts for the Party-state in 
dealing with international religious organizations for obtaining external aid, which is then 
allocated according to the regime’s priorities rather than the peoples needs. The churches 
are staffed with Party-appointed personnel and congregation members. There are also a 
few Buddhist temples in isolated mountain locations, but these too are for show. Escapee 
testimonies reveal that there are some true believers in North Korea, but they exist in very 
small groups that must conceal their activities lest they be imprisoned or even executed.91

Very few North Koreans have access to the internet or other forms of modern communication. 
However, cell phones have become increasingly common in recent years. There are presently 
over two million subscribers to a system installed by the Egyptian company Orascom 
Investment Holding (formerly Orascom Telecom Media and Technology Holding).92 

Affordability is an issue, but a major inhibitor of information access is state control. Some 
North Koreans living near the border with China are able to receive Chinese signals and 
obtain more information about the outside world. However, most North Koreans have very 
little information about the world other than what they hear by word of mouth and smuggled 
South Korean television shows and movies. The all-pervasive Party-state propaganda shapes 
their understanding of the world. This propaganda puts Americans and South Koreans in the 
worst possible light as enemies of the North Korean people.

91  For a discussion of these issues, see Tim Peters, “Reaching Underground Believers & Guiding Others 
in Flight: Silent Partners Assist North Koreans under Caesar’s Sword,” HRNK Insider, September 24, 2018. 
https://www.hrnkinsider.org/2018/09/reaching-underground-believers-guiding.html.
92  “Egypt's Orascom changes name, retains North Korea business,” UPI, August 8, 2018. https://
www.upi.com/Top_News/World-News/2018/08/08/Egypts-Orascom-changes-name-retains-North-Korea-
business/3701533774370. 
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SECTION 4: THE SURYONG, THE NORTH KOREAN, AND 
HUMAN RIGHTS

                                                                                                                                                               93

In North Korea, the Suryong is the ultimate authority.94 The Kim regime has created a society 
based on loyalty to the Supreme Leader. Every North Korean is judged in relation to his or 
her family history and individual loyalty to the Suryong. Society is constructed in this manner 
so that stability is the norm when everyone is loyal. Within this society, North Koreans 
live in a state where political and social stability depend on the dominance of the Kim 
regime’s authority. No other form of leadership is allowed or tolerated in this monolithic 
Party-state where the population has no autonomy, no freedom of thought, and little room 
for individuality. All values, ideology, philosophy, economic and physical efforts, societal 
functions, and security practices are designed to serve the needs of the Supreme Leader. This 
enables a cult of personality that directs Party-state propaganda to reinforce the supremacy 
of the leader among the populace. For instance, every home is required to display pictures 
of both Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il as a daily reminder for every North Korean of their 

93  Kim Il-sung photograph by Nicor - File:Grand People's Study House 08.JPG, CC BY-SA 3.0. https://
commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=44257275; Kim Jong-il photograph by Pyongyang 100th Year Kim 
Il Sung Birthday Celebrations 03.jpg: Photographed by Joseph Ferris III. Derivative work: Great Brightstar 
(talk) - File:Pyongyang 100th Year Kim Il Sung Birthday Celebrations 03.jpg, CC BY 2.0. https://commons.
wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=25844499; Kim Jong-un photograph at Blue House (Republic of Korea) 
[KOGL Type 1 (http://www.kogl.or.kr/open/info/license_info/by.do)]. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Kim_Jong-un_at_the_Workers%27_Party_of_Korea_main_building.png. 
94  This section draws on and extends content previously published in Collins, Pyongyang Republic, 18-27.
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collective responsibility to serve the Supreme Leader. Most importantly, every North Korean, 
with no exception, is required to memorize the TPMI and comply with the demands of 
those principles, which focus on loyalty to the Supreme Leader.95 The Ten Principles are:96

1. Struggle with all your life to paint the entire society with the one color of the Great Leader 
Kim Il-sung’s revolutionary thought. (The intent of the first TPMI is to construct a 
society where everybody follows the same ideology without question or criticism.)

2. Respect and revere highly and with loyalty the Great Leader Kim Il-sung. (The intent of 
the second TPMI is to secure absolute loyalty to Kim Il-sung and, by extension, Kim 
Jong-il and Kim Jong-un.)

3. Make absolute the authority of the Great Leader Kim Il-sung. (The intent of the third 
TPMI is to ensure complete loyalty to the Supreme Leader’s position with the 
implication that anything less is tantamount to treason.)

4. Accept the Great Leader Kim Il-sung’s revolutionary thought as your belief and take the 
Great Leader’s instructions as your creed. (The intent of the fourth TPMI is to shape the 
thoughts of each North Korean individual so that he or she acts exactly as told by the 
Supreme Leader and the Party.)97

5. Observe absolutely the principle of unconditional execution in carrying out the instructions 
of the Great Leader Kim Il-sung. (The intent of the fifth TPMI is to ensure personal, 
political, and professional performance consistent with principles three and four.)

6. Rally the unity of ideological intellect and revolutionary solidarity around the Great Leader 
Kim Il-sung. (The intent of the sixth TPMI is to eliminate political and ideological 
conflict with that of the Supreme Leader.)

7. Learn from the Great Leader Kim Il-sung and master communist dignity, the methods of 
revolutionary projects, and the people’s work styles. (The intent of the seventh TPMI is 
to mold societal work values that support the regime’s objectives.)

8. Preserve dearly the political life the Great Leader Kim Il-sung has bestowed upon you, 
and repay loyally for the Great Leader’s boundless political trust and considerations with 
high political awareness and skill. (The intent of the eighth TPMI is to ensure that 
every North Korean’s political life does not vary from that of the Supreme Leader and 
to guarantee compliance with the Supreme Leader’s directives.)

95  Hyun, Bukan-ui gukga jeollyak-gwa pawo elliteu, 400–403; see also Lee Kyo-Duk et al., Study on the 
Power Elite of the Kim Jong Un Regime (Seoul: KINU, 2013).
96  The English translation of the translations is from “Ten Great Principles of the Establishment of 
the Unitary Ideology System,” Citizens Alliance for North Korean Human Rights, June 29, 2012. https://eng.
nkhumanrights.or.kr:444/board/bbs_view.php?no=3&board_table=bbs_literature&page=1.
97  See Article 18 of the ICCPR.
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9. Establish a strong organizational discipline so that the entire Party, the entire people, 
and the entire military will operate uniformly under the sole leadership of the Great 
Leader Kim Il-sung. (The intent of the ninth TPMI is to ensure loyalty to the Party 
under one leadership.)

10. The great revolutionary accomplishments pioneered by the Great Leader Kim Il-sung 
must be succeeded and perfected by hereditary successions until the end. (The intent 
of the tenth TPMI is to guarantee the support of the entire population for Kim 
family succession.)98

The Suryong’s relationship with each North Korean is dominated by his ability to restrict the 
human rights of each North Korean, as shown in the chart above.99 He does so through the 
policies and practices in every political, military, economic, social, and cultural organization. 
The Paektu bloodline, the bloodline of the Kim family, is taught in all Party propaganda 
as the supreme bloodline of authority for all Koreans worldwide. This authority justifies 
the Suryong’s leadership in all major institutions in North Korea, including the Party, the 
military, and the government. Every North Korean, regardless of location or position, must 
submit to this authority at least weekly and publicly affirm this authority at self-criticism 
sessions (saenghwal chonghwa). Local leaders evaluate each North Korean citizen under 
their jurisdiction in terms of his or her performance of loyalty to the Supreme Leader. 

98  See Article 25 of the ICCPR.
99  Author’s rendition of power, priorities, and relationships within the Kim regime.

Kim Jong-un

Organization and 
Guidance Department

Korean Workers’ Party

Power Elite
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A North Korean’s relationship with the Supreme Leader is one of complete submission. 
Although rights are guaranteed in the constitution, the three Suryong have demonstrated no 
commitment to supporting those rights in practice. On the contrary, the Suryong has created 
extra-judicial organizations designed to track down any form of dissent.100 Individual North 
Koreans have very little contact with the Supreme Leader, but are heavily impacted in every 
aspect of their lives by his directives. Furthermore, the KWP plays an expansive role in every 
North Korean’s life at the local level. The Supreme Leader’s directives and the Party’s policies 
and practices, as implemented at the local level, form the basis for human rights denial.

The major ideological components of human rights denial are: 1) socio-political classification 
of each individual (songbun); 2) the MIS, which was established to defeat any internal 
opposition to Kim-family rule; 3) the TPMI, which every North Korean citizen must 
memorize and comply with to establish the monolithic leadership of the Supreme Leader; 
and 4) the monolithic guidance system (MGS), which compels regime institutions to only 
follow the directives of the Supreme Leader. The major institutions that carry out these 
directives are: 1) the KWP OGD, which is the virtual “control tower” of the regime to which 
all institutions report; 2) the KWP Propaganda and Agitation Department (PAD), which is 
responsible for all regime propaganda, agitation, and indoctrination at every level of society 
down to the villages, workplaces, and schools; 3) the MPS, which serves as the national 
police; and 4) the MSS, which serves as the regime’s secret police, both of which enforce the 
TPMI over the law.

101

100  See Article 21 and Article 22(1) of the ICCPR.
101 Photograph by Roman Harak [CC BY-SA 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0)], via 
Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:North_Korea_(5015267945).jpg.
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Kim Il-sung, the regime’s founder, is often depicted in a paternalistic manner and personified 
as a benevolent parent who looks after the entire population as his children and disciples.
During his rule, Kim Il-sung and his propaganda machine created the notion of a family 
state with himself as the head of the “family.” Indeed, a popular North Korean children's 
song includes this refrain: 

Our Father is Marshal Kim Il-sung 

Our home is the bosom of the party 

We are one big family 

We have nothing to envy in the whole wide world. 

Decades of regime propaganda has portrayed Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-il, and now Kim 
Jong-un, as parental figures nurturing the North Korean population as their children.102 Such 
propaganda has transformed respect for authority into a cult of personality, worshiping the 
regime’s founder and his successors. However, based on testimony by numerous defectors, it 
appears that the regime has yet to create similar levels of respect for the grandson and current 
Supreme Leader, Kim Jong-un.103

102  For a detailed analysis of this parental psychology aspect of regime propaganda, see B.R. Myers, The 
Cleanest Race: How North Koreans See Themselves and Why It Matters (New York: Melville House, 2011), 95–112.
103  See, for example, Wooyoung Lee, “Defector: ‘Young North Koreans indifferent to politics’,” UPI, 
November 18, 2018. https://www.upi.com/Top_News/World-News/2018/11/18/Defector-Young-North-
Koreans-indifferent-to-politics/7191542594173/. 
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SECTION 15: THE FUTURE OF HUMAN RIGHTS IN 
NORTH KOREA

335

The ideology-based policies and practices of human rights denial in North Korea are 
institutionalized, subsidized, and rationalized by a regime that has been historically driven 
to serve only the needs and requirements of the Supreme Leader.336 The current system of 
human rights denial developed slowly, but surely, and initially with communist collective 
principles under the Soviet occupation forces after liberation from Japanese occupation. 
Subsequently, there was a twenty-year period of war and major internal challenges to 
Kim Il-sung’s authority. Once he was appointed to the positions of KWP Secretary for 
Organization and Director of the KWP OGD in 1973,337 Kim Jong-il redesigned the policies 
and practices of human rights denial to become what they are today. Today’s implementation 
of Kim Jong-il’s policies deters improvements in North Korean human rights, both in 
terms of ideology and institutions. Under the current system, the Supreme Leader and the 
KWP OGD establish national priorities and policy objectives. The KWP PAD carries out 

335  Photograph by William Proby, No. 29233217634_3a7e78dc1f_b, at https://www.flickr.com/
photos/145294362@N05/29233217634/in/album-72157674200672805/.
336  In its October 2018 submission to the Universal Periodic Review Working Group, the Committee for 
Human Rights in North Korea (HRNK) recommended that North Korea, “[end] state-sponsored discrimination 
based on the "songbun" system.” See “Universal Periodic Review of the DPRK (May 2019), HRNK Submission,” 
(Washington, D.C.: Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, 2018), 13, para. 21. https://www.hrnk.org/
uploads/pdfs/HRNK-UPR-FINAL.pdf. 
337  Unification Education Institute, 2015 Bukan e-hae [Understanding North Korea] (Seoul: Ministry of 
Unification, 2015), 34. 
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the requisite indoctrination themes down to the local level across the entire nation-state. 
Leadership structures at the local level comply with OGD directives. The individual North 
Koreans generally comply with local leaders’ directives. Individual rights are sacrificed and 
denied through compelled acquiescence.

To serve this structure, North Korea’s political environment operates in an ideological 
framework supported by a system of political terror so regulated and rigid that organized 
resistance is nearly impossible under current circumstances. This social control system will 
continue to impede any meaningful improvement in human rights and prevent the general 
populace from having any influence on the regime’s decision-making process. No political 
system in the world can match North Korea’s demand for obedience to doctrine and ideology 
as well as disrespect for law. The internal security system overseen by the Kim regime enables 
the Party-state’s social control to be driven by the Supreme Leader through the OGD, which 
acts as the regime’s “control tower.”

This system was in place when Kim Jong-un came to power after the death of his father, 
Kim Jong-il, in December 2011. At the time, there was widespread hope that his Western 
education would enable him to improve the human rights conditions in North Korea. These 
hopes were short-lived. Kim Jong-un has brutally eliminated political and personal threats to 
his authority—both perceived and real—through the most draconian of methods, including 
anti-aircraft machine guns, mortars, political prison camps, and internment without trial. 
Moreover, he has reaffirmed the Party-state’s emphasis on “guns over butter,” at the expense 
of any improvement in human rights conditions. To this effect, Kim institutionalized the 
development of nuclear weapons over human rights improvements at the Seventh Party 
Congress in May 2016 by securing his power base and focusing North Korea’s strategic goals 
on simultaneously developing nuclear weapons and the economy (byungjin).338 There was no 
mention of human rights; Kim even acknowledged in his full report to the Seventh Party 
Congress that “our people, though they are not well-off…”339 As long as the ideology of the 
Suryong and the KWP’s institutional rule exist, the denial of human rights in North Korea will 
continue in full force. As long as the regime prioritizes the personal security of the Supreme 
Leader and regime survival— for which the regime sees its nuclear and missile programs as 
critical components—human rights in North Korea will not be observed or practiced.

Any potential advancements in human rights under the Kim Jong-un regime can only begin 
through concepts that are unimaginable today in the ruling circles of the KWP. Given Kim 
Jong-un’s priorities, changing human rights denial seems nigh impossible. Change would 
require that the regime implement a complete reversal of Party-based ideology that serves 
the Supreme Leader. This is only imaginable when the KWP no longer exists or loses 
power. Upon doing so, the regime would have to reverse its existing economic policies 
and priorities, which emphasize the North Korean military in general and the nuclear and 
missile programs specifically. Beyond that, the regime would need to end the prioritization 

338  This was the first Party Congress since the Sixth Party Congress in 1980.
339  Michael Madden, “KJU Full Report to 7th Party Congress,” NK Leadership Watch, June 21, 2016. 
https://nkleadershipwatch.wordpress.com/2016/06/21/kju-full-report-to-7th-party-congress/.
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of resources to the elite in Pyongyang and curtail the system of privileges provided to the 
elite and the regime loyalists. 

If there is to be such a turn of events in the future, improvements in North Korean human 
rights will inevitably be initiated in Pyongyang by the elites who live there. They are the ones 
who are capable of providing the impetus for change. Improvements in economic conditions 
in Pyongyang and in other isolated areas of special economic advantages will likely give rise 
to greater demands and expectations. The recent appearance of a wealthy class challenges the 
regime’s emphasis on loyalty above all else, but it has yet to lead to organized demands for 
political change. However, demands for greater wealth and luxury are evident throughout 
Pyongyang and the elite class. There will be rising demands to retain that wealth and protect 
it from state power.

The vast majority of current UN sanctions target the Kim family regime’s nuclear and missile 
programs as well as the regime’s financial assets. This will not deter human rights denial 
and, indeed, will likely lead to further deprivation for the general populace and exacerbated 
negative impacts on human rights. The rights most severely violated by the Kim regime are 
identified and defined by the UDHR, ICESCR, ICCPR, CRC, CEDAW, and CRPD.

Imposing standards of equality would be foreign to both North Korean culture and the 
regime’s politics. Enforcing international human rights standards in North Korea that would 

“level the playing field” would likely take several generations at a minimum. The most critical 
element in this process would be promoting a greater understanding of human rights issues 
among the North Korean population. This population, which transitioned from a Confucian 
dynasty to Japanese colonialism then to a totalitarian dictatorship, has had no exposure 
whatsoever to the concept of human rights. Though North Koreans certainly understand what 
is fair, right, or wrong, there is no systematic understanding of individual rights and liberties. 
Unlike their counterparts in the South, North Koreans have lived in isolation without access 
to resources to enable education and understanding of human rights concepts.340

One group that must be addressed in promoting human rights is the local leadership at the 
lower levels of government administration and education. This would begin with the central 
and local authorities changing the “culture” of law enforcement at all levels of the courts and 
at all levels of the police.341 The legal system would need to be completely reoriented from 
ideology-based processes to a system that observes human rights as a core consideration in 
prosecution, judgment, and sentencing.342 It would be necessary for local people’s committees 

340  As discussed previously, this is a violation of the right to information at a minimum.
341  In its October 2018 submission to the Universal Periodic Review Working Group, the Committee for 
Human Rights in North Korea (HRNK) recommended that North Korea, “Educate and train officials, including 
prison guards and political officers, on international human rights standards and instruments, and increase 
the number of women guards.” “Universal Periodic Review of the DPRK (May 2019), HRNK Submission,” 
(Washington, D.C.: Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, 2018), 11, para. 16. https://www.hrnk.org/
uploads/pdfs/HRNK-UPR-FINAL.pdf. 
342  The 2016 DPRK constitution identifies individual human rights in Chapter V, Articles 62 to 86. 
However, a detailed examination of the text reveals that collectivism is the focus of these rights, not the individual.
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to shift from Party-directed actions to law-based actions. There must also be educational 
opportunities for school teachers in order to understand human rights and liberties.343 School 
curricula would require substantial changes in order to educate multiple generations about 
human rights and their importance to society.

The flow of outside information into North Korea is also at an all-time high. It is only a 
matter of time before the combination of wealth accumulation and demands for outside 
information collide with Party policies and internal security practices. This dynamic, however, 
is not occurring at the lower level in local villages, with the exception of those villages that 
are close to the Sino-North Korean border.

None of the above is possible without a regime transition from totalitarian dictatorship to a 
democratic form of governance. This transition period would be critical for instituting human 
rights education and adapting human rights standards already acceded to by North Korea. 
Certainly, the precise scenario through which a North Korean regime transition occurs would 
greatly affect the extent to which any human rights are adopted by the populace. Unification 
through confederation, a coup d’état, an internal rebellion, a civil war, an insurgency, or a 
resumption of the Korean War would each have different impacts on the North Korean 
population.344 Each contingency would provide different scenarios for the introduction of 
human rights as articulated in the international human rights treaties and norms to which 
the DPRK is obligated.

Resistance to change is a naturally occurring dynamic in any situation involving dramatic 
changes in governance. It would be no different during a transition away from the Kim 
regime. An armed insurgency by Kim regime loyalists would make such a transition far more 
difficult and likely compel the temporary imposition of martial law in various local regions. 

According to a leading expert on the concept of insurgency in North Korea, “a post-Kim 
family regime North Korea will at once have many characteristics of violent extremism and 
at the same time use many of the already existing asymmetric capabilities developed by the 
North Korean state.”345 He further explains that perhaps the most important assumption is 
that remnants of the KPA, KWP, and elements of the population “will oppose the non-North 
Korean forces and conduct a uniquely North Korean insurgency to accomplish the classic 
insurgent goal of ridding a land of an occupying power.”346

343  As discussed previously, North Korea violates the right of its citizens to receive information, as per 
ICCPR Article 19.
344  The Korean War of 1950–53 actually never ended. General hostilities ended with an Armistice 
Agreement signed on July 27, 1953, but a peace treaty has never been signed to technically end the war. However, 
inter-Korean talks are currently ongoing, with the Moon administration stating it would like an end-of-war 
declaration by the end of the year (2018).
345  David S. Maxwell, “Irregular Warfare on the Korean Peninsula Thoughts on Irregular Threats for north 
Korea Post-Conflict and Post-Collapse: Understanding Them to Counter Them,” Small Wars Journal, November 
2010. http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/irregular-warfare-on-the-korean-peninsula. 
346  Ibid.
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The obstacles to transitioning from the Kim regime to a governing system that observes 
human rights are numerous for the above reasons and beyond. In the event of a transition, 
the international community will necessarily assist in government reform. Whatever the 
scenario, North Koreans as a populace face an intimidating and perilous journey to becoming 
a society that observes and protects human rights.

Improvements in human rights observance are far more dangerous to the survival of the Kim 
regime than any external threat. Changing the relationship between the Supreme Leader 
and individual North Koreans creates an opportunity for internal resistance. The focus of the 
Kim regime is to employ the KWP to suppress human rights at every level from the capital 
to the smallest rural village to deny any opportunity for any individual or group to oppose 
any policy or practice of the Party and the Supreme Leader. The control of these policies 
and practices is overseen by the OGD, which evaluates every leader at every level in their 
dedication to carrying out the Supreme Leader’s and the Party’s directives.  Altering the 
human rights equation in North Korea is unquestionably the greatest threat to the regime 
because it gives an opportunity to individuals and groups to see themselves as inherently 
deserving something that the regime is unwilling or even unable to provide. The Kim regime 
will face its greatest threat to date when North Koreans believe that their rights entitle them 
to speak and assemble freely.
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