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How Korea Became Korea

to comprehend political or nuclear Korea we must also know something of social 
Korea, cultural Korea, and ethnic Korea.1 historically speaking, Korea is younger 
than China but older than Japan. The history of Korea reveals many forces and fea-
tures shared by both South and North Korea. to understand and deal with North 
Korea, we must be familiar with the trends of Korea’s development before 1945.2 
These trends included a drive for self-mastery and resistance to foreign influences—
roots of North Korea’s Juche ideology—succinctly expressed by a dPrK poet:

even when we were tightening our belt,
We did not drink Coca-Cola.
even when we were drinking muddied water,
at least we drank our own water.3

The dPrK regime extolled Juche not only to rail against foreign influences but 
also to justify self-sacrifice for the state and submission to god-king rulers, who 
were alleged to represent the will of the North Korean people. each dynast—Great 
leader Kim Il Sung; his son, dear leader Kim Jong Il; and his grandson, Kim Jong 
Un—claimed, in effect, “L’etat, c’est moi”: “I am the state and its people live through 
me.” Nearly every topic discussed in this book—from the Korean War to nuclear 
weapons to human rights—was and continues to be shaped by the Juche quest for 
self-assertion and self-reliance.

God-Kings and Juche

Korea’s long history anticipated many of the conflicts and opportunities confront-
ing policymakers and diplomats in the twenty-first century. although Koreans 
constituted one of the world’s most homogeneous peoples, with a distinct cul-
ture and a unique language, they often vied for supremacy among themselves. 
Koreans also faced powerful and menacing neighbors. The techniques by which 
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Paying respects to the Great leader. (Photo by Jeremy hunter)

Kim Il Sung. The “Great leader,” said to be “The light of human Genius” and “North 
Star of the People.” (Photo by Jeremy hunter)
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how Korea Became Korea  19

Koreans manipulated both foes and putative allies emerged from centuries of life-
and-death struggles. The smaller fish, to survive among sharks, often played off 
one adversary against the other. But the smaller fish often fought each other to the 
death.

Korea’s past consecrated the idea of authoritarian rule. Korean myths, sum-
marized in this chapter, help explain why North Korea is the only Communist 
country that experienced a dynastic succession and why these putative demigods 
can adorn themselves in superhuman superlatives even as they exploit and abuse 
their subjects.

Thus, Kim Il Sung and his successors taught North Koreans to believe that 
the people and their supreme leader are one. The rationale for this view borrowed 
from Japanese ideology as well as from Korean mythology. as Charles F. arm-
strong observed, “Meiji Japan was the first east asian state to promote the idea of 
‘national essence,’ or kokutai, the nation as a collective self (personified in Japan 
by the emperor), subsuming the individual within.” Kim Il Sung’s regime kept the 
form of “Japanese corporatism, with its god-like leader, invisible mass, and sacred 
national purpose, linked together in an organic whole.”4

Kim switched places with hirohito and became the reigning monarch in 
North Korea after 1945. Kim developed the state ideology of Juche to justify his 
own needs. The term is loosely translated as “self-reliance,” but its etymology con-
notes “rule the body” or “master the essence.” Juche breaks from materialist deter-
minism to emphasize subjective factors—willpower, the state, and sovereignty. The 
term reflects Korea’s long history of proud nationalism and determination to fend 
off foreign influence. The policy emerged from the Ch’ollima undong (Galloping 
horse Movement) initiated by Kim Il Sung in 1957—a call to push forward rapidly 
but without mimicking China or the USSr. Kim first extolled Juche in a speech 
to some 400 top leaders of the Korean Workers’ party in december 1955. entitled 
“on eliminating dogmatism and Formalism and establishing Juche in Ideological 
Work,” the speech called on Koreans to do their own thing—not to ape the USSr, 
which in 1955 appeared to seek better relations with the capitalist world. It also 
served as a vehicle to pillory Kim’s potential rivals—North Korean Communists he 
accused of being too close to Moscow or to Beijing. The speech was not publicized 
until later but became heavily propagated after the mid-1960s.5 

Juche implies that North Korea should rule itself—without dictation by out-
siders. This outlook strengthened as Korean nationalists, left and right, sought to 
throw off Japanese colonial dominion, but it also colored Korean attitudes toward 
Chinese, russians, and americans.6 Juche became a quasi-theological concept 
linked to the quasi-divine personage of the top leader. It links sovereignty with 
individual dignity, or “face.” to lose face means shame in a deep, Confucian sense. 
Given this outlook, North Korea defends its sovereignty against any slight.7 Fail-
ure to take account of this attitude led americans during the Korean War to regard 
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20 North Korea and the World

Kim Il Sung as a Soviet puppet. a similar failure kept the Chinese from grasp-
ing why Kim resisted military advice from PrC marshals. reluctant to admit the 
extent of Soviet and Chinese assistance, Pyongyang barely acknowledged it. as 
comrades in the cause of Communism, Kim and his offspring expected help from 
other Communists, but showed little gratitude for it.

While the foregoing interpretations suggest that Juche has served to mobilize 
North Korean citizens to respect, honor, and obey the country’s rulers, a professor 
of Korean studies in Seoul argues that Juche propaganda is meant mainly for for-
eign consumption. The North’s real ideology, according to B. r. Myers, is nation-
alism rooted in a radical form of racism.8 devotion to one’s race and to national 
sovereignty, however, could overlap and feed on each other. at odds with the foreign 
consumption thesis, the official dPrK calendar starts with the year of Kim Il Sung’s 
birth in 1912. What most of the world calls 2012, for North Koreans, is Juche 100 
or Juche 101. as shown in note 17 to this chapter, the official Korean Central News 
agency dated its dispatches using both calendars.

An Imagined Community: Folklore as Fake Lore

The entire edifice of North Korean culture can be understood as an effort to form 
and shape an imagined community.9 Selecting what to include, emphasize, or 
downgrade makes folklore more like fake lore.10

Korean mythology holds that the Korean people emerged from the Paektu vol-
canic mountain, the highest point in Korea at 2,744 meters. Nearly half of Mount 
Paektu stands in China, however, and Chinese also revere the mountain and appre-
ciate its beauty. tourists from each side converge at the crater lake atop the volcano, 
the source of both the Yalu and tumen rivers. Some nationalists in China and in 
Korea claim the entire mountain as their own. Some Koreans recall that their ances-
tors once ruled much of Manchuria to the northwest of their sacred volcano.

Kim Il Sung is said to have fought the Japanese occupation from a cabin at 
Mount Paektu. his son, Kim Jong Il, was reportedly born “in a secret camp in 
Mount Paektu and grew up to be the son of Mount Paektu, hearing gun reports as 
a lullaby, and wearing clothes made of the power-reeking military uniform of his 
mother, the anti-Japanese war hero Kim Jong Suk, using patched quilt.”11

When Kim Jong Il died in december 2011, the Korean Central News agency 
reported that a snowstorm hit the mountain; the ice at the lake near his birthplace 
cracked; and a message appeared carved in the rock—“Mount Paektu, holy moun-
tain of revolution, Kim Jong Il”—where it remained until sunset. The Korean Cen-
tral News agency (KCNa) reported that a crane also mourned the demise of Kim 
Jong Il. It flew down in the dead of a cold night to adopt a posture of grief near the 
statue of the late leader’s father in the city of hamhung.

Juche ideology says that ordinary North Koreans acquire the status of sover-
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how Korea Became Korea  21

eign being by connecting with the sovereign leader. to die for him is the highest 
and most noble goal in life. as Sonia ryang put it: “The Great leader’s endless 
love is not the reason why North Koreans love him, but his love is the reason for 
them to love themselves.” 12 Somewhat like the way many Christians see God, each 
North Korean is free to follow the charismatic leader, who personifies each per-
son’s higher, superior self. The ties between a man and woman can become true 
love only if they triangulate in loving the leader.13

a viable state requires a viable society, but this was destroyed in the 1990s 
famine and its aftermath. North Korea became a “theater state” in which shows 
of state strength took the place of a viable political economy. Theater perpetuated 
the charisma of the revolutionary regime and helped to carry on hereditary rule. 
displays of power also justified dedication to sŏn’gun—“military first”—over real 
economic development.14

North Korea’s ideology became a gumbo containing several contradictory 
ingredients. The leadership paid obeisance to Marxism but ranked subjective 
power above material determinism. It praised the collective will but conflated it 
with the will of the supreme leader. The most noble act for the individual was said 

tower of the Juche Idea. a tourist attraction, thanks to its 360-degree view from the 
top, with memorials submitted by dPrK supporters from Malta to Nigeria. (Photo by 
Jeremy hunter)
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ryugyong hotel. Called the “105” building for the number of 
its floors. Construction of the hotel began in 1987 to attract 
Western business people and tourists, and to compete with a 
hotel in Singapore built by South Koreans. Not completed for 
years, “105” was sometimes airbrushed out of printed material. 
There were plans to open the hotel in 2016. (Photo by Jeremy 
hunter)

Monument to the Korean Workers’ Party, 50 meters high with three 
gigantic hands in a circle, holding not only a hammer (worker) and 
sickle (peasant) but also a brush (intellectual) to symbolize the three 
pillars of the state. The three objects are connected by a circular band 
with the slogan “long live the Workers Party of Korea, which orga-
nizes and guides all victories for the Korean people!” (Photo by Jer-
emy hunter)
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how Korea Became Korea  23

to be the sacrifice of his or her life for the leader. Thus, the official press praised a 
man who, as his home and family were swept away in a flood, risked the safety of 
his children to save portraits of two god-kings.15 as some North Koreans discov-
ered, however, the demigods and their entourage were stuffing themselves while 
the masses endured a long March.

Juche stressed the power of subjectivity, but under Kim Jong Il it became a  
barrel-of-a-gun philosophy, dedicating all resources to building up military 
strength. Barrel-of-a-gunnism was sacralized by the tale of three pistols. Kim 
hyung Jik, the father of Kim Il Sung, was said to have given him two pistols in the 
1920s to fight the Japanese. a generation later, Kim Il Sung was said to have given a 
single pistol to his ten-year-old son, Kim Jong Il, in 1952 (during the Korean War). 
“The Great leader passed over to his son the heritage of our revolution through 
this revolver, following what [his father] had done in earlier times. Contained in 
the gun was the Great leader’s dearest wish for a continuous Korean revolution 
across the generations and according to the glorious tradition of the Mankyung-
dae [legendary birthplace of Kim Il Sung] revolutionary family.”16

after less than one year on the throne, Kim Jong Un demanded that his 
dynasty be worshipped: revolutionary schools should educate students to “trust 

Shooting range. “In our country, everyone knows how to fire a gun.”—Kim Il Sung 
(Photo by Jeremy hunter)
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24 North Korea and the World

and follow only the Party and the leader that have brought them up.” Young people 
should give “steady continuity to the blood line of Maygyondae, the bloodline of 
Mt. Paektu,” as befits the sons and daughters “who grew up under the care of the 
three commanders of Mt. Paektu.” They must become persons “strong in faith and 
the sense of obligation, who will hold fast to the red flag of the revolution, the flag 
of the glorious Party, even though they have to abandon their lives.”17

Chinese Legend and DPRK Mythology

North Korea’s rulers adopted and adapted ancient legends to legitimate dynas-
tic rule in the dPrK. Korea’s past and present are illuminated but also distorted 
by legend. The earliest political entity on the Korean peninsula documented by 
historical records was the Kingdom of Koguryŏ (first century BCe–seventh cen-
tury Ce). regarded as the first great representative of Korean civilization, Koguryŏ 
extended from the middle of the peninsula into Manchuria. This entity material-
ized from the consolidation of protostates and statelets in the first century BCe. 
But legend traces the origins of Korea to 2333 BCe, when king dan’gun founded 
the kingdom of old Chosŏn. he was said to be the son of the Spirit King and a 

Streets of central Pyongyang—a country “left deserted by some invisible plague,” 
according to a Chinese official when he saw the empty streets of the dPrK capital in 
1991. By 2016, traffic was much heavier. (Photo by Jeremy hunter)
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how Korea Became Korea  25

“she-bear” who mated at Mount Paektu. Thus, dan’gun was Korea’s first theocrat.18 
dan’gun reigned for 1,500 years and taught a previously wild and untutored people 
all the arts of living. his capital, a walled city built near today’s Pyongyang, was 
shaped like a boat. Since a boat will sink if a hole is bored into its bottom, it was 
“forbidden in those early times to dig wells inside this boat city. That is why the 
people there had to carry all their water a long way”19—a harbinger perhaps of 
future hardships under Japanese and then under Communist rule.

legend holds that dan’gun was succeeded by the sage Kija, a refugee from 
China. a high official in the Zhou dynasty, Kija was unhappy with the wicked 
emperor there and wanted to rule where people could live safely and in peace.20 
Kija crossed the duck Green (Yalu) river beneath the ever-White Mountains, 
bringing with him 5,000 “good Chinese”—doctors, scholars, mechanics, carpen-
ters, fortune tellers, and magicians; also the precious worms that spin silk; plus 
rice and barley. Chinese influences became strong early in Korean life.21 Kija made 
the walled city of Pyongyang his capital in 1122 BCe. he gave his subjects the Five 
laws, laying out their duties. Those were golden days, when travelers were safe 
from robbers and gates could be left open.

dan’gun gave Korea its basic culture, including kimchee (fermented cabbage 
and spices); Kija introduced high culture and built an autonomous civilization 
that borrowed from, but was distinct from, China.22 his dynasty, the Ki-Jun, lasted 
until 4 Ce.

Many historians doubt whether Kija ever existed. The story of Kija and his 
5,000 “good Chinese” may well have originated as Chinese propaganda, but today 
it has been adapted to fit North Korean mythology. The tale confirms the idea that 
a father figure created a great dynasty. dPrK guides assert that Kija’s tomb can still 
be seen near Pyongyang, close to the place where the founding father of today’s 
dPrK, Kim Il Sung, reposes in a mausoleum—one that is much grander than 
those housing the mummies of lenin and Mao Zedong.

Korean kings wanted sons as successors and sometimes acquired them in 
strange ways. a legend told in North Korea, but not in the South, relates that Chu-
mong, the legendary founder of Koguryŏ, was conceived when the wind of a pass-
ing cloud placed an egg inside the dress of a royal wife. This boy’s jealous brothers 
tried to kill him, but he fled south. he used magic to cross the dark-green waters 
of the river aprok (Yalu) and then charm its waters to swallow up his pursuers. 
he ruled from 37 to 19 BCe.

Emergence in the Shadow of China

Koreans chafe at their dependency—in North Korea vis-à-vis China and russia, 
and in South Korea, toward the United States. China in the early twenty-first cen-
tury became the major trading partner of South as well as North Korea. China 
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26 North Korea and the World

remained the most steadfast supporter of the dPrK on the international stage, 
though Chinese officials increasingly criticized the North’s behavior. as we shall 
see in later chapters, Pyongyang needed help from China in many fields but often 
complained that Beijing was niggardly.23 South Korea’s deepening economic ties 
with China helped to offset the roK’s dependency on the United States for mil-
itary security. Many South Koreans were pleased—others unhappy—regarding 
their alliance with the United States.24

Interacting with their powerful neighbor to the west, Koreans acquired a 
hate-love relationship with China. Koreans imported much of their religion, sci-
ence, and technology from China. They depended at times on China for protection 
from what Chinese called “barbarians” and from the Japanese. Koreans thought 
of themselves as members of a universal system—what harvard’s John Fairbanks 
called “the Sinic Zone.” as such, Koreans also regarded themselves as caretakers of 
Chinese culture.25 Internally they endeavored to unite the power of clan chiefs and 
establish the foundation of a ruling system. But ancient Korean states strove to free 
themselves from Chinese cultural forces and to remain intact in their struggles 
against other peoples outside the Great Wall.26

The first ruler of Korea recorded in contemporaneous records is Wi-man, a 
Chinese or Chinese-born Korean, who seized power in the old Chosŏn kingdom 
in 194 BCe. Chinese forces subsequently conquered the eastern half of the penin-
sula and made lolang, near modern Pyongyang, the chief base for Chinese rule. 
Chinese sources recall how China used not only military force but also assassina-
tion and divide-and-conquer tactics to subdue Chosŏn and divide the territory 
into four commanderies.27

The complicated history of Korea is simplified and summarized in figure 2.1.
By the first century Ce a native Korean kingdom, Koguryŏ, arose on both 

sides of the Yalu river. By the fourth century Ce, Koguryŏ conquered lolang and 
occupied much of what is now Korea and northeastern China. In 612 Ce Koguryŏ 
forces wiped out an invading Chinese army in the Great Battle of Salsu river. But 
two rival kingdoms emerged in the south—Paekche in the west side of the pen-
insula and Silla in the east. allied with tang China, Silla conquered both Paekche 
and Koguryŏ by 668, and then expelled the Chinese and unified much of the pen-
insula. having ruled most of Korea for centuries, Silla fragmented and then sur-
rendered to the Koryŏ dynasty in 935.

a Chinese account in the ninth century Ce told how the Chinese emperor 
sought hegemony over barbarians in the “Nine Zones of Submission,” which 
spread eastward as well as westward. “When Koguryŏ became refractory and 
rebellious, Wei sent an army detachment to visit chastisement upon them. The 
army went to the end of the earth in exhaustive pursuit” until it “gazed eastwards 
upon the great sea.” The peoples there had strange faces from their proximity to 
the sun. They also had strange customs but retained the shape of ritual vessels as in 
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28 North Korea and the World

China—confirming the saying “When the Middle Kingdom has lost the rites, seek 
them among the Four Barbarians.”28

Koreans became a racially and linguistically homogeneous people during 
United Silla (668–935). They lived in a well-defined territory administered by a 
centralized bureaucracy. Their shared traditional and cultural values made them 
well aware of their special position toward China and Japan. Under Silla’s rule, 
Korea prospered and the arts flourished.

In 918, however, the Silla dynasty was overthrown by Wang Kon, founder 
of the Koryŏ dynasty (an abbreviated form of Koguryŏ and source of the name 
Korea). Koryŏ Korea (918–1392) was Buddhist. having entered Korea from China 
in the fourth century, Buddhism became dominant in Korea’s spiritual life. dur-
ing the Koryŏ period, literature flourished; and, even while Buddhism remained 
the state religion, China’s Confucian bureaucracy became the model for Korean 
government. Under the influence of China, a patrilineal philosophy subtly super-
imposed itself upon the originally cognatic Korean system. This brought a slow 
reduction in the range of choices the traditional social system had granted to an 
individual and his or her group. Flexibility was narrowed by patrilineally calcu-
lated rules. This development, promoted from the top, prepared the ground for 
Neo-Confucianism.

as in China and russia, Mongols dominated Korea for much of the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries. The Mongols virtually annexed Korea and used it as a 
base to invade Japan. The Mongol invasions of Japan in 1274 and 1281 were ulti-
mately defeated by storms, but they left a mark on Japanese thinking. The fact 
that typhoons—regarded as divine winds (kami-kaze)—came to Japan’s aid con-
firmed the traditional Japanese belief that theirs is a sacred land. But the Mongols’ 
onslaught also instilled in the Japanese the fear that Korea might again become a 
springboard for attack against them.29

Conflict between the Koryŏ king and aristocracy escalated after the collapse 
of Mongol domination in the 1350s, as each faction sought more power and influ-
ence. This struggle deepened factional strife among aristocrats. as officials were 
purged and banished, military leaders gained ascendancy. 

having dominated the peninsula for nearly five centuries, Koryŏ was suc-
ceeded by the Chosŏn, or Yi, dynasty in 1392. an alliance between Yi Song-gye, 
a military hero, and Neo-Confucian scholar-officials led to the founding of the 
Chosŏn dynasty, which endured until Japan annexed Korea in 1910. Military 
weakness pressed for change. Yi Song-gye saw that Chosŏn could not defeat the 
Ming regime in China and so opted to bow to it. he backed land reforms that 
stripped land from large Buddhist establishments and other large estates so that 
the state owned all land and could distribute it to others for cultivation. Brutal in 
establishing his dynasty, Yi managed to reduce domestic strife and improve rela-
tions with China and Japan. he moved the capital to Seoul in 1394. 
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how Korea Became Korea  29

The change agents who founded the Chosŏn dynasty in 1392 were not rebel-
lious peasants. Some harbored economic grievances, but nearly all were aristocrats 
with sufficient wealth to sustain themselves during the long preparations for the 
civil service examinations. Success in the exams plus an illustrious family back-
ground gave them access to the central bureaucracy, which, however, was over-
staffed and subject to factional strife. The highest offices continued to be occupied 
by descendants of well-established, aristocratic kin groups. The deepest driving 
force for them was the Neo-Confucian canon—a literature that envisioned a new 
sociopolitical order grounded on moral principles. The key text was the Ta-hsüeh, 
which sustained the Neo-Confucians’ claim to complete mastery over the totality 
of public and private life. referring to the sage-kings of Chinese antiquity, it justi-
fied the way the Korean Confucians went about their tasks. The Confucian acad-
emy encouraged disputation—not the rote, dull routine of traditional scholarship. 
It contained elements of a moral and political plan of action.30

Neo-Confucianists claimed to apply classic Confucian teachings to the pres-
ent situation and problems. They took Neo-Confucianism as the universal basis on 
which the state must rest. renewal of society through Neo-Confucian principles, 
concrete and pragmatic, differed sharply with Buddhism and with earlier Confu-
cian values. While Buddhism and Confucianism had coexisted in Koryŏ, Neo-
Confucianists believed that Buddhism had to be eradicated to remake society. In 
later times, Communists, also seeking to remake society, sought to wipe out all 
religion except Kimilsongism. 

The alliance of a military hero with Neo-Confucian scholars helped restore 
kingly influence and create a new political order. The leading scholar-official was 
Chŏng to-jŏn, a polymath whose oeuvre eclipsed that of his contemporaries. Neo-
Confucian scholars talked of learning as the tool for bringing people under control 
by activating their moral nature. The new learning meant action, not just recita-
tion or contemplation. It stimulated the process of self-realization to find the Way 
in oneself. So that everyone could know his proper station, Neo-Confucian texts 
spelled out the proper relations between ruler and subject, father and son, old and 
young, and friends. Kwôn Kûn wrote the Iphak toseol (Illustrated treatises for the 
Beginner) in 1390, a booklet with diagrams and commentaries to guide the reader 
through the maze of Neo-Confucian philosophy. But this was a treatise for the 
intelligentsia, not a primer for beginning readers in the vein of Orbis Pictus, pro-
duced in 1658 by John Comenius (Jan Komenský in Czech).

like Kim Il Sung in the late 1940s and 1950s, the founders of the Chosŏn 
dynasty wanted to establish a new system with a new ideology. The new order 
blended the ideology of progressive reform with the pragmatic aims of the mili-
tary. It amounted to a Korean rendition of the Confucian concept of renovation, or 
yusin—the name later attached to South Korea’s new constitution in 1972, rammed 
through by another general turned politician, Park Chung hee.
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The Chosŏn dynasty maintained a special relationship with China charac-
terized by sadae—“respect for the senior state” (also translated as serving the 
superior). Korea accepted a junior status and observed all the ritual practices of a 
tributary state (including at least two long and arduous pilgrimages to Beijing each 
year). dependency, however, was mutual, for China could not allow Korea to fall 
into hostile hands.31

King Sejong in 1419 subdued Japanese marauders based on the islands of tsu-
shima. he then permitted the Japanese to trade at three Korean ports. Nearly two 
centuries of peace were shattered when Japan invaded Korea in 1592. Japan’s ruler, 
toyotomi hideyoshi, called on Korea to submit to Japan and to collaborate in the 
conquest of China. Koreans rebuffed the demand, saying that “to invade another 
nation is an act of which men of culture and intellectual attainments should feel 
ashamed.” But Japanese troops overran Korea. When they fought their way to the 
Yalu river, the Chinese arranged a truce and used the interval to mobilize. When 
the truce expired, Chinese troops swarmed across the Yalu with numerically supe-
rior forces. The Japanese then agreed to discuss peace terms. In 1593 hideyoshi 
proposed a division of Korea. The north would be a self-governing Chinese satel-
lite; the south would belong to Japan. (european relations with Korea began that 
same year, when a Spanish Jesuit arrived to minister to Christians among the Japa-
nese troops.) China rejected the offer, and four more years of fighting laid waste 
to Korea. Chinese troops with Korean ironclad “turtle ships” finally compelled the 
Japanese to withdraw in 1597 after hideyoshi’s death.32

In contrast to the sadae relationship with China, for most of the seventeenth 
century Korea maintained only “neighborly” relations (kyorin) with tokugawa 
Japan. The daimyo of tsushima enjoyed a monopoly on trade with Korea, but his 
ships had to carry a seal certified by Korean authorities. only Japanese merchants 
were allowed to land at the single port open to foreign trade, Pusan; no Japanese 
government officials were allowed to join them.

Meanwhile, the Manchus invaded Korea in 1627 and 1636 and compelled the 
Korean king to kowtow to the Manchu conqueror and sue for peace. The Manchus 
proceeded to defeat Ming China and establish the Qing dynasty there. Korea then 
became a tributary state of Manchu China.

From the first half of the seventeenth century to the second half of the nine-
teenth, Korea became a virtual “hermit kingdom.” In the eighteenth century 
Chosŏn experienced some material prosperity and a cultural rebirth, but did not 
recover from the previous Japanese and Manchu invasions. Unlike Japan, Korea 
failed to develop an effective government. during this period Korea limited its 
foreign contacts and, longer than China or Japan, resisted commerce and other 
influences from the West. No foreigners except certain envoys and merchants were 
allowed to visit. Nor were Koreans permitted to go abroad or to associate with ille-
gal entrants. Manchu China, meanwhile, failed to live up to its responsibilities as 
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“older brother” to Korea. devastated by the opium Wars of the mid-nineteenth 
century, China forfeited suzerainty, and Korea became virtually independent in 
the third quarter of the nineteenth century.

Confucianism and Risk-Taking in Korea

Confucianism became the state religion of Korea in the late fourteenth century. 
In the spirit of Max Weber,33 the late political scientist and asian scholar lucian 
W. Pye pondered the impact of Confucianism on Korean culture. Pye’s analysis is 
controversial, but, if on target, it helps us understand not only how Korea became 
Korea but also why Koreans—in both the North and the South—behave as they do. 
reading Pye’s analysis of centuries past, we must remember that Confucianism in 
Korea was not a static phenomenon. It changed over time and shared ideological 
space with folk religion, Buddhism, and various forms of Christianity. each faith 
shaped and was shaped by the state and its activities.34 Since Pye’s analysis is dis-
puted, readers should probably take it as heuristic rather than as a proven theory.

Pye argued that Confucianism in Korea contributed to a risk-taking style of 
behavior unlike its analogues in China or Japan.35 he wrote, “The Korean model 
of government was a peculiar combination of the Chinese ideal of dignity, secure 
in its monopoly of authority, and the Japanese reality of competitive authority.”36 
Uncertainty about who constituted the legitimate elite created a dynamic insecu-
rity and produced people who were self-starters—risk-takers like the Protestant 
entrepreneurs described by Max Weber. according to Pye, Confucianism made 
Koreans aware of standards of excellence foreign to their culture to which they 
could aspire. In so doing, however, Confucianism created aspirations for accep-
tance and anxiety about unworthiness that led Koreans to audacious exploits as 
they conducted enterprises to test and prove their worth. Those in power tended 
to have a vivid sense of their own virtue and the wickedness of their opponents, so 
that it was proper to strike the foe and make him suffer. Confucian confidence that 
spirit can overcome physical limitations may also have contributed to Korean War 
excesses. The brutality of that war and post-1953 insecurities “legitimized” the use 
of harsh methods by Korean officials against perceived foes.37

Pye saw a Confucian background in Koreans’ strong attachment to disci-
pline and formal manners, to deference, and to a stiff and aloof style of authority. 
on the other hand, he noted, Korean culture also tolerates brashness and cocki-
ness toward authority, boldness of action by top leaders, and self-assertiveness by 
practically everyone. The gentle Confucian scholar-superior could at any moment 
become a brusque and cruel authority. “Koreans came to see power, even in its 
Confucian-ethical guise, as entailing a series of struggles unrelated to either seri-
ous policy choices or ideological disagreements.”38 Such behaviors, of course, have 
also occurred in many times and places outside of Korea.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Thu, 02 May 2019 01:35:09 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



32 North Korea and the World

Pye pointed to ways that Korea differed from other Confucian cultures. The 
mandarin, or yangban, class was supposed to be a harmoniously united brother-
hood of scholarly officials. In time, however, the yangban became an arrogant aris-
tocracy, torn by rivalries and conflicts. The term yangban meant “two orders” and 
was supposed to distinguish the civil from the military bureaucracy. Yet it came to 
comprise both scholars and, ranked lower, army officers. Thanks both to the adop-
tion of competitive exams and to increasing corruption, the number of aristocrats 
increased. The yangban quickly became too numerous for the land available for 
estates, which the new aristocrats expected to possess, as well as the bureaucratic 
posts available for assignment. Seeking to contain the explosion in numbers, yang-
ban factions conspired with the Korean king to exterminate rival yangbans. Sev-
eral “massacres of scholars” ensued in the sixteenth century.39

a Korean academic, Yurim Yi, however, believes that Pye’s views reflect Japa-
nese colonial propaganda meant to disparage Korea. The massacres, she says, had 
to do with struggles over property and did not arise from Confucianism. She notes 
that times change and meanings evolve. Part of the yangban heritage may be seen 
in the determination of today’s young Koreans to acquire a higher education. The 
term yangban has come to signify a gentle person. It is also used by a wife who 
speaks kindly of her husband. a novel about life under Kim Jong Il, however, uses 
the term yangban to refer to North Korea’s bureaucratic elite, few of whom appear 
gentle.40

Pye noted another feature he said was particularly Korean. In the Korean 
family there was no mistaking the superior role of the patriarch, who expected 
to make decisions without the restraints customary in Japan. Korean rulers, like 
family patriarchs, were expected to be embattled but masterful at all times—lone 
figures, aloof and able to cope single-handedly with problems while demanding 
total obedience. Modifying the patriarchal culture, Korean mothers played a more 
autonomous decision-making role than did mothers in China or Japan. Korean 
children learned how to play the two family authorities against each other, but 
they also regarded home as a sanctuary to which they could retreat after going out 
and assuming high risks.

The Confucian sense of family underscored the differences between the inter-
nal “we” and the foreign “they.” The norms that govern relations among the in-
group need not apply to outsiders. as the two Koreas became estranged under 
anti-Communist and Communist rule, each side saw the other increasingly as 
foreign.

having observed life in South Korea (focusing on rice-producing villages) 
in the late 1940s, Yale anthropologist Cornelius osgood concluded that Koreans 
accentuated the Confucian primacy of the family patriarch and the subordinate 
status assigned to women. Korean culture, osgood argued, left people hungry for 
emotional satisfaction and with a “smoldering violence in their nature, struggling 
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against an environment in which for each brief victory there was a period of severe 
constraint.” at puberty the young Korean was cut off from the few sources of man-
ifest affection that had been available. The typical Korean “hates his dominating 
father” and is deprived of intimacy with the female sex. lacking both physical 
satisfactions and ego gratification he turns to “violence and sadistic tendencies.” 
The quest for ego gratification showed itself in “the frequency with which Kore-
ans demonstrate or verbalize their desire to undertake actions of heroic propor-
tions. They will risk the most cruel punishments for the sake of a religious belief 
or a political cause,” as did early Christians and campaigners for independence 
against Japanese rule. The young Korean’s approach to “the field of finance or art is 
typically the same”: he will be satisfied only by “becoming a rockefeller or rach-
maninoff. however he may achieve it, the Korean goal is to be a hero.”41

Confucian tradition became a tool for those in South Korea, Japan, and China 
who opposed regional cooperation and integration in a globalized world. For cen-
turies, according to Gilbert rozman, Confucianization fostered universal values in 
China, Japan, and Korea—in some ways abetting premodern development. But it 
also served to entrench particularism and to block modernizing influences from the 
West—prompting reformers and revolutionaries to call for de-Confucianization. 
Still, some elements of Confucianism survived and contributed to modernization 
and the rise of asian “tigers” in the 1980s and 1990s.42 While Mao Zedong tried to 
throttle and extirpate Confucian influences, his successors in the twenty-first cen-
tury paid their respects to Confucian order and endeavored to deploy their version 
of Neo-Confucianism as an instrument of soft power abroad.43

The blend of pre-Communist Korean traditions with borrowings from Stalin-
ism added to the roadblocks to modernization of North Korea. Indeed, the Kim 
Il Sung dynasty perverted the Confucian emphasis on discipline and reciprocal 
obligation to help the regime command and control. The Communist dynasts saw 
obligation as a one-way street by which to extract goods and services from most 
North Koreans to benefit a few. to be sure, the tradition of patriarchal hierarchy 
impeded the forces of modernization. In the early twenty-first century, however, 
the Kim dynasty’s family business networks prevailed over incipient pluralism.44

Confucianism, along with Christian and other traditions, has shaped all of 
Korea, but most vestiges of hierarchy were undermined by the forces of modernity 
in South Korea—as was the case also in hong Kong and other parts of the sinic 
universe.

The Vortex of Power

North Korea’s political and economic system borrowed heavily from the USSr, 
but Kim Il Sung’s adaptations of Stalinist models embellished a centralized sys-
tem of power developed over many centuries. The Korean political system was 
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never that of a city-state. Usually it was a centralized oligarchy within an agricul-
tural framework. The amalgam of racial and cultural homogeneity and centralized 
bureaucratic rule fostered a politics of the vortex. like moths to a flame, aspiring 
elites struggled to reach the center, even though many who did so suffered—as 
some were expropriated, some exiled, and some killed. Centralization and unifor-
mity worked against pluralism, democracy, and modernization. Focused on their 
political struggles, elites neglected economic development—a pattern character-
istic of North Korea.45

The atomized updraft toward central political power impeded cohesion of 
society below the vortex crest. at the top, Korea’s king derived his legitimacy 
from Beijing’s emperor—his court and bureaucracy cast in the Sino-Confucian 
image. at the top of the updraft was a council of respected elders, or yangban, that 
wielded power in Koryŏ times, under Mongol domination, and in Chosŏn. The 
Korean king was weak relative to China, and the council strong—especially in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when it took the form of the Censorate, com-
posed of yangban. This body was charged with criticizing public policy, scrutiniz-
ing the conduct of officialdom, rectifying mores, redressing public wrongs, and 
preventing forgery and misuse of credentials. It offered daily Confucian critiques 
to the monarch and channeled complaints against government officials, but had 
no administrative responsibilities. The Censorate absorbed star Confucian zealots 
fresh from the National academy. Full of idealistic, often doctrinaire, Confucian 
zeal, the Censorate was part legal chamber, part theological council—an ideal ros-
trum for a captious and persuasive vocation.46

The number of councils increased. By the nineteenth century they often con-
tradicted each other and paralyzed decision-making. There was little leadership 
within the councils. They criticized but did not take responsibility for acting. Sur-
veys of fertile lands along the Yalu were debated for centuries. re-surveys were 
called for, but rarely accomplished. In a similar spirit, the roK National assem-
bly in the 1950s often criticized the executive office of President Syngman rhee.47

The roK National assembly lost power first to political parties and then, after 
Park Chung hee took power, to the Korean Central Intelligence agency (KCIa). 
Unlike earlier versions of the yangban-led council, the KCIa allied with the pres-
ident and became his adviser and administrator. as before, it recruited bright 
young people seeking access to power. From this chrysalis arose the government’s 
political organization, the democratic republican Party. agents of the KCIa, as in 
taiwan’s Kuomintang and in Communist regimes, formed a strong secretariat to 
manipulate those selected as representatives of the ruling party. Many South Kore-
ans concluded that no political groups merited their loyalty. The dPrK, by con-
trast, achieved cohesion through the disciplines of Stalinism. Kim Il Sung became 
king and eventually destroyed whatever resemblance remained between his entou-
rage and the Chosŏn Censorate.
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Language, Power, and Politics

By the twenty-first century the roK had become a leader in science and a major 
innovator in technology. In 2011 South Korea ranked just behind Japan in the 
number of patents granted per million citizens; somewhat ahead of the United 
States; and far ahead of China, europe, russia, and North Korea.48 South Korea’s 
eminence in learning stemmed in part from a strong if uneven tradition of aca-
demic excellence and wide literacy.49 By 2015 South Korea pupils (grades 4 to 8) 
ranked first in the world (just ahead of Japan) on the Pearson Index of Cognitive 
Skills and educational attainment—up from number two in 2012 (just behind 
Finland).50 Pearson attributed Koreans’ achievements to their Confucian heritage, 
parental pressure, and an average of nine hours tutoring a week. While Finland had 
short school days, little homework, and a focus on “helping children understand 
and apply knowledge, not merely repeat it,” the South Korean system emphasized 
exams, rote learning, discipline, long hours of study, and private cram schools.51 

Korea’s traditional dedication to learning remained also in the Commu-
nist North. Part of a foreign peace delegation to Pyongyang in 1994, Mark Berry 
recalled that Kim Il Sung turned to what seemed a favorite theme of his: what 
made the dPrK different from the Soviet Union, China, and other Communist 
states. according to Berry, Kim said, “‘after 1945, I tried to find intellectuals to 
rebuild the country, but could only locate a handful. The partisans who fought 
with me against the Japanese knew how to fight, but not how to build institutions.’ 
The Japanese in their thirty-five-year colonial rule left no college functioning in 
the North. ‘So I had to start my own, which became Kim Il Sung University, and 
then other schools. today [1994], there are 1.76 million intellectuals out of a pop-
ulation of 20 million, almost one out of ten citizens.’” Kim showed the delegates 
a card of the Korean Workers’ Party. as Berry recalled, Kim “pointed to the large 
gold-stamped party emblem, consisting of the usual hammer and sickle, but also a 
calligraphy brush in the middle. Kim said that ‘in 1946, I created this emblem for 
our party. The brush symbolizes our highest commitment to intellectual pursuits 
in every discipline. our emblem is unique among communist parties in the world. 
This is an example of Juche, doing things our own way. We did everything in our 
own way.’”52 

In 2012 the Pyongyang regime required twelve years of education for all citi-
zens. Starting in 2010, it permitted outsiders to establish and teach at the Pyong-
yang University of Science and technology, a potential MIt for 500 sons of the 
elite, founded by dr. James Chin-Kyung Kim, a Korean-american entrepre-
neur, and funded by evangelical Christians in the United States and South Korea. 
But even this crème de la crème lacked access to the Internet.

The Kim dynasty wanted to foster education and science, and managed—with 
few resources—to produce nuclear explosions and long-range rockets. But top-
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down controls over every facet of thought and inquiry could only blunt its educa-
tional efforts. 

Both North and South Korea inherited strong traditions of learning. Bud-
dhist texts were printed in Korea as early as 751 Ce using wooden blocks. By the 
early thirteenth century Koreans printed books using metal type—some 200 years 
before Gutenberg’s Bible.53 In the fourteenth century the Chosŏn dynasty set up 
a well-planned system of schools to offer Confucian education to qualified stu-
dents—not only in Seoul but in every county. For advanced study there was a 
National academy and special schools for military affairs, law, mathematics, med-
icine, and foreign languages. These schools were well endowed by the state. From 
the mid-sixteenth century on, private academies were organized in the country-
side and funded by private donations and a grant of books, land, and servants from 
the government.54

Until the fifteenth century, the Korean language for more than 1,000 years 
had been written using Chinese ideograms—Korean sounds represented by Chi-
nese characters with similar pronunciations.55 Since the Chinese writing system is 
not phonetic, this system was very difficult to learn, and few Koreans were literate. 
The situation resembled that in europe, where sacred scriptures and many govern-
ment documents were in latin, a language incomprehensible to most people, and 
where, struggling to change things, Wycliffe, hus, and luther labored to translate 
the Bible into the vernacular. In a similar vein, the Chosŏn dynasty’s “Great King” 
Sejong in the 1440s commissioned scholars to invent a phonetic and phonemic 
script that common people could quickly learn and use. he wrote, “The sounds 
of our language differ from Chinese and are not easily communicated by using 
Chinese ideographs. Therefore, many are ignorant . . . unable to communicate [by 
writing].”56

The scholars in 1443–1444 devised a system called HunMinChongUm— 
Correct Sounds for the Instruction of the People. originally it was made up of 28 
letters, but the modern system, known as Han’gŭl, contains just 24 letters. han’gŭl 
means “unique, great, and correct.” as in much of europe, however, some Korean 
scholars and some later kings preferred to keep the masses in the dark. a lead-
ing scholar wrote in 1444 that Korea had always “respected the senior state and 
consistently followed the Chinese system of government.” Some people say that 
“barbarians are transformed only by adopting Chinese ways; we have never heard 
of the Chinese ways being transformed by the barbarians. historically, China has 
always regarded our country as the state that has maintained the virtuous customs 
bequeathed by the sage-king Kija and has viewed our literature, rituals, and music 
as similar to its own.” Barbarians in Japan, Mongolia, and tibet have their own 
writing systems, but that is not Korea’s way.57

Until the early twentieth century, han’gŭl was denigrated as vulgar by many 
of the literate elite, who preferred the traditional hanja writing system. They gave 
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the new alphabet such names as Achimgeul (“writing you can learn within a morn-
ing”), Eonmun (“vernacular”), and Amgeul (“women’s script”). Thanks in part to 
pressures by Protestant missions that arrived in Korea in the nineteenth century, 
however, han’gŭl became the standard script used in the church schools and other 
private schools for wealthy Koreans just before the Japanese takeover. Korea’s Jap-
anese rulers saw han’gŭl as nationalistic and tried to suppress it. The Japanese 
expanded public schools, but with instruction in Japanese.

after the Korean War, the roK adopted han’gŭl as its official script. Koreans 
celebrate han’gŭl day every october 9—they are probably the only people who 
commemorate the invention of their writing system. Up to the 1980s, however, 
children in South Korean schools continued to learn Chinese characters (Han-
Cha) because they were still used in some newspapers and in academic manu-
scripts. The use of Chinese characters was discouraged by roK leaders in the 
1970s and 1980s but given more scope under Kim dae Jung in the late 1990s. The 
continued use of Chinese characters in South Korea was criticized by linguistic 
nationalists but defended by cultural conservatives, who feared that the loss of 
character literacy would isolate younger Koreans from their cultural heritage.58

The “Standard language” (p’yojuno) of South Korea derived from the language 
spoken in and around Seoul. Korea’s partition since 1945 led to linguistic diver-
gences north and south of the dMZ. The North’s language became more orwellian 
and developed a system of honorific deferences to refer to the Kim Il Sung dynasty. 
The dPrK leadership attempted to eliminate as many foreign loanwords as pos-
sible. It treated Chinese characters as symbols of “flunkeyism” and systematically 
eliminated them from all publications. Starting in 1949, Kullo-ja (The Worker), 
the monthly Korean Workers’ Party journal, used only han’gŭl.59 The dPrK gov-
ernment introduced new words of exclusively Korean origin and encouraged par-
ents to give their children Korean rather than Chinese-type names. Nonetheless, 
approximately 300 Chinese characters are still taught in North Korean schools. 
North Koreans refer to their language as “Cultured language” (munhwa), which 
uses the regional dialect of Pyongyang as its standard. North Korean sources vili-
fied the Standard language of the South as “coquettish” and “decadent,” corrupted 
by english and Japanese loanwords and full of nasal twangs.60 North Korea’s rejec-
tion of Chinese characters and disdain for other foreign influences arose from an 
“oppositional nationalism” that fed both the ideology of self-reliance (Juche) and 
a historical revisionism (suggesting, for example, that much of Manchuria rightly 
belongs to Korea).61

Christianity, Egalitarianism, Education, Democracy

In Korea, as in China and Japan, european and american missionaries spread 
Western medicine and education along with Christianity. Their message and 
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labors buttressed Korean drives toward social equality and self-rule. Missionar-
ies got minimal help from official Washington, but they helped open the doors to 
american business interests and good relations with the U.S. government. Many 
americans in Korea protested U.S. acquiescence in Japanese rule over Korea, but 
many stayed on even after 1910. Their support for han’gŭl and other things Korean 
boosted Koreans’ sense of nationhood and their resistance to foreign rule.

In Korea, as in China and Japan, many political authorities and elites in the 
nineteenth century viewed Christianity as a danger to their privileged positions—
either as a potential internal rebellion or as a link to a foreign threat. But Christi-
anity also appealed to impoverished lower classes and to alienated elites, who saw 
it as a path to modernization of the state and society.62

The seeds of Christianity were sown in 1603 when a Korean diplomat, hav-
ing converted to Catholicism, returned from Beijing and spread ideas contained 
in theological books written by a Jesuit missionary in China. Korea’s Confucian 
rulers wanted no challenge to their ideology. accordingly, the mainstream aca-
demic establishment and court officials in Korea denounced these unconventional 
beliefs. however, scholars belonging to the Silhak (“practical learning”) school 
were attracted to the egalitarian values of Christianity. They advocated a social 
structure based on merit rather than birth and opposed Neo-Confucian formal-
ism. They provided a substantial body of educated opinion sympathetic to the 
Catholic faith. Catholicism was outlawed in 1758, but Silhak scholars remained 
a deviant minority. Many Catholics were killed in the Sinyu Persecution of 1801. 
This event marked the end of the church of scholar-aristocrats and the beginning 
of an underground, persecuted church of the people. Self-evangelization became 
the norm as Christianity grew from the bottom up. Persecution of Catholics con-
tinued every twelve or so years and peaked in the Great Massacre of 1866–1868, 
which killed more than 8,000 adherents—about half of the country’s Catholics, 
including nine French missionaries. Korea has one-fourth of the Catholic martyrs 
in the world. Pope Francis beatified 124 of them when he visited Korea in 2014.

The accession of King Kojong in 1871 began the gradual opening of Korea to 
the outside world. It brought toleration for Catholics and also introduced Protes-
tantism. decades of persecution left a ghetto mentality among Catholics and little 
concern for social issues around them. accurate counts of believers are problem-
atic, but some estimates say that by 1882 there were 12,500 Catholics, an increase 
of 5,500 persons since the end of the Great Persecution. two decades later, in 1910, 
the number of adherents had grown to 73,000—cared for by fifteen Korean priests 
and fifty-six foreign clergy. (These and most other estimates of religious affiliation 
in Korea are estimates—sometimes distorted by an up or down bias.)

In the 1880s John ross, from the United Presbyterian Church of Scotland 
mission in Manchuria, translated the New testament into Korean using han’gŭl. 
his converts established the first Protestant communities in northwestern Korea. 
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like Catholicism, Protestantism grew by self-evangelization. Because the propaga-
tion of Christianity was prohibited by the anti-Christian edict of 1866, most overt 
missionary work until the mid-1890s was accomplished through educational and 
medical institutions. Indeed, many of Korea’s medical institutions and printing 
establishments trace their origins to this period. Meanwhile, baptisms took place 
and some church organizations developed surreptitiously in the 1880s.

The Protestant missionary enterprise in Korea, as in China and other mission 
fields, consisted of a triad of efforts: evangelism, education, and medicine. The 
first american Presbyterian missionary in Korea, horace Newton allen, born and 
educated in ohio, arrived in Korea in 1884 from China. a trained physician, allen 
introduced Western medicine to Korea and founded a medical center that evolved 
into Yonsei University. Founded as a Christian college, Yonsei aimed to send liber-
ally educated Christian graduates to claim leading positions not only in the church 
but also in business and other walks of secular life.

dr. allen became close to the royal family and in 1877 accompanied the first 
Korean legation to Washington. In the 1890s he became secretary to the american 
legation in Seoul and then U.S. minister and consul general. allen arranged for 
U.S. firms to build Korea’s first electric and water works, trolley and railway sys-
tems. In 1905, however, allen’s appeals for U.S. intervention to stop the Japanese 
takeover of Korea led to his recall.63

Protestant clergy in Korea adopted a strategy devised by John l. Nevius, a 
Presbyterian missionary in Shandong. The Nevius principles called for creating 
a self-propagating, self-governing, and self-supporting church. The first goal was 
to concentrate on the conversion of people from the 
lower classes rather than the higher classes. The sec-
ond was to focus on women and girls because of their 
influence in society. The third was to translate the 
Bible to the han’gŭl vernacular. accordingly, mission-
aries generated a Korean–english dictionary, han’gŭl 
translations of devotional works such as The Pilgrim’s 
Progress, and a standard han’gŭl translation of the 
Bible to replace the ross translation. a Great revival 
swept from Pyongyang into Manchuria in 1907. In the 
decade leading up to Japan’s annexation of Korea in 
1910 the Protestant community grew to more than 
10,000 persons—a larger fraction of the population 
than in Japan. Parts of the Bible were published in 
Korean in 1882; the New testament in 1887; the entire 
Bible in 1911.

Nationalism, progress, and Christian faith became linked in the minds of 
many young and progressive Koreans. They valued Christianity’s support for 

“In the beginning was 
the Word. . . .” The open-
ing page of the Gospel 
according to Saint John 
in han’gŭl.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Thu, 02 May 2019 01:35:09 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



40 North Korea and the World

education and medicine and rejected a Confucian heritage that left the state cor-
rupt and ill-prepared to meet the challenges of the times. Many hoped to restore 
national sovereignty and dignity by raising the educational level of the nation. 
Christians started 293 schools, which admitted girls, and universities that came to 
include three of Korea’s top five academic institutions.64

democracy was fostered by the example of Christian missionaries. Presbyte-
rians governed themselves through elected representatives. Their boards of dea-
cons and elders give many church members leadership positions and prestige in 
their communities. Pastors were subject to “presbyteries,” and all were subject to 
a national Presbyterian assembly of elected delegates. By the late 1930s the major 
Protestant denominations were self-governing.

as Japan started building elementary schools in Korea, many Korean Chris-
tians opted to stay with their church-related academies. Christians also played 
major roles in resistance of Japanese rule. Many took part in the 1919 Indepen-
dence Movement. Fifteen of the thirty-three signers of the declaration of Inde-
pendence were national Christian figures. Christians clashed with the colonial 
government in the 1930s when they resisted worshipping the spirits at Shinto 
shrines. The pressure continued through the years of the Second World War. Many 
Christian leaders and intellectuals were forced to choose between prison and sup-
port for Japanese dominion.

The trauma of Japanese conquest eroded faith in Confucian or Buddhist tra-
ditions: Koreans could relate to Israel’s sufferings in the old testament. Yet by 
1945 only 2 percent of Koreans were Christian—many in the North. The advent 
of Communist rule drove many Christians from the North to the South. By 2014 
some 15 million South Koreans were Christian—nearly 30 percent of the popula-
tion. roughly 18 percent of the population was Protestant and 11 percent Catholic.

according to the Korea National Statistical office in 2003, 53.9 percent of the 
South Korean population over the age of fifteen reported a religious affiliation. of 
those, 47 percent were Buddhists, 36.8 percent were Protestants of various denom-
inations, and 13.7 percent were roman Catholics. The concentration of Christians 
in the general population also varied by region, with more Christians in Seoul and 
the southwestern Chôlla provinces, and more Buddhists in other regions.65

By 2014 some 5.4 million of South Korea’s 50 million people were roman 
Catholics and 9 million were Protestants, which included the Yoido Full Gos-
pel Church (with one million members, the largest Pentecostal congregation on 
earth); the Unification Church, founded by the late Sun-myung Moon; and the 
sect established by the late Yoo Byung-eun, the shifty and versatile tycoon behind 
the ferry Sewol, which sank in april 2014.66

Women buttressed Korean Christianity since its beginnings in secret Catholic 
congregations. When the Protestants arrived, they included women missionar-
ies who sought to attract women to Christianity. Mary F. Scranton founded the 
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ewha School for Girls in 1886. By the late twentieth and early twenty-first centu-
ries ewha Woman’s University had become the largest school for women in asia. 
South Korean women had to contend with many sexist barriers, but a woman was 
elected roK president in 2012. taking office in 2013, Park Geun hye was named 
the world’s eleventh most powerful woman and the most powerful woman in east 
asia by Forbes magazine.67

as Max Weber might have anticipated, Christianity waxed along with South 
Korea’s economy. as Weber interpreted the Protestant ethic, worldly success signi-
fied God’s blessing. as edward Gibbon argued, rapid social change often produces 
spiritual ferment. entrepreneurs such as Moon and Yoo were saviors for some 
and charlatans to others. Prophet and profit blurred: both men did time for fraud. 
even Yoido’s founder, david Cho, was convicted in February 2014 of embezzling 
$12 million.

But Korea also bred its own liberation theology lauding the poor and 
oppressed. The Christian concept of individual worth found expression in a 
lengthy struggle for human rights and democracy in Korea. Based on the “image 
of God” concept expressed in Genesis 1: 26–27, a Korean version of liberation the-
ology took hold in the 1970s. Known as Minjung theology, it depicted commoners 
as the rightful masters of their own destiny. Minjung signifies “oppressed masses.” 
as used in the Yi dynasty that ended in 1910, the term referred to all those not part 
of the yangban class. Under Japanese rule Minjung applied to most Koreans except 
collaborators with the Japanese. In the 1970s it referred to commoners and also to 
intelligentsia fired from their jobs by the military dictatorship. Though initiated 
in the 1920s and revived in the 1970s, the Minjung orientation recalled the egali-
tarian demands of the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Silhak soci-
ety and the tonghak rebellion in the late 1800s. two roK presidents, Kim Young 
Sam, a Presbyterian, and Kim dae Jung, a Catholic, subscribed to Minjung theol-
ogy. Both men spent decades opposing military governments in South Korea and 
were frequently imprisoned as a result. In the 1970s Minjung theology gave rise to 
movements regarded as foes by Park Chung hee: the Catholic Farmers Movement 
and the Protestant Urban Industrial Mission, which campaigned for better wages 
and working conditions. Minjung helped energize the 1980 Kwangju uprising in 
the province that was home to Kim dae Jung.68

In 2012 only 52 percent of South Koreans claimed to be religious—down 
from 56 percent in 2005. But only the United States sent out more missionaries. 
Korean Christians were seized in afghanistan, beheaded in Iraq, and stopped by 
their embassy from hymn-singing in Yemen. Many worked undercover in China. 
Some helped North Koreans to flee: as many as 1,000 had their Chinese visas can-
celed. others had a grander ambition, to spread Christianity in the North, where 
Protestantism had been strong in Japanese days. Indeed, the Kim dynasty permit-
ted Christians to establish the private Pyongyang University of Science and tech-
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nology, which, starting in 2010, educated North Korea’s future elite, but with no 
preaching. Given Korean Christians’ energy and tenacity, The Economist (august 
12, 2014) predicted that one day Pyongyang’s skyline would be as studded with 
neon crosses as Seoul’s.

religion can close or open horizons. Christian influences in the North help 
explain why Kim Il Sung met the reverend Billy Graham in 1992 and 1994. The 
dPrK leader is said to have been close to his grandmother, a devout Presbyte-
rian. The wife of the reverend Graham, ruth Bell Graham, attended a missionary 
school in Pyongyang for three years in the 1930s. She departed Korea for North 
Carolina in 1937 but returned to Pyongyang for a visit in 2007, fondly recalling 
school friends there and skating on the frozen river. ruth’s father had served as 
a surgeon at a Presbyterian hospital 300 miles north of Shanghai for twenty-five 
years before moving to Pyongyang.69 reverend Graham’s son, Franklin, head of 
the Billy Graham evangelical association and Samaritan’s Purse, visited the dPrK 
several times, including 2008 and 2009, and donated medical and dental equip-
ment to hospitals there.

Neither Kim Jong Il nor Kim Jong Un seemed to harbor any soft spots for 
Christianity. In 2015 four churches stood in Pyongyang—two Protestant, one 
Catholic, and one russian orthodox. These churches accommodated expatriates, 
but they were more for show than for devotion. actual believers—perhaps as many 
as half a million—were reported to sometimes attend services in underground 
churches. But churchgoing could be construed as treason. In april 2013 Korean-
american missionary Kenneth Bae was sentenced to fifteen years’ hard labor. In 
May 2014 a dPrK court sentenced a South Korean Baptist missionary, Kim Jun 
Wook, to hard labor for life after he admitted to anti–North Korean religious acts 
and “malignantly hurting the dignity” of the country’s supreme leadership. There 
were also reports that thirty-three North Koreans were executed for working with 
Kim Jun Wook to overthrow the regime by setting up 500 underground churches.

Culture and Politics

Confucian culture instilled discipline and respect for authority. across most of 
asia, traditional people saw power as residing in the person of high officials—not 
in their offices or in institutions. respect for the paterfamilias prepared people to 
esteem the country’s supreme leader. encouraged by Christianity and modern-
izing influences, shoots of self-organization emerged in Korea and did much to 
boost economic and social development and enhance societal fitness. as detailed 
in chapter 10, the near absence of self-organization in the North since the late 
1940s stunted development and curtailed fitness.

The fusion of politics and religion in North Korea did much to encourage fan-
tasies about cause and effect. Political leaders were expected to have superhuman 
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powers. If they did not deliver, then some scapegoat had to be found. Pyongyang 
blamed North Korea’s problems on the machinations of Washington and its “pup-
pets” in Seoul.

The World Values Survey placed South Korea relatively high on the scale 
moving from traditional toward secular-rational values—a bit lower than China 
and much lower than Japan. Survival values were somewhat stronger in South 
Korea than those of self-expression. The world leaders in secular and self- 
expression values were Japan, Sweden, and Norway. The United States placed fairly 
high on self-expression but was closer to traditional than to secular-rational val-
ues.70 The dPrK was not ranked, but North Korea defied any simple dichotomy. 
It was traditional in demanding deference to authority and in mobilizing national 
pride and a nationalism. on the other hand, traditional religion and family values 
were supplanted by official dedication to the Kim regime and its ideology. Survival 
values—for individuals and the state—certainly outweighed self-expression. Still, 
those with license to create, like retired painters who had spent decades glorify-
ing the regime, showed a desire and ability to express themselves using classical 
idioms.

less than Japan but more “modern” on average than China or India, and 
equipped with ultrasound technology to determine the sex of embryos, South 
Korea by 1990 had developed the greatest gender imbalance in the world—116.5 
male babies to 100 females. as democratic and feminist values strengthened in the 
1990s, however, the ratio of female to male babies moved toward the global nor-
mal. Gone was the patriarchal belief that a son was essential to inherit property, 
worship ancestors, care for parents, and continue the family lineage. In 2014 South 
Korea’s gender ratio returned to the global average of 105 males born for every 100 
females. even though the roK had elected a female president, however, the World 
economic Forum ranked South Korea 125th of 142 countries for income equality 
between men and women.71 

Starting in the 1980s, Korean women on average gave birth to fewer than two 
babies. By 2014 the average fell to 1.21—far below replacement level. The speed 
of aging of the South Korean population had no known precedent. In 2014 the 
structure of the population resembled not a pyramid but a diamond—with more 
persons in the age thirty to fifty bracket than in any other grouping. The elderly 
dependency rate was 18 percent. The future costs and other problems of dealing 
with an aging population would be huge.72 

demographic trends in North Korea were obscured by shortages of reliable 
statistics. long after the Korean War, women appeared to outnumber men. In 
2014, among North Koreans over sixty-five, women were far more numerous than 
men. higher than in South Korea, total fertility in North Korea declined from 
about 3.0 children per woman in 1980 to about 2.5 babies per woman in the years 
2005–2010—thus permitting a small growth (0.53 percent in 2015) in population. 
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The structure of the population in 2014 resembled more a pyramid than a dia-
mond, but with bulges for those aged twenty to twenty-four and those aged forty 
to fifty. The elderly dependency rate was 13.8. percent. The total population in the 
dPrK appeared likely to stabilize at 34 million persons in 2045 and then gradu-
ally decline. South Korea’s population, by contrast, was expected to stabilize at 52.6 
million in 2023.73 

The implications of all this for peace and prosperity were mixed. The highly 
confident and dynamic South balked at directions from the United States.74 The 
highly centralized but stagnating North needed outside help, but the regime feared 
outside influences that might upset the existing system. Both roK and Chinese 
leaders wanted stability on the Korean peninsula, but they also saw enormous 
business opportunities if North Korea opened up and became more pragmatic. 
russia and Japan also perceived vast commercial prospects but tended to keep 
their distance as from a hot stove. Such was the broad context facing U.S. and other 
world leaders as they deliberated policy toward a deeply divided Korea.
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