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Peter Brezáni

The Kim Family Saga

Summary: The very frequent downs of North Korean domestic socio-economic and 
political development determine the political and security situation, not only in the 
region of Northeast Asia, but also globally. Despite the effort of the international 
community, most of the issues regarding North Korea have not been solved and some 
have not even been addressed, largely due to the uncooperative and ‘stubborn’ attitude of 
DPRK leadership. This article argues that as long as the current leader, Kim Jong Il, is in 
power in North Korea promoting the ideology and realizing the policy that his late father 
imposed, the internal affairs and foreign policy of this isolated country will not mark any 
positive progress in the years to come.

There are still many countries around the world in which all – political, 
economic, social, cultural, or intellectual – activities are subordinated to 

the ideology, the policy and the free will of its leader/ruler. Such totalitarian 
regimes maintain their power by means of official ideology to which the 
general adherence is demanded. They are ruled by the single mass party that 
technically controls the state bureaucracy and is led by one man with absolute 
power. The regime exercises the monopoly over the control of the armed 
forces, the intelligence and the mass communication means. The state/party/
leader possesses the central control of the entire economy and its direction. 
It also uses the surveillance and terror tactics to deter any opposition and 
usually deprives the citizens of the basic human rights.

There are certainly many examples of totalitarian regimes in the 20th 
century such as Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, Stalin’s Soviet Union, Mao’s 
China or Ceauşescu’s Romania. However, it is very unlikely that nowadays 

Peter Brezáni works as an analyst and editor at the Research Center of the Slovak Foreign Policy 
Association.
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4 Peter Brezáni The Kim Family Saga 5

there is a country in the world, where the abovementioned characteristics 
would apply more to than to North Korea1. It is perhaps the only country 
being so dependent on the character, nature and the free will of its leader. 
In North Korea, every single aspect of citizens’ lives has been very strongly 
interconnected with their Great Leader (Suryong) Kim Il Sung and Dear 
Leader (Yongdoya) Kim Jong Il and their ‘teachings’. 

Thus, to understand North Korea, its policy and ideology one has to 
analyze, taking into the consideration also psychological and cultural aspects, 
the environment and historical context Kim Il Sung grew up in. The context 
that formed the personality and the character of the North Korean eternal 

president and later on his heir, Kim Jong 
Il. It is simply impossible to keep the life, 
experience and activities of both Kims apart 
from the past and present developments of 
North Korea.

This article aims to provide, the 
primarily Central European reader, with 
the basic facts and, due to the limited 
space, simplified contexts of the evolution 
of North Korea’s unique political system. 
For better understanding, it chronologically 
deals with the Kim Il Sung’s biographical 
path and its influence on North Korea’s 
post-war developments, the establishment 

of absolute rule and the creation of a system that to a large extent is 
comparable to that of Stalin’s. And yet, there is a very high probability that 
this system will be preserved in the foreseeable future. The article argues 
that as long as the current leader, Kim Jong Il, is in power in North Korea 
he will protect the strongly-rooted ideological legacy of his late father. Thus 
one should not expect any positive improvement in terms of political and 
socio-economic aspects of North Korean development, the recent progress 
in denuclearization process notwithstanding2. 

The Beginning

The person known throughout the world as Kim Il Sung (or Kim Ir 
Sen in the Central and Eastern Europe) was born Kim Song Ju on April 
15, 1912 in Mangyongdae, southwest of downtown Pyongyang. As Don 
Oberdorfer did not forget to mention, it was the same day the Titanic 
sank.3 Very shortly after the March First Movement4 he followed his 
family to Manchuria5. Kim Song Ju, the eldest of three sons, was seven 
at the time. He returned to Pyongyang for a while and then returned to 
Manchuria at the age of thirteen. His formal schoolings ended in eighth 
grade, when he was expelled for alleged revolutionary activities.6 In the 
beginning of the 1930s he joined the so-called Northeast Anti-Japanese 
United Army and fought the Japanese in Manchuria until approximately 
1941. It is important to note that he did so under Chinese command.7 
(Kim Il Sung, however, became a commander of the Second Directional 
Army in the Jiandao province.) Since the Japanese army was overtaking 
Manchuria, in 1941, Kim and his fellow soldiers were forced to move to 
a Soviet army training camp near Khabarovsk.8 Kim stayed and fought in 
the Soviet Union Army until the end of the World War II.

There is a reason this part of Kim’s life is mentioned here. These previous 
developments significantly formed the opinions and views of a young Kim 

1 North Korea is a short form of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or, in Korean, 
Choson Minjujuui Inmin Konghwaguk.

2 As the article goes to print, North Korea handed over the declaration of its nuclear pro-
gram to China. Thus the second phase of the denuclearization process was completed.

3 D. Oberdorefer The Two Koreas. A Contemporary History. (USA: Basic Books, 1997), p. 16.
4 March First Movement was the most visible display of the Korean independence move-

ments during the early period of the Japanese occupation. The name refers to an March 
1, 1919 when the core of the Korea independence movement gathered together and read 
the Korean Declaration of Independence. 

5 His father was allegedly involved in the anti-Japanese activities, however, as some au-
thors say, they were probably of little importance. 

6 At the time, Japan was about to control Manchuria. Young Kim took part in anti-Japanese 
activities and he was imprisoned. More in the very comprehensive biography of Kim Il 
Sung: D.S. Suh Kim Il Sung. The North Korean Leader. (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1988).

7 Official North Korean accounts claim that Kim Il Sung organized his first partisan group 
on April 25, 1932 and formed later on (1936) Korean People’s Revolutionary Army – ‘the 
predecessor’ of the Korean People’s Army. This information, however, was revealed not 
earlier than 1968. More in: D.S. Suh Kim Il Sung. The North Korean Leader. (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1988).

8 At this time, he got married to Kim Jong Suk who on February 16, 1942 bore him his first 
son Kim Jong Il (he was also given a Russian name Yura) as well as his second son Kim 
Pyong Il (Shura) who died, however, in the swimming accident in 1947 in Pyongyang. The 
whereabouts of his daughter born in Pyongyang are not known. His wife died in 1949.

In North Korea, every 
single aspect of citizens’ 
lives has been very 
strongly interconnected 
with their Great Leader 
(Suryong) Kim Il 
Sung and Dear Leader 
(Yongdoya) Kim Jong Il 
and their ‘teachings’.
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6 Peter Brezáni The Kim Family Saga 7

9 More on the issue in: D.S. Suh Kim Il Sung. The North Korean Leader. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1988), Part I. 

10 Read more in the one of the most complex books on North Korea: A. Buzo Partyzánska 
dynastie. Politika a vedení Severní Koreje (The Guerilla Dynasty. Politics and Leadership in 
North Korea). (Prague: BB/Art, 2003).

11 According to the agreement “in due course Korea shall become free and independent”.

12 D.S. Suh Kim Il Sung. The North Korean Leader. (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1988), p. 63.

13 Ibid, p. 73.
14 Kim Il Sung kept the position until his death in 1994.
15 Republic of Korea (South Korea) was established on August 13, 1948. Both Koreas 

claimed the jurisdiction over the entire territory of the peninsula. 
16 To illustrate the Soviet influence one could not omit that fact that the DPRK constitution 

was originally written in Russian and then translated into Korean.

and laid very firm foundations to his style of leadership. Firstly, he left his 
homeland when he was seven and grew up in a rural environment without 
any intellectual impulses and contacts with Korea whatsoever. Secondly, 
in Manchuria, Kim was involved in anti-Japanese partisan activities. These 
are important for several other reasons. They certainly won him his first 
recognition (even though he was just one out of a number of other Korean 
partisans/fighters) and were successful enough for the Japanese to put the 
price on his head. These also were the activities of which the North Koreans 
trace their revolutionary traditions, and his partisan group as well as their 
ancestors or trainees of this group have constituted the core of the political 
leadership in DPRK until now.9 Thirdly, having experienced the life of the 
guerilla fighter/soldier, he became a self-confident, determined, persistent, 
cynical as well as a suspicious person trusting only very close associates; 
a person cherishing central leadership, requiring unconditional obedience, 
discipline and demanding respect. One has to also take into consideration 
the fact that he spent most of his time within a group of people who had 
no or very basic education, in forced isolation with no contact to the 
outside world. And finally, another impressive aspect that played a crucial 
role in North Korea’s future, was the Soviet Union experience of young 
Kim where he witnessed the fast mobilization and post-revolutionary 
reconstruction.10

Usurping the Power

The surrender of Japan in Korea dates back to August 15, 1945 US troops 
entered Korea from the south and the Soviets from the north. As a matter of 
fact, the Soviets were supposed, in accordance with the Yalta Agreement, to 
accept the US idea for a five year long trusteeship for Korea11. This concept 
appeared, however, to be in contradiction with the evident goal of ‘Sovietizing’ 
the northern part of the peninsula that followed. To achieve this goal, the Soviets 
needed to select a leader. As Suh Dae-Suk says, “the choice of Kim should not 
be understood as a complicated procedure. […] The Soviet Union needed no 
Korean assistance for their objective of fighting the Japanese army. They needed 

a Korean figurehead for the ‘Sovietization’ of North Korea. […] Kim was a young 
Korean communist whom they trained, who wore their uniform of his own 
volition, and whose anti-Japanese guerilla record they knew”12. Furthermore, 
he was known as a capable and experienced young officer having no political 
background in Korea. And yet, he showed he had been able to survive under 
severe conditions (out of all other leaders of the First Route Army he was the 
only one who did not surrender and was not killed). 

Thus, on September 19, 1946 Kim Il Sung returned to North Korea, almost 
a month after the Japanese surrendered. He did not enter Korea as a nation-
wide known and respected hero, but rather like the regular member of the 
Soviet army. However, he came already as the chosen one. Even though he 
had strong Soviet support, he faced the more-or-less strong pressure of the 
other three groups operating in Korea at the time: the so-called domestic group 
(Korean communist operating during the 
Japanese occupation in Korea and Japan); the 
so-called Yenan group (operating in China) 
and the Soviet Koreans (who returned to 
Korea with the Soviet Army). But Kim Il Sung 
managed to handle this ‘awkward’ situation. 
Besides having a strong Soviet PR, the other 
factors such as the different concepts of the 
Korean future of the afore-mentioned groups, 
the division of Korea which kept most of the ‘popular’ communists in the South 
and the control of the military forces played its positive part in this process, as 
well.13

At the beginning of 1946, the Soviets formed the so-called North Korean 
Provisional People’s Committee and appointed Kim Il Sung to head it. In the 
same year, the Korean Worker’s Party was founded and although Kim did not 
initially become the chairman, he gained this position in 194914. On September 
9, 1948, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea was proclaimed.15 The 
Supreme People’s Assembly adopted a constitution16, elected Kim Il Sung 
a Prime Minister and approved the state administration. 

Impressive aspect that 
played a crucial role in 

North Korea’s future, 
was the Soviet Union 

experience of young Kim.
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8 Peter Brezáni The Kim Family Saga 9

20 The change was realized under the new constitution of 1972. Kim Il Sung previously 
served as the Prime Minister.

21 He was officially designated a successor in the 1980. More in: K.D. Oh, R.C. Hassing 
North Korea Through the Looking Glass. (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 
2000); A. Buzo Partyzánska dynastie. Politika a vedení Severní Koreje (The Guerilla Dynasty. 
Politics and Leadership in North Korea). (Prague: BB/Art, 2003); M. Breen Kim Jong Il: North 
Korea’s Dear Leader. (Singapore: John Wiley & Sons (Asia) Pte Ltd, 2004).

22 It is the position he appointed himself to in 1993 as the then Supreme Commander of the 
Korean People’s Army.

23 The first one was erected in 1949.

The Absolute ‘Ruler’

Very shortly after the aforementioned events Kim Il Sung decided to 
accomplish his goal of Korean unification. On June 25, 1950 he launched 
an attack on its southern neighbor and despite the initial success, Kim Il 
Sung’s army was pushed back to the 38th parallel and then, even further to 
the Chinese border by the US-led UN forces. The North Korean regime was 
saved by the entry of almost a million Chinese soldiers who pushed the UN 
forces back to the 38th parallel. The war stagnated there for two years and 
ended with the Korea War Armistice Agreement17 signed by the USA, China and 
North Korea.18 

As already mentioned, Kim Il Sung had faced opposition from mainly 
a group of ‘domestic communists’ and ‘Yenan group’ to his designated rule 

before the Korean War started. However, 
the war fiasco made their pressure stronger. 
As known nowadays, Kim Il Sung managed 
to crush his opponents by employing more 
‘effective’ measures and by 1958 with the 
withdrawal of Chinese forces from North 
Korea, he established himself in a central 
position of power. In other words, it took 
him only 13 years to disqualify, imprison, 
kill or just simply make his opponents 

disappear and declare his guerilla experience the only revolutionary 
tradition in Korea. 

The years that followed just confirmed the previous development. Kim 
Il Sung tirelessly eliminated his ‘opposition’ or those who showed even the 
slightest sign of any ‘dissent’. He appointed his guerilla comrades with the 
same past and similar skills to the prominent position in administration. And 
what is worse, almost no education. As Buzo says “his weaknesses (mainly his 
intellect) were far more significant than his strengths. As a result he could not 
frame effective policies to pursue economic development and modernization 
[…] nor was he able to accept advice from those who could.”19 

Notwithstanding his shortcomings he was able to establish absolute 
power and by the end of the 1960s his political position became definitely 
unshakable. At the beginning of the 1970s he became the president20, created 
new control bodies, and began the process of paving his son’s way to the top 
when young Kim was named the head of the Organization and Guidance 
Department.21 Kim Il Sung gradually let his son take the responsibility of 
domestic affairs, mostly behind the scene, while he dealt mostly with foreign 
policy issues until his death on July 8, 1994. After his father’s death, Kim 
Jong Il ruled Korea as the Chairman of the National Defense Commission22. In 
1997, he became the chairman of the Korean Workers Party. It is important to 
mention that based on the constitution revision, the position of the president 
was abolished, Kim Il Sung was named eternal president and to the position 
of the nominal head of state the chairman of the presidium of the Supreme 
People’s Assembly was named. However, there are no doubts about who is 
the real leader of the country. 

‘His Will First’ Policy

After the Korean War, Kim began the parallel process of the mass political and 
socio-economic reconstruction of North Korea and of building his personality 
cult. Kim Il Sung rewrote history by fabricating stories celebrating his alleged 
accomplishments and by making the other potential rivals and his own ‘failures’ 
vaporize from all available books. The activities of him and his guerilla comrades 
became the solely revolutionary anti-Japanese tradition in North Korea. He also 
erected statues in his own honor23 as well in honor of his relatives and named 
the only North Korean University after himself. He created of himself the picture 
of the perfect supreme human being; the only hope for North Korea’s future. 
In other words, Kim effectively took control over everything in the country’s 
development. Everything happened how and because he wanted it to.

17 The Armistice Agreement was signed in July 1953, but it had been in negotiations for near-
ly two years before. The armistice was not a permanent peace treaty between nations. 

18 More reading on Korean War: M. Hastings The Korean War. (London: Pan MAcMillan, 
Ltd, 1987); B. Catchpole The Korean War 1950-1953. (London: Constable, 2000).

19 A. Buzo Partyzánska dynastie. Politika a vedení Severní Koreje (The Guerilla Dynasty. Politics 
and Leadership in North Korea). (Prague: BB/Art, 2003).

Kim Il Sung tirelessly 
eliminated his 
‘opposition’ or those 
who showed even the 
slightest sign of any 
‘dissent’.
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20 The change was realized under the new constitution of 1972. Kim Il Sung previously 
served as the Prime Minister.

21 He was officially designated a successor in the 1980. More in: K.D. Oh, R.C. Hassing 
North Korea Through the Looking Glass. (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 
2000); A. Buzo Partyzánska dynastie. Politika a vedení Severní Koreje (The Guerilla Dynasty. 
Politics and Leadership in North Korea). (Prague: BB/Art, 2003); M. Breen Kim Jong Il: North 
Korea’s Dear Leader. (Singapore: John Wiley & Sons (Asia) Pte Ltd, 2004).

22 It is the position he appointed himself to in 1993 as the then Supreme Commander of the 
Korean People’s Army.

23 The first one was erected in 1949.

The Absolute ‘Ruler’

Very shortly after the aforementioned events Kim Il Sung decided to 
accomplish his goal of Korean unification. On June 25, 1950 he launched 
an attack on its southern neighbor and despite the initial success, Kim Il 
Sung’s army was pushed back to the 38th parallel and then, even further to 
the Chinese border by the US-led UN forces. The North Korean regime was 
saved by the entry of almost a million Chinese soldiers who pushed the UN 
forces back to the 38th parallel. The war stagnated there for two years and 
ended with the Korea War Armistice Agreement17 signed by the USA, China and 
North Korea.18 

As already mentioned, Kim Il Sung had faced opposition from mainly 
a group of ‘domestic communists’ and ‘Yenan group’ to his designated rule 

before the Korean War started. However, 
the war fiasco made their pressure stronger. 
As known nowadays, Kim Il Sung managed 
to crush his opponents by employing more 
‘effective’ measures and by 1958 with the 
withdrawal of Chinese forces from North 
Korea, he established himself in a central 
position of power. In other words, it took 
him only 13 years to disqualify, imprison, 
kill or just simply make his opponents 

disappear and declare his guerilla experience the only revolutionary 
tradition in Korea. 

The years that followed just confirmed the previous development. Kim 
Il Sung tirelessly eliminated his ‘opposition’ or those who showed even the 
slightest sign of any ‘dissent’. He appointed his guerilla comrades with the 
same past and similar skills to the prominent position in administration. And 
what is worse, almost no education. As Buzo says “his weaknesses (mainly his 
intellect) were far more significant than his strengths. As a result he could not 
frame effective policies to pursue economic development and modernization 
[…] nor was he able to accept advice from those who could.”19 

Notwithstanding his shortcomings he was able to establish absolute 
power and by the end of the 1960s his political position became definitely 
unshakable. At the beginning of the 1970s he became the president20, created 
new control bodies, and began the process of paving his son’s way to the top 
when young Kim was named the head of the Organization and Guidance 
Department.21 Kim Il Sung gradually let his son take the responsibility of 
domestic affairs, mostly behind the scene, while he dealt mostly with foreign 
policy issues until his death on July 8, 1994. After his father’s death, Kim 
Jong Il ruled Korea as the Chairman of the National Defense Commission22. In 
1997, he became the chairman of the Korean Workers Party. It is important to 
mention that based on the constitution revision, the position of the president 
was abolished, Kim Il Sung was named eternal president and to the position 
of the nominal head of state the chairman of the presidium of the Supreme 
People’s Assembly was named. However, there are no doubts about who is 
the real leader of the country. 

‘His Will First’ Policy

After the Korean War, Kim began the parallel process of the mass political and 
socio-economic reconstruction of North Korea and of building his personality 
cult. Kim Il Sung rewrote history by fabricating stories celebrating his alleged 
accomplishments and by making the other potential rivals and his own ‘failures’ 
vaporize from all available books. The activities of him and his guerilla comrades 
became the solely revolutionary anti-Japanese tradition in North Korea. He also 
erected statues in his own honor23 as well in honor of his relatives and named 
the only North Korean University after himself. He created of himself the picture 
of the perfect supreme human being; the only hope for North Korea’s future. 
In other words, Kim effectively took control over everything in the country’s 
development. Everything happened how and because he wanted it to.

17 The Armistice Agreement was signed in July 1953, but it had been in negotiations for near-
ly two years before. The armistice was not a permanent peace treaty between nations. 

18 More reading on Korean War: M. Hastings The Korean War. (London: Pan MAcMillan, 
Ltd, 1987); B. Catchpole The Korean War 1950-1953. (London: Constable, 2000).

19 A. Buzo Partyzánska dynastie. Politika a vedení Severní Koreje (The Guerilla Dynasty. Politics 
and Leadership in North Korea). (Prague: BB/Art, 2003).
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10 Peter Brezáni The Kim Family Saga 11

24 According to Suh Dae Sook, there are at least 15 speeches Kim is supposed to deliver re-
ferring to Juche in 1930s which are fabrications. They were first published in 1970s. D.S. 
Suh Kim Il Sung. The North Korean Leader. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 
p. 305.

25 The North Korea use calendar with a Juche year based on 1912 A.D., the birthdate of Kim 
Il-sung, as year 1.

26 K.D. Oh, R.C. Hassing North Korea Through the Looking Glass. (Washington, D.C.: Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2000), pp. 20-21.

27 It was developed along anti-Soviet and partly anti-Chinese lines and several times rewrit-
ten and adapted to the suitable conditions of the country.

28 The positive economic growth was marked to a large extent thanks to the substantial 
Chinese and Soviet economic assistance.

29 More in: A. Buzo The Making of Modern Korea. (London, New York: Routledge, Taylor 
& Francis Group, 2007), pp. 91-95.

30 K.D. Oh, R.C. Hassing North Korea Through the Looking Glass. (Washington, D.C.: Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2000), p. 100.

Kim’s political and ideological principals he ruled the people with became 
known as Juche. This idea is said to be developed by Kim Il Sung in the 1930s 
during his guerilla years. As a matter of fact, there does not exist any evidence 
of him promoting the idea at the time.24 In fact it was first mentioned by 
Kim Il Sung in December 1955 in his speech On Eliminating Dogmatism and 
Formalism and Establishing Juche in Ideological Work. 

The Juche concept is not easy to understand for foreigners. Juche25 means 
“subject” in English. The essence of this philosophy is man. Man is the master 
and decides everything. Masters of the revolution and the socialist construction 
are the masses of the people. They are also the motive of the revolution and the 
social construction. It means everybody is responsible for one’s own destiny. 
Man is an independent social being, and the independence is achieved 
through individual creativity: people solving their problems on their own. 

As Oh and Hasing add, the independence in 
North Korea means not individual freedom 
but a national independence that can only 
be achieved by people working together 
under the party’s guidance.26 The leader(s) 
is the sole interpreter of Juche.

The core idea of Juche is national self 
reliance and pride.27 Under the principle of 
self-reliance, Kim Il Sung developed what 
became known as the monolithic ideological 
system which was based on the universal 

application of his ideology. Juche was thus adopted as the sole guiding 
principle for all actions. This ideology became a very effective tool for the 
leader to achieve his political and military objectives and preserve his power. 
His objectives, however, traced back to his revolutionary period and posed 
a serious threat to the future socio-economic development. 

In economic policy, Kim’s lack of education, inability to manage the 
country’s everyday problems, authoritarian leadership, militarization and 
mass mobilization campaigns caused more trouble than a positive effect. Kim’s 
emphasis on fast and heavy industrialization and huge armament literally 
ate away the financial sources for further development despite the initial 
economic success28. Military-style mobilization became the most prominent 
feature of civilian working life. Militarism became the pillar of society and 
economic development. Kim Il Sung ‘taught’ his fellow citizens to fight and 
told them they were under attack. He armed North Korea to the teeth and it 
paid a high price for it. According to Adrian Buzo, from 1962, North Korea 
was placed, under the slogan Arms in one hand and hammer and sickle in the 
other!, on a permanent semi-war footing. Military expenditures rose to 30% 
and such an unprecedented shift of the resources from the civilian economy 
laid the firm foundations to the sharp economic decline of North Korea.29

Demanding Obedience and Respect

Gaining absolute power requires the leader to take measures to keep it. In 
a sense, the Kims have definitely succeeded in this matter. In the beginning, to 
avoid any diverse thoughts, the elder Kim took over the youth and education. 
He established compulsory classes of ideological education where students 
are forced to uncritically memorize the works and thoughts of both Kims 
and incorporated his name and his alleged accomplishment to each subject. 
Kim Il Sung revised history and fabricated the stories celebrating his ‘great’ 
guerilla and, as time passed by, the leadership accomplishments and qualities. 
He made the other than ‘his’ thoughts or ideas as well as his own ‘failures’ 
vaporize from all available materials. In other words, he launched an intensive 
campaign to make him, and later on, his son the objects of people’s worship. 
However, as Oh and Hassing argue “the cult is Kim’s greatest invention and 
his greatest weakness. If people believe in him as a demigod, he can exercise 
almost unquestioned authority; but if the lies [..] are revealed, Kim will be 
forced to rule entirely by coercion”30. Kim was very well aware of the latter 

Kim effectively took 
control over everything 
in the country’s 
development. Everything 
happened how and 
because he wanted it to.
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24 According to Suh Dae Sook, there are at least 15 speeches Kim is supposed to deliver re-
ferring to Juche in 1930s which are fabrications. They were first published in 1970s. D.S. 
Suh Kim Il Sung. The North Korean Leader. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 
p. 305.
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26 K.D. Oh, R.C. Hassing North Korea Through the Looking Glass. (Washington, D.C.: Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2000), pp. 20-21.

27 It was developed along anti-Soviet and partly anti-Chinese lines and several times rewrit-
ten and adapted to the suitable conditions of the country.

28 The positive economic growth was marked to a large extent thanks to the substantial 
Chinese and Soviet economic assistance.

29 More in: A. Buzo The Making of Modern Korea. (London, New York: Routledge, Taylor 
& Francis Group, 2007), pp. 91-95.

30 K.D. Oh, R.C. Hassing North Korea Through the Looking Glass. (Washington, D.C.: Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2000), p. 100.
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during his guerilla years. As a matter of fact, there does not exist any evidence 
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and decides everything. Masters of the revolution and the socialist construction 
are the masses of the people. They are also the motive of the revolution and the 
social construction. It means everybody is responsible for one’s own destiny. 
Man is an independent social being, and the independence is achieved 
through individual creativity: people solving their problems on their own. 

As Oh and Hasing add, the independence in 
North Korea means not individual freedom 
but a national independence that can only 
be achieved by people working together 
under the party’s guidance.26 The leader(s) 
is the sole interpreter of Juche.
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self-reliance, Kim Il Sung developed what 
became known as the monolithic ideological 
system which was based on the universal 

application of his ideology. Juche was thus adopted as the sole guiding 
principle for all actions. This ideology became a very effective tool for the 
leader to achieve his political and military objectives and preserve his power. 
His objectives, however, traced back to his revolutionary period and posed 
a serious threat to the future socio-economic development. 

In economic policy, Kim’s lack of education, inability to manage the 
country’s everyday problems, authoritarian leadership, militarization and 
mass mobilization campaigns caused more trouble than a positive effect. Kim’s 
emphasis on fast and heavy industrialization and huge armament literally 
ate away the financial sources for further development despite the initial 
economic success28. Military-style mobilization became the most prominent 
feature of civilian working life. Militarism became the pillar of society and 
economic development. Kim Il Sung ‘taught’ his fellow citizens to fight and 
told them they were under attack. He armed North Korea to the teeth and it 
paid a high price for it. According to Adrian Buzo, from 1962, North Korea 
was placed, under the slogan Arms in one hand and hammer and sickle in the 
other!, on a permanent semi-war footing. Military expenditures rose to 30% 
and such an unprecedented shift of the resources from the civilian economy 
laid the firm foundations to the sharp economic decline of North Korea.29

Demanding Obedience and Respect

Gaining absolute power requires the leader to take measures to keep it. In 
a sense, the Kims have definitely succeeded in this matter. In the beginning, to 
avoid any diverse thoughts, the elder Kim took over the youth and education. 
He established compulsory classes of ideological education where students 
are forced to uncritically memorize the works and thoughts of both Kims 
and incorporated his name and his alleged accomplishment to each subject. 
Kim Il Sung revised history and fabricated the stories celebrating his ‘great’ 
guerilla and, as time passed by, the leadership accomplishments and qualities. 
He made the other than ‘his’ thoughts or ideas as well as his own ‘failures’ 
vaporize from all available materials. In other words, he launched an intensive 
campaign to make him, and later on, his son the objects of people’s worship. 
However, as Oh and Hassing argue “the cult is Kim’s greatest invention and 
his greatest weakness. If people believe in him as a demigod, he can exercise 
almost unquestioned authority; but if the lies [..] are revealed, Kim will be 
forced to rule entirely by coercion”30. Kim was very well aware of the latter 
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31 J. Becker Rogue Regime. Kim Jong Il and the Looming Threat of North Korea. (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2005), p. 88.

which probably prompted him to establish very effective social control 
measures. The state as well as the party security apparatus have been keeping 
monitoring any suspicious behavior and assembling detailed files not only on 
political ‘enemies’ but everybody in the country. A person who shows a sign 
of any illegal political action or a different opinion on any aspects of the North 
Korean development is thoroughly investigated and if decided guilty, moved 
to the so-called re-education camp. A very effective tool to deter people from 
being disloyal to a regime is the so-called family purges – for one’s ‘crime’ the 
whole family, friends and close associates are punished. People have been 
under constant surveillance and were allowed to travel around North Korea 
only if permitted by respective authority. 

Kim Il Sung was very well aware of the fact that the existence of other 
opinion streams might significantly affect his leadership style. Therefore, 

in the 1950s he organized the so-called 
‘resident registration groups’ to check upon 
all residents’ background. Based on these 
loyalty surveys he, at the end of the 1950s 
relocated the ‘impure elements’ from the 
capital, major cities and border areas to 
rural areas. 31 The regular surveys resulted, 
in 1970, into the division of the entire 
population into the three main classes with 
51 sub-classes.

The Core Class consists of slightly less 
than 30% of the population. This group comprised of 12 subgroups of the 
people with the high personal profiles – mostly anti-Japenese guerilla fighters 
and their descendants, soldiers, workers, farmers etc. Above them is only the 
elite, the group of 200 000 chosen ones from the Kims’ surrounding. 

The largest class is the Wavering Group divided into 18 subgroups. It is 
composed of 50% of the population. In some sort of sense, it is North Korean 
middle-class who has a very weak chance of getting a significant position 
within the state or in the party bodies. 

Those who do not fit into Kim Il Sung’s picture of North Korea make up 
approximately 25% of the population with no chance of living a ‘standard’ 
life. The most dangerous individuals – especially those committing the most 

serious crimes such as the disloyalty to the leader or his ideology – are placed 
into the concentration camps.32 

Internationally, Kim Il Sung’s task was even more difficult. Since 
international respect is not freely given, Kim had to demand it. His nuclear 
program, which had been built with the strong support of the USSR since the 
1960s, and additional effort to develop the nuclear weapon, seemed to be the 
right key to gain respect from the international community. The first time Kim 
Il Sung proved the effectiveness of its foreign policy tool was at the beginning 
of the 1990s when he refused to permit the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) to conduct special inspections of two undeclared nuclear-related sites 
and announced the intention to withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT). After a period of high tension the US diplomacy and the death 
of Kim Il Sung helped to ease the tension and the US signed the Agreed 
Framework with North Korea promising the North Korea Light Water Reactor 
power plant, rich energy aid and normalization of US-DPRK relations. Just 
a part of the promised happened, mostly, due to the uncooperative attitude 
of the latter. About less than a decade later, the situation reappeared. While 
in the middle of the 90s everything happened at the rhetorical level, this time 
North Korea provided the international community with proof and made 
clear that it wants to be a respected nuclear power, at least on paper.

Concluding Remarks

The North Korea has reached an impasse. ‘Dear Leader’ Kim Jong Il now 
leads the highly underdeveloped country having not a pragmatic solutions to 
the problems DPRK faces. Yet, the prospects for any change are rather poor. 
The overall problem lies with the system that is not able to solve its economic 
problems by itself.

Kim Jong Il became the leader of the country in a period of very sharp 
economic decline and food shortage which occurred as a consequence of the 
series of natural disaster destroying almost 40% of the harvests and leading 
to the famine at the end of the 90s. Unlike his father, Kim Jong Il could not 
count on any heavy assistance from ‘friends’ coming in. In order to turn 
away the worst he was forced to realize at least some partial reforms while 
still preserving the basic characters of the North Korean economy – central 

Kim Il Sung divided 
entire population into 
the three main classes: 
the Core Class, the 
Wavering Class and the 
Hostile Class with 51 
sub-classes.

32 North Korea officially denies the existence of the camps. There is an estimate that at least 
200,000 people are placed there. The more on the topic in C.H. Kang The Aquariums of 
Pyongyang. Ten Years in North Korean Gulag. (London: Bookmarque Ltd, 2001); or H. Kang 
This Is Paradise. My North Korean Childhood. (London: Little Brown, 2005).
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31 J. Becker Rogue Regime. Kim Jong Il and the Looming Threat of North Korea. (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2005), p. 88.

which probably prompted him to establish very effective social control 
measures. The state as well as the party security apparatus have been keeping 
monitoring any suspicious behavior and assembling detailed files not only on 
political ‘enemies’ but everybody in the country. A person who shows a sign 
of any illegal political action or a different opinion on any aspects of the North 
Korean development is thoroughly investigated and if decided guilty, moved 
to the so-called re-education camp. A very effective tool to deter people from 
being disloyal to a regime is the so-called family purges – for one’s ‘crime’ the 
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Internationally, Kim Il Sung’s task was even more difficult. Since 
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program, which had been built with the strong support of the USSR since the 
1960s, and additional effort to develop the nuclear weapon, seemed to be the 
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in the middle of the 90s everything happened at the rhetorical level, this time 
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clear that it wants to be a respected nuclear power, at least on paper.
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The North Korea has reached an impasse. ‘Dear Leader’ Kim Jong Il now 
leads the highly underdeveloped country having not a pragmatic solutions to 
the problems DPRK faces. Yet, the prospects for any change are rather poor. 
The overall problem lies with the system that is not able to solve its economic 
problems by itself.
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control. Even though he pursued several new ‘experiments’ (establishing 
special economic and industrial zones, liberalizing prices, partial rationalizing 
of the exchange rates, partial tolerance of private agricultural enterprises etc.) 
most of them were very closely connected with the necessity to allow citizens 
to obtain the food on their own after government had cut the daily rations. 
Although some optimists say North Korea got on the right track and would 
pursue the Chinese style of reform, this is apparently not currently in the 
prospect. Such change would require complete transition of the economic 
system, which should go hand in hand with the political and, most importantly, 
ideological change, and that is currently out of question in North Korea. Kim 
Jong Il was appointed to his position based on the claim, that he is the only 

one who can successfully and effectively 
maintain the idea of Juche as a legacy of his 
late father. In other words, Kim Jong Il could 
not change/reform the economic system 
without rejecting the concept of Juche and 
thus his own legitimacy. Moreover, one has 
to bear in mind the fact that he was born 
into and grew up in this system and has not 
been exposed to any other. North Korea has 
thus found itself in the vicious circle. On 
one hand, it needs the economic reform to 
survive, but on the other hand, it could not 
reform without undermining the ideology, 
hence its very existence.33 

In this context, there is also a very low 
probability that North Korea will throw 

away its nuclear card in a foreseeable future for good as well. For the time 
being it has been played right by North Koreans and has brought results 
none of the foreign policy tools had brought before. More importantly, with 
nuclear program/weapons, DPRK can use this blackmail tool regularly. So 
why would they give up that possibility? It does not mean, however, that 
the international community should not try. The multilateral talks on North 
Korean denuclearization proved to be the most effective platform to discuss 
its nuclear issues. Additionally, it is probably the only forum which is able 

to achieve success in other fields which would make the further decline of 
North Korea impossible. 

The past 14 years of Kim Jong Il’s rule clearly showed, that a real change 
can only come with someone else, since ideology and policy of his father, Kim 
Jong Il pursuits, legitimized him in his position. Under his leadership, North 
Korea, notwithstanding the aspirations to be self-reliant, will stay one of the 
biggest trouble-makers and the largest recipients of international food and 
energy aid in the world.
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hand, it needs the 
economic reform to 
survive, but on the 
other could not reform 
without undermining the 
ideology, hence its very 
existence.

33 A. Buzo The Making of Modern Korea. (London, New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis 
Group, 2007), pp. 182.
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control. Even though he pursued several new ‘experiments’ (establishing 
special economic and industrial zones, liberalizing prices, partial rationalizing 
of the exchange rates, partial tolerance of private agricultural enterprises etc.) 
most of them were very closely connected with the necessity to allow citizens 
to obtain the food on their own after government had cut the daily rations. 
Although some optimists say North Korea got on the right track and would 
pursue the Chinese style of reform, this is apparently not currently in the 
prospect. Such change would require complete transition of the economic 
system, which should go hand in hand with the political and, most importantly, 
ideological change, and that is currently out of question in North Korea. Kim 
Jong Il was appointed to his position based on the claim, that he is the only 

one who can successfully and effectively 
maintain the idea of Juche as a legacy of his 
late father. In other words, Kim Jong Il could 
not change/reform the economic system 
without rejecting the concept of Juche and 
thus his own legitimacy. Moreover, one has 
to bear in mind the fact that he was born 
into and grew up in this system and has not 
been exposed to any other. North Korea has 
thus found itself in the vicious circle. On 
one hand, it needs the economic reform to 
survive, but on the other hand, it could not 
reform without undermining the ideology, 
hence its very existence.33 

In this context, there is also a very low 
probability that North Korea will throw 

away its nuclear card in a foreseeable future for good as well. For the time 
being it has been played right by North Koreans and has brought results 
none of the foreign policy tools had brought before. More importantly, with 
nuclear program/weapons, DPRK can use this blackmail tool regularly. So 
why would they give up that possibility? It does not mean, however, that 
the international community should not try. The multilateral talks on North 
Korean denuclearization proved to be the most effective platform to discuss 
its nuclear issues. Additionally, it is probably the only forum which is able 

to achieve success in other fields which would make the further decline of 
North Korea impossible. 

The past 14 years of Kim Jong Il’s rule clearly showed, that a real change 
can only come with someone else, since ideology and policy of his father, Kim 
Jong Il pursuits, legitimized him in his position. Under his leadership, North 
Korea, notwithstanding the aspirations to be self-reliant, will stay one of the 
biggest trouble-makers and the largest recipients of international food and 
energy aid in the world.
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