
 

 
THE SECURITY-HUMAN RIGHTS NEXUS IN NORTH KOREA
Author(s): DENNY ROY
Source: The Journal of East Asian Affairs, Vol. 11, No. 1 (Winter/Spring 1997), pp. 1-19
Published by: Institute for National Security Strategy
Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/23255750
Accessed: 27-05-2019 16:53 UTC

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide

range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

https://about.jstor.org/terms

Institute for National Security Strategy is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve
and extend access to The Journal of East Asian Affairs

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Mon, 27 May 2019 16:53:47 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 THE SECURITY-HUMAN RIGHTS NEXUS
 IN NORTH KOREA

 DENNY ROY

 Security and human rights tend to fall into separate, almost
 adversarial subfields of international politics (strategic studies and

 peace studies, respectively). The nexus between the two is thus
 rarely discussed, and hence poorly grasped. Nevertheless,
 security and human rights impact upon each other, and this nexus
 provides an enlightening approach to understanding North Korea,

 which represents a "problem" state for both strategic analysts and

 human rights activists. I will take such an approach here, arguing

 that North Korea is a highly insecure state, which largely
 accounts for its abysmal human rights situation.

 Framework for Analysis

 This article makes two important theoretical assumptions. The
 first concerns my definition of "human rights." Originally
 derived from the struggle of European peoples to protect
 themselves against abuses of power by the state, the concept of
 human rights usually employed by Western commentators is
 relatively narrow, referring to guarantees against the violation of

 civil liberties (freedoms of peaceful dissent and of religion;
 freedom from torture, and from extra-legal execution,
 incarceration, and deprivation of property, etc.). Many
 commentators in Asia and other developing countries, however,
 challenge this conception, arguing that human rights should also
 include social and economic rights such as guaranteed food,
 clothing, shelter, and medical care, and freedom from
 discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, religion or gender. While

 authoritarian governments have often used this expansion of the
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 2 THE JOURNAL OF EAST ASIAN AFFAIRS

 list of recognized human rights to justify abuses of their citizens'
 political rights, the principle itself is valid. For the purposes of
 this article, I accept this broadened version of human rights that
 includes both civil liberties and socioeconomic rights. Indeed,
 taking this approach only strengthens the central argument I will
 make about human rights in North Korea.

 The second basic theoretical assumption underlying my
 analysis is that security and human rights are positively correlated:

 a high level of security promotes the expansion and protection of
 human rights, while insecurity creates an environment in which
 human rights are more likely to be limited and abused. In
 considering the relationship between security and human rights in

 North Korea, I will distinguish between regime insecurity and
 national insecurity. Both types of insecurity undermine the
 protection of human rights, although in somewhat different ways.

 While terms such as "comprehensive security" are now in
 vogue, national security essentially refers to the protection of a
 country's people, territory or property from assault or
 expropriation by foreigners. Regime security, on the other hand,
 is the maintenance of a particular group of leaders in control of the

 national government. Although these two objectives are not the
 same, they usually overlap. Policies that promote national
 strength and prosperity usually enhance the legitimacy, and
 therefore the survivability, of the regime. Similarly, a serious

 breach of national security would open the regime to overthrow
 by foreign invaders, if not by angry domestic elements.
 Occasionally, however, the objectives of national and regime
 security come into conflict. Some governments are forced to
 choose between, on the one hand, a policy that would maintain or

 increase national security but seriously threaten regime security;
 and on the other hand, a policy that would weaken national
 security (not so seriously, however, as to create an imminent risk

 of a foreign army seizing control of the state) but allow the regime

 to stay in power. The Gulf War was an example: faced with an
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 HUMAN RIGHTS IN NORTH KOREA 3

 ultimatum by the US-led coalition, Saddam Hussein chose to
 absorb a fearful pounding rather than voluntarily retreat from
 Kuwait. In contrast, had he withdrawn, he could have contented

 himself with the loot plundered from Kuwait and kept his
 powerful armed forces intact. Saddam judged, however, that he
 would win by losing; standing up to a thrashing by his enemies
 over a matter of "principle" would increase his personal political
 prestige, while retreating without a fight would have humiliated

 him, perhaps fatally.
 Authoritarian governments have more leeway than democracies

 to trade national for regime security because they can tolerate
 higher levels of civil discontent and still remain in office. If Iraq
 was a democracy, Saddam's people might have voted him out of
 power after the wartime hardships be inflicted upon them; but
 since Iraq is a dictatorship, nothing short of massive opposition
 could overthrow Saddam. In contrast, democratic leaders are able

 to sacrifice national for regime security only if they succeed in
 keeping their voters in the dark—which is difficult because of

 another characteristic of democratic systems, a free press. If it is
 true that US President John F. Kennedy had determined before
 his assassination that US military involvement in Vietnam was a
 waste and planned to withdraw American forces after he was
 safety re-elected, this might have been such a case.

 If a country is in imminent danger of a serious military attack
 (i.e. national insecurity), the state typically claims total
 mobilization is required of all available resources for national
 defense (or offense, as the case may be). Such an emergency
 both raises rulers' fears about the negative consequences of an
 unruly public, and also gives the rulers a strong argument to take

 before the other social elites whose support they need. With the
 stakes so exceptionally high, national survival itself perhaps being
 on the line, the state has a basis for outlawing any behavior that

 may adversely affect its national power, even if only marginally.

 Free discussion of political issues may undermine national
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 4 THE JOURNAL OF EAST ASIAN AFFAIRS

 mobilization by creating doubts among the populace about the
 wisdom or desirability of the government's policies. Besides
 quelling dissent, the state may also confiscate private property,
 take direct control of citizens' work assignments and schedules,
 and limit the availability of food, shelter, consumer goods and
 health care, all in the name of maximizing the chances of victory.

 Even democratic states tend to strictly curtail the usual civil
 liberties in times of war.

 Regime insecurity tends to produce similar results, but through

 a different avenue. If the government lacks legitimacy, it must
 suppress dissent to maintain itself in office. At minimum,
 expressions of opposition to the rulers or their policies through
 the media, demonstrations or public speeches will be outlawed.
 Most insecure regimes go much further than this, of course: they

 build strong internal security forces to protect the regime and to

 search out its opponents; they imprison, torture or kill suspected

 dissidents and punish their families; and they hijack the national
 media and education systems in the cause of promoting loyalty
 toward the regime. The only practical check on such ruthless and
 narrowly self-interested behavior is accountability to the citizenry,

 which in these cases is precluded by definition.

 North Korean Insecurity

 Applying this framework to North Korea begins with an
 understanding of North Korean insecurity. North Korea has the

 reputation of an aggressive, impetuous state bent on invading and
 conquering South Korea. Yet North Korea has far more reason
 to feel militarily insecure than South Korea. The North Koreans
 have deployed greater numbers of certain kinds of weapons
 systems than the South Koreans, but in all of the key sources of
 military power, South Korea has insurmountable superiority over

 the North. The South has twice the North's population, six times

 its gross national product, and a far higher level of technological
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 HUMAN RIGHTS IN NORTH KOREA 5

 sophistication. Although South Korea devotes a much lower
 percentage of its GNP to defense, Seoul still outspends
 Pyongyang at the rate of 2 to 1. South Korea is by now strong
 enough to deny the North Koreans any reasonable chance of
 being able to conquer the peninsula. (Of course, most outside
 observers do not accept that Pyongyang is "reasonable," which
 keeps alive arguments about South Korean insecurity.)

 In addition to its own formidable defenses, Seoul can count on

 the massive military resources of the Americans, whose
 participation in any new Korean war is guaranteed by a firm
 defense treaty and a "tripwire" contingent of US ground troops
 stationed near the Demilitarized Zone. North Korea has no such

 commitment from either Russia or China. Furthermore, US and

 South Korean forces, tactics and doctrines that look patently
 defensive from this side of the DMZ appear threatening from the
 North Korean standpoint. From Syngman Rhee's statements
 about a campaign to reunify Korea to the current discussions of
 how to manage North Korea's absorption by the South,
 Pyongyang has lived in fear of an attack from the South, as
 would any state in similar circumstances.

 What outsiders commonly point to as evidence of North
 Korean aggressiveness may be equally well interpreted as
 evidence of insecurity. The large numbers of uniformed troops
 and deployed weapons systems in the North Korean military and
 the high percentage of the country's gross national product spent
 on the armed forces suggest a fear of being attacked as much as
 an intention to invade across the 38th Parallel. It may be argued
 that the secret tunnels dug under the demilitarized zone and the

 large proportion of North Korean soldiers stationed near the
 border are responses to US nuclear threats: in the event of war,
 Pyongyang's strategy is to quickly move as many of its troops as
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 6 THE JOURNAL OF EAST ASIAN AFFAIRS

 possible onto South Korean territory, where the Americans would
 be less likely to use nuclear weapons.1

 North Korea's regime insecurity is equally clear. The Kim
 government has two strong reasons to fear domestic challenges to
 its right to rule the DPRK. The first is its poor management of
 North Korean economic development. The country exhibited
 promising growth through the 1950s and 1960s, but by the 1980s
 it was clear North Korea's rigid command-style economy was
 doomed to fall further behind the more liberal economies of

 Pyongyang's neighbors. Even China, which had been a model
 for so many of Kim II Sung's programs, implemented market
 oriented reforms, which almost immediately began to yield
 positive results. Yet Pyongyang has resisted all but minimal steps
 toward economic reform of its own. The North Korean people
 could rightly charge their government with failing to take even the

 most obvious measures to improve their living standards.
 Second, the Kim regime has grossly misled its people. The

 government claims North Korea is a socialist economic "paradise"
 that puts its southern neighbor to shame, when the opposite is
 closer to the truth: North Korea is an island of stagnation in the
 world's most economically dynamic region, of which South
 Korea is one of the proudest success stories. The authorities in

 Pyongyang say Kim II Sung and to a lesser extent Kim Jong II
 are renowned around the world for their political philosophy and
 nation-building skills, when in fact North Korea is regarded in
 most places as a backward nation insignificant except for its threat

 to South Korea and the unparalleled personality cult of its
 leadership. This is not just a matter of differing points of view
 between the North Koreans and the outside world. The

 difference between what the North Korean people are told and
 what they would think if they could see the outside world for
 themselves is so dramatic that it would instantly devastate the Kim

 * Bruce Cumings, "Spring Thaw for Korea's Cold War?" Bulletin of the Atomic
 Scientists, Vol. 48, No. 3 (April 1992), p. 20.
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 HUMAN RIGHTS IN NORTH KOREA 7

 regime's legitimacy. The truth must therefore remain hidden as if
 the regime's survival depended on it.

 The Impact of Insecurity on North Korea's Human Rights

 The human rights situation in North Korea is grim to say the
 least. The contrast with capitalist cousin South Korea is dramatic
 and instructive. While the authorities in various governments in
 Seoul have perpetrated many human rights abuses of their own,
 postwar South Korea has always seen a lively contest between
 state and society, and the extension and protection of many
 human rights have increased as the political system has
 democratized (paralleling, significantly, greater national and
 regime security). No such contest exists in North Korea, where
 all institutions, all forms of social organization, and most
 organized activities in general are harnessed to serving the Kim
 regime. Inevitably, human rights get in the way of this totalitarian

 project, and are consequently crushed.

 Rather than attempting to justify or contextualize apparent
 human rights abuses, as many other governments have done,
 Pyongyang has denied that human rights abuses take place in
 North Korea, another example in a pattern of misunderstanding
 world opinion. In response to a damning report on human rights
 in North Korea published in 1988 by Asia Watch, Pak Gil Yon,
 head of Pyongyang's permanent observer mission to the United
 Nations, responded that '"violations of human rights' do not take

 place and are unthinkable" in North Korea.2 North Korea has
 resisted attempts by the United Nations and Amnesty International

 to investigate its protection of human rights. Pyongyang is a
 signatory to the International Covenant on Civil and Political
 Rights (ICCPR), but has refused to submit the reports required as
 part of its ICCPR membership.

 2 Lee Tae Yon, "Human Rights Violations in the Democratic People's Republic of
 (North) Korea," East Asian Review, Vol. 5, No. 4 (Winter 1993), p. 66.
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 8 THE JOURNAL OF EAST ASIAN AFFAIRS

 The impact of regime and national insecurity is visible in the
 status of both political and socioeconomic rights in North Korea.

 Civil Liberties

 Kim II Sung and his inner circle of trusted comrades were
 veterans of the anti-Japanese guerrilla war in Manchuria. To
 become the Great Leader, Kim had to triumph over several rival
 factions: a domestic faction of Communists who stayed in Korea
 during the Japanese occupation, a pro-Soviet faction with ties to

 the USSR, and a pro-Chinese faction with ties to China. Kim
 accomplished this within about a decade, then sought to
 consolidate his position, partly by building a personality cult that
 all but deifies him, and partly by maintaining a ruthless and
 efficient internal security apparatus designed to nip dissent in the
 bud. Suppression of political rights, which his potential
 opponents might otherwise have used against him, became a
 foundation of the Kim II Sung regime, and remains so today for
 Kim Jong II.

 Like its former mentor the Soviet Union, North Korea is
 highly secretive about its internal problems. If official North
 Korean sources are to be believed, opposition to the government
 does not exist. What little information is available provides
 grounds for believing that execution and imprisonment for
 political purposes is commonplace in North Korea. The number
 of such victims is unknown, but probably extends at least into the

 tens of thousands, and 100,000 is often ventured as a working
 estimate.3

 Some observers have also estimated that the Kim regime
 maintains at least 12 prison camps throughout the country to

 3 Other estimates, especially those published in Seoul, tend to use a higher figure,
 up to 200,000. See, for example. The Human Rights Situation in North Korea:
 The Reality of a Self-styled Paradise (Seoul: Institute for South-North Korean
 Studies, 1992); and Choi Sung-Chul, ed., Human Rights in North Korea (Seoul:
 Center for the Advancement of North Korean Human Rights, 1995).
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 administer the large number of political prisoners. (Attempting to
 rebut these reports, the North Korean government told Amnesty
 International in 1991 that there were only about one thousand
 such prisoners and three such camps.4) Defectors have described
 conditions in these "detention centers" as brutal. Prisoners are

 reportedly given insufficient food, little clothing, and no medical
 care. Inmates who violate rules may spend weeks in tiny
 "punishment cells," in which the prisoner is unable to stand up or
 lie down.5

 The North Korean constitution guarantees its citizens the
 political liberties commonly codified in democratic countries: a
 free press, free and fair elections, freedom of speech, petition,
 assembly and religion, and guarantees against arbitrary arrest and
 searches. In practice, implementing these guarantees is the
 perquisite of the ultimate recognized state authority, the Korean
 Workers' Party (KWP), which is in turn controlled by the
 paramount leader. The result is a virtual absence of civil and
 political rights. The press is under strict government control, and

 all media present the same message: extreme praise for the Kim
 regime and its policies and condemnation of its enemies. Travel
 and access to outside information by ordinary citizens are
 restricted. North Korean radios, for example, are built to receive
 only local stations. The North Korean judiciary and legislature
 are wholly controlled political tools of the KWP. The North's
 elections are patently meaningless: the government consistently
 claims incredibly high (up to 100 percent) voter turnout, and
 voting for the proposed slate of KWP candidates is invariably
 "unanimous."

 Criticism and dissent are forbidden on pain of severe
 punishment. Essentially, any act considered by the authorities to

 be a threat or challenge to the party, its leaders, its policies, or its

 4 Amnesty International, "North Korea: Summary'of Amnesty International's
 Concerns," ASA 24/03/93, October 1993, p. 1.
 ^ Amnesty International, p. 11.
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 10 THE JOURNAL OF EAST ASIAN AFFAIRS

 ideology is illegal. Imprisonment for purely political and
 nonviolent offenses is commonplace. Family members of North
 Koreans who defect may be locked up as a reprisal. People have
 reportedly been imprisoned even for unintentional acts suggesting

 disrespect for Kim II Sung, such as stepping on or tearing a
 photograph of the Great Leader printed in a newspaper or on a
 postage stamp. Penalties for such political offenses include
 imprisonment with hard labor and forfeiture of political
 privileges. Extraction of confessions through torture appears to
 be standard procedure.

 North Korean law provides for the death penalty, by shooting
 or hanging, for murder and for serious political crimes against the

 state, such as treason, conspiracy to overthrow the government,
 or sabotage. Executions are often public, and some are
 apparently summary. A 1993 letter to Amnesty International from

 a North Korean government official mentions an accused
 murderer who was executed "at the request of the crowd."6 The
 government claims the death penalty is rare; reports from
 defectors and other observers suggest executions are frequent.

 In line with conventional Marxist ideology, North Korean
 officialdom severely criticizes religion (except, of course, for
 Kimilsungism, which has effectively been the state religion, and

 remains so even after the elder Kim's death). Presumably, North
 Koreans who attempt to maintain their practice of mainstream
 religions such as Buddhism and Christianity (which established a
 significant presence in the North before the Communist takeover)

 are persecuted. The government allows a few Christian and
 Buddhist houses of worship to remain in operation, apparently as
 showpieces to substantiate the claim of religious freedom.

 ^ Letter from the Permanent Representative of the Democratic People's Republic
 of Korea in the United Nations to Amnesty International, p. 2, in appendix,
 Amnesty International, North Korea: Government Replies to Amnesty
 International Report
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 HUMAN RIGHTS IN NORTH KOREA 11

 The systematic suppression of human rights, including the
 surveillance, investigation, and punishment of dissidents, has
 high costs for a regime in the form of both economic expense and
 the creation of ill-will among the populace. Pyongyang enjoys
 little benefit from this campaign except to ward off perceived
 security threats. As discussed earlier, either national or regime
 insecurity could account for strong efforts by a government to
 crush dissent; which type of insecurity seems to motivate
 Pyongyang's behavior? The best answer is that both motives
 have become fused together, because the Kim government, like

 other authoritarian, one-party states, argues that the survival of
 the regime is vital to the survival of the nation. North Korea's
 version of history has it that Kim II Sung was the key figure in
 the country's reconstruction, and that only Kim Jong II could
 maintain his father's phenomenally successful record of
 leadership. The clear implication, of course, is that North Korea
 would be ruined if anyone else took power. Thus, what is good
 for Kim II Sung or Kim Jong II is good for the country, and
 criticism of the leadership indicates a lack of patriotism.
 Ironically, unlike many other claims of North Korean
 officialdom, there is much truth in this one: the demise of the

 regime would almost surely spell the extinction of North Korea as
 a distinct country, which could not be as believably claimed of
 Chinese Communist Party rule in China or Fidel Castro's rule in
 Cuba.

 Socioeconomic Rights

 Many authoritarian states have used their claimed success in

 improving their people's overall social and economic living
 standards as a justification for failing to offer a full range of civil

 liberties, arguing that too much political liberalization can
 undermine a country's economic development, and that in any
 case most of their inhabitants are more concerned about securing
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 12 THE JOURNAL OF EAST ASIAN AFFAIRS

 adequate food and shelter than acquiring the right to read
 newspapers that criticize their government. Some observers
 therefore accept the assertion that a strong performance in the
 protection of socioeconomic rights can compensate for a less
 than-perfect record in upholding civil and political rights. In the
 case of North Korea, however, the lack of political rights is
 complemented by rather poor social and economic conditions,
 many of which can be traced to government policies stemming
 from regime insecurity.

 North Korea's constitution promises the "material well-being"
 of its citizens. The government therefore guarantees each citizen

 food, housing, clothing, basic education, employment, and health
 care. The spirit of these guarantees, however, is violated by the
 practice of linking the realization of these benefits to the political
 reliability of individuals and families, a policy that obviously
 grows out of the regime's perception of its own illegitimacy. The
 North Korean government has made a considerable effort to
 research and record the family and social background of its
 citizens. Based on this information and on current political
 dossiers, the government has established a kind of political caste
 system that separates the population into three general categories:
 the core class (loyal citizens), the wavering class (citizens whose
 commitment to the regime is suspect), and the hostile class
 (people with a record of opposition to the government or
 descendants of class enemies such as Western-trained

 intellectuals, collaborators with the Japanese, Christians,
 landowners, industrialists, and so forth). Members of the latter

 group, which make up as much as 20 percent of the national
 population, are given the most difficult and undesirable jobs.
 These general categories are further divided into 51 subcategories.

 A person's ranking determines not only employment but access to
 a host of other goods and services affecting the quality of life,
 including education, housing, food, medical care, electricity, and
 consumer goods. Because of the party's pervasive control over
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 North Korean society, a person's occupation and compensation
 are essentially political decisions made by local party
 representatives; "loyal" citizens have better opportunities for
 desirable work and promotion. Any semblance of labor
 organization outside party auspices is, of course, impossible, and
 workers who complain openly about working conditions or
 mistreatment by the authorities risk imprisonment and
 "reeducation."

 It is also inescapable that Kim II Sung's economic
 development policies have proven a massive failure, undermining
 the project of building a "socialist paradise." The Japanese
 occupation that ended in 1945 left the North more industrialized

 than the South (the South having been envisioned as the
 agricultural heart of the peninsula), and in the first two postwar
 decades, North Korean economic development outstripped that of
 South Korea. One observer with a sense of irony recently noted
 that in 1962, a confident Kim II Sung promised that his people
 would soon "eat white rice with meat, wear silk clothes and live

 in well-heated tile-roofed homes"; 30 years later, the momentum
 of North Korean economic growth having long since died away,
 Kim made exactly the same promise in his 1992 New Year's
 address.7 Located in the heart of the world's most economically
 dynamic region, North Korea has posted negative economic
 growth in the last few years. Its factories reportedly operate at
 only 30 to 40 percent of their full capacity. Reports of starvation
 and food riots in the countryside cannot be confirmed, but the

 prevalence of rationing and government-sponsored campaigns
 encouraging the population to eat less attest that food has not been

 plentiful in the last few years, even before the crop destruction
 caused by the massive flooding of 1996.

 Although the North Korean political system professes a
 devotion to serving the workers, these workers' lives are

 ^ Kim Hakjoon, "On the Nature of the North Korean State," Korea and World
 Affairs, Vol. 19, No. 4 (Winter 1994), p. 697.
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 generally bleak and arduous. Laborers are constantly hectored by
 government campaigns designed to generate greater productivity:

 diggers, for example, are required to hoist one thousand
 shovelfulls of dirt before taking a rest; soup is eliminated from
 meals for female factory workers to reduce work time lost on
 visits to the rest room; and so on. While the constitution

 guarantees the right to "rest," North Korean workers have
 precious little leisure time. Workdays are long, and workers are
 required to attend indoctrination sessions most evenings after
 dinner. These sessions consist inevitably of reading and
 discussing the works of Kim II Sung and his son. Those who
 fail to show up for these meetings risk a drop in their political
 ranking and consequent loss of privileges. The state provides
 some entertainment for the masses, such as television programs,

 movies, and theater, all of it designed to reinforce party ideology

 and policies. The cultural life of North Koreans is drab, the rich
 tradition of Korean literature and the arts the rest of the world has

 to offer having been shut out for most people so their minds may
 be filled with the mediocre philosophy of Kimilsungism.

 Some human rights abuses committed by North Korean
 officials appear to have economic motivations. While they
 involve unjustifiable deprivations of liberty or violations of the
 person, common punishments for political offenses, they also
 provide insight into the regime's attitude toward upholding the
 rights of the worker.

 Many unfortunate North Korean convicts have become part of

 a large pool of virtual slave labor, placed at work sites where they
 do tough jobs such as mining and logging and endure harsh living
 conditions. Here, too, reports indicate that overwork, torture,
 disease, and malnutrition are common, often causing deaths
 among inmates. Many ethnic Koreans in Japan have complained
 that some of their relatives, lured by Pyongyang's propaganda,
 emigrated to North Korea, only to be executed as "spies" or
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 HUMAN RIGHTS IN NORTH KOREA 15

 imprisoned to extort money from family members overseas.8
 Relatives no longer receive letters or other correspondence from a
 large number of the nearly two thousand Japanese women who
 married Korean residents in Japan and then, beginning in the
 1960s, emigrated to North Korea. Practices such as these
 suggest that in a cynical system where massive cruelty and
 callousness have become commonplace, alleged political offenses
 may serve as an excuse for economic exploitation.

 In fairness, it must be noted that although economic
 mismanagement undermines the state's ability to provide for the
 basic well-being of its people, it does not necessarily constitute a

 violation of human rights. The Kim regime may have made
 honest mistakes arising from its values and perceptions. Like
 other authoritarians in Asia, the Kims have evidently worried that

 political liberalization will corrupt and weaken their society9—this

 is the common argument of authoritarian states that democracy
 causes civil disorder, drug abuse, homelessness, and violent
 crime. The regime also claims to prize juche (self-reliance),
 which would steer it away from the strong links with international

 capitalism that have promoted rapid economic growth in South
 Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and China.

 If anything positive can be said for Kim II Sung and Kim Jong
 II, it is that they have protected their people from the ugly side
 effects of capitalist prosperity, such as the materialism and
 conspicuous consumption that are now prevalent among wealthy
 East Asians. But it is fair to blame the North Korean regime to
 the extent that economic progress has been sacrificed to maintain

 the legitimacy of Kim II Sung and Kim Jong IPs rule. Despite the
 example set by its neighbors and firm advice given by its Chinese

 patrons, Pyongyang has resisted meaningful economic

 ® "Koreans Tell of Rights Abuses by Pyongyang," Bangkok Post, November 11,
 1993, p. 10.
 9 Ed Vulliamy, "Deadly Games with a Secret Foe," The Observer (London), June
 12, 1994, p. 15.
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 16 THE JOURNAL OF EAST ASIAN AFFAIRS

 liberalization, presumably because the regime fears that free
 market reforms and greater economic contact with the outside
 world will reveal to North Koreans what the rest of the world

 knows already: that the Kim dynasty's greatness is a myth, and
 that their strategies have retarded rather than accelerated national
 development.

 Conclusions: North Korea, Security and Human Rights

 North Korea has utterly failed to uphold even the most basic
 civil/political rights, and its record on socioeconomic rights is also

 poor. Moreover, it appears that this situation is unlikely to
 improve without a change of leadership, as the protection of
 human rights seems inherently incompatible with the Kim regime.

 Allowing North Koreans political and civil rights and
 implementing the reforms that would stimulate healthy economic

 development and increased living standards would almost
 certainly occasion the death of the regime, and no government can
 be expected to voluntarily throw itself out of power.

 As we have seen, both national and regime insecurity work to

 the detriment of human rights. The military threat posed by South

 Korea and the United States keeps North Korea on a permanent
 war footing. The greater goal of creating an environment in
 which individuals can live meaningful and happy lives is lost as
 the state focuses on the more immediate goal of total mobilization

 of resources for the direct or indirect strengthening of national
 defense. Similarly, the measures Kim II Sung took to consolidate
 his personal power and prestige leave no room whatsoever for
 dissent, and require Kim Jong II to keep riding the tiger of his
 father's personality cult.

 North Korea's experience demonstrates that ultimately, regime
 insecurity leads to human or individual insecurity, as is reflected

 in the fact that throughout world history many more people have

 been killed by their own governments than by foreign
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 governments. A government that is illegitimate or at least lacking
 in confidence that its people will support it of their own accord is
 prone to engage in human rights abuses to maintain its survival.
 Since protecting the well-being of the populace is the most
 important aspect of national security, it may also be said that to a
 great degree regime insecurity causes national insecurity.

 The only hope of long-term survival for the Kim Jong II
 regime would seem to be the "soft authoritarian" model
 exemplified in Asia by China and some of the ASEAN states.
 Many or even most of the citizens of these countries accept the
 state's argument that a restriction of civil liberties is the price of

 continued prosperity. To keep its part of the bargain, however,
 the state must "deliver the goods" economically, a task
 Pyongyang finds increasingly difficult, especially with flood
 damage threatening to leave many North Koreans lacking such
 basics as food and shelter. While political liberalization would
 almost certainly sweep away both the regime and the state, Kim
 Jong II's government might endure if it introduced gradual
 economic liberalization, in which it has recently showed some
 interest, combined with continued authoritarian rule. Even in this

 there are dangers for a totalitarian regime, and managing a
 loosening of the North Korean economy would require all the
 political skills Kim and his advisors could muster.

 This having been said, analysts should not underestimate the
 regime's ability to weather domestic discontent, perhaps into the
 next century. The system is built to preclude any effective
 opposition from the grass-roots level. As one recent foreign
 visitor observed, "As long as the elite gets their food and the army

 holds together, people can be hungry and that won't make much

 difference. It's a primitive, bare-bones society."10

 What about the impact of North Korea's human rights situation

 on international security? While the effects are oblique, North

 '0 Nayan, "Vital Signs," Far Eastern Economic Review, March 14, 1996, p. 16.
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 Korea's poor performance tends to increase real and potential
 regional tensions; conversely, a better performance would likely
 defuse these tensions.

 The lack of socioeconomic rights in North Korea,
 synonymous with the government's resistance to economic
 reform, threatens to create a massive outflow of North Korean

 economic refugees. It is increasingly recognized, especially in the
 Asia-Pacific region, that large numbers of refugees crossing
 international borders may constitute a source of interstate tension.

 Conversely, greater protection of human rights in North Korea

 would reduce the country's political and cultural (and perhaps,
 indirectly, economic) gap with South Korea, which is relatively
 advanced in this area. Any such measure is welcome, as this
 increases the possibility of the peaceful reunification of the two

 Korean states and helps reduce the chances of a final military
 clash by facilitating mutual respect, understanding and sympathy.

 A state that granted its citizens full political rights would
 necessarily give them input into important policy decisions. Such
 a state would come under the auspices of the "peace among
 democracies" argument: democratic polities rarely, if ever, go to
 war against each other, which explains the peaceful relations
 among postwar North America, Western Europe, Japan,
 Australian and New Zealand. According to this view, if the
 people of North Korea lived under a democratic political system,
 the severe political tensions between North Korea on the one hand

 and South Korea, the United States and Japan on the other hand

 would disappear even if North Korea remained an independent
 country. Thus, the full extension and protection of human rights

 in North Korea would effectively douse one of the world's most
 dangerous potential military flashpoints.

 Expanding human rights in North Korea would also entail
 economic reform, which would increase the economic ties
 between North Koreans and the outside world. This in turn

 would have the potential to promote peace, creating
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 HUMAN RIGHTS IN NORTH KOREA 19

 unprecedented economic growth and mutual vulnerabilities that
 together might preclude any incentive for armed conflict.

 South Korea's relative openness has tended to draw attention
 to human rights abuses away from the secretive North. This is
 somewhat unfair, because North Korea's human rights situation
 is almost certainly far worse than South Korea's has ever been.

 The South Korean political system has proved capable of
 redressing its own injustices. Unfortunately, North Korea's has
 not. For North Koreans, it appears that a complete reckoning,
 and deliverance for the surviving victims of the vindictive state,
 must await the collapse of the Kim Jong II regime.
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