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Overview
The threats that North Korea presents to the outside 
world are inextricably linked to its domestic situation. 
The contradictions in the nation’s political and economic 
structures and the regime’s overriding goal of self-preser-
vation restrict its ability to grapple with internal economic 
pressures and a towering imbalance with South Korea in 
most areas of endeavour. Pyongyang’s refl exive milita-
ristic response is unlikely to change as the nation faces the 
uncertainties of leadership change. Power in North Korea 
has been monopolised by the family of its fi rst leader,  Kim 
Il-sung (who died in 1994, but is still revered as the ‘Eternal 
Leader’). And as the fi rst ostensibly socialist state to adopt 
hereditary rule, the regime has overlaid ‘communist’ prin-
ciples with its own ideologies extolling self-reliance and 
the role of the military to help maintain its grip on power. 

After decades of mismanagement and resource misal-
location, North Korea’s economy lies in near ruin. With 
political control and regime protection being its overriding 
concerns, the leadership has been unwilling to undertake 
the bold structural reforms and transparency measures 
necessary to resuscitate the economy, or to give up its 
nuclear-weapons programme in exchange for the foreign 
assistance and trade that could rescue the nation from its 
poverty. Yet the collapse of the public food distribution 
system in the mid-1990s, the growth of private markets 
and increased knowledge of the outside world have led 
North Korean society to start fracturing. 

When  Kim Jong-il suff ered a stroke in summer 2008, 
it gave rise to considerable speculation that he might not 
be healthy enough to continue to govern or safeguard 
his family’s authority. Although he recovered enough to 
resume public activities in a matt er of months, Kim accel-
erated the process of power transfer to his youngest son, 
  Kim Jong-un. The succession so far appears to be going 
smoothly. However, in almost all respects, the external 
and internal conditions are less favourable for this second-
generation succession than for the fi rst dynastic transfer. 
This could make North Korea an even more dangerous 
nation, more inclined to engage in further military provo-

cations, to cling to its weapons of mass destruction and to 
off er them for sale to any would-be buyer. 

Birth of a dynasty
In September 1945, following the  Japanese surrender at 
the end of  World War Two and the subsequent  Soviet 
occupation of the northern half of the Korean Peninsula, 
ex-guerrilla  Kim Il-sung was installed by the  USSR as head 
of the  Provisional People’s Committ ee in  Pyongyang. He 
was just 33 years old and had spent almost two decades 
outside Korea. Nonetheless, upon the proclamation of 
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) on 
9 September 1948, Kim emerged as its premier. The next 
year he became the fi rst chairman of the  Workers’ Party of 
Korea ( WPK), when it was established through the merger 
of communist parties in the North and South.

From the 1960s  Kim Il-sung began to construct a 
dynasty. At fi rst his brother  Kim Yong-ju was seen as 
his successor, but he was outmanoeuvred by the lead-
er’s eldest son. That son,  Kim Jong-il, was groomed for 
the succession over almost three decades. He began his 
formal involvement in party activities after his graduation 
from college in 1964, working in the  WPK      departments 
of Propaganda and Agitation and of Organization and 
Guidance. Designated as a probable successor in 1974, he 
was not offi  cially announced as his father’s political heir 
until the sixth  WPK congress in 1980, when he took senior 
posts in the Party  Central Committ ee, the  Politburo and 
the Party Central Military Commission. Around this time 
he also assumed the title ‘Dear Leader’. 

But North Korea had become so militarised that 
power in the party did not suffi  ce. Despite having no 
known military experience,  Kim Jong-il was appointed as 
Supreme Commander of the  Korean People’s Army ( KPA) 
in December 1991. After three years as vice-chairman, 
he was promoted in 1993 to chairman of the National 
Defence Commission ( NDC): a body itself elevated to 
become the DPRK’s highest executive organ, outranking 
the civilian cabinet. Even with all this preparation, there 
was an odd three-year hiatus in normal political routines 
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after  Kim Il-sung died in 1994 – offi  cially called a period 
of mourning – which suggests that  Kim Jong-il may have 
faced resistance en route to the leadership. Not until 
1998 did he offi  cially complete the power transfer by re-
appointing himself as  NDC chairman and amending the 
Constitution to declare this position to be the highest post 
of the state.1

 Kim Jong-il was fortunate to enjoy a long political 
apprenticeship under his father’s tutelage, gaining both 
experience and increasingly exposure over three decades, 
expanding his power incrementally. His rise, however, 
was not due solely to his father’s support.  Kim Jong-il 
also proved that he had leadership ability by building a 
power base, establishing a personality cult for his father 
and creating his own ideological imprint.

Ideology
North Korea was born as a communist state, with a 
command economy under a Stalinist dictatorship. Yet 
 Kim Il-sung quickly sought to cast his nation as something 
diff erent. Beginning in the 1950s, but especially from the 
1970s and 1980s, juche was promulgated as the national 
ideology. Literally meaning ‘main body’ and connoting 
autonomy and independence, the word is usually trans-
lated as ‘self-reliance’; it is supposedly the guiding 
principle for thought, politics, the economy and the mili-
tary. Such an elusive concept has served several functions. 
Already by the 1960s, North Korea had begun to leave the 
ideological embrace of the  Soviet Union and  China, and 
juche initially was a way to diff erentiate Kim’s commu-
nist state from other forms of  Marxism–Leninism and to 
protect against outside infl uence. Later, as the fi rst heredi-

tary political succession proceeded,  Kim Jong-il started to 
monopolise the authority for interpreting the concept. In 
the 1970s and 1980s he used it as an instrument to burnish 
the personality cult of his father and thereby consolidate 
his power as designated successor. Entering the 1990s, 
the regime began to rely on the juche ideology to defend 
its brand of socialism in light of the collapse of commu-
nist countries in  Eastern Europe and the domestic food 
shortage that entailed. Fearing their own downfall, North 
Korean leaders stressed the importance of revolutionary 
spirit rather than material interests and living conditions.2 

Against the backdrop of internal and external chal-
lenges following the death of  Kim Il-sung in 1994, a new 
ideological construct emerged: songun, meaning ‘military 
fi rst’. It cedes priority to the military, under the slogan of 
‘guns give birth to power’. North Korea claims the term 
‘songun politics’ originated in a visit by  Kim Jong-il to a 
military post in 1995, but the phrase did not appear in 
print until 1998.3 ‘Songun politics’ is used interchange-
ably with ‘songun ideology’. Yet the songun ideology has 
not been articulated in any systematic way. An extraordi-
nary heresy in  Marxist terms, it maintains that the armed 
forces, rather than the proletariat, assume the leading role 
in socialist economic development and the supposedly 
ongoing socialist revolution.4 In the famine conditions that 
emerged in the mid-1990s, economic reforms were desper-
ately needed, but keeping political control was more 
important to the regime. Songun ideology provided the 
justifi cation for giving the military priority over limited 
resources and emphasising the development of military 
industries rather than consumer goods. 

Juche and songun remain intertwined in the ruling 
ideology. A revision of the Constitution in 2009 speci-
fi es both ideologies as guiding principles (Article 3). 
Communism is no longer mentioned, although the DPRK 
is still characterised at the outset as a ‘socialist’ and ‘revo-
lutionary’ state (Articles 1 and 2, respectively). 5 The social 
importance of ideology has been receding, as the North 
Korean people focus more on material concerns.6 Yet  Kim 
Jong-il has clung to the concepts of juche and songun to 
preserve social cohesion during the power transition. 
For the leadership, these concepts also provide an ideo-
logical path to the vision of a ‘strong and prosperous 
great nation’ (kangsong taeguk) that  Kim Jong-il began to 
espouse in 1999. In 2008, North Korea proclaimed its goal 
was to achieve such status by 2012, the centenary of  Kim 
Il-sung’s birth; all national projects have been timed, on 
paper at least, to meet this objective. 

Since eff ectively inventing songun,  Kim Jong-il has 
used it as an instrument to achieve several overarching 
political objectives. Firstly, songun politics is a political 
symbol aimed at enhancing the North Korean people’s 

Father and son,  Kim Il-sung (centre) and  Kim Jong-il (left) oversee 
preparations for the 6th Rally of the  Workers’ Party of Korea in 
October 1980.  Kim Il-sung was grooming  Kim Jong-il as his heir over 
three decades
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loyalty to their leader and their social cohesion. Secondly, 
it has been used to maintain tight control over the military, 
by employing incentives and punishments. Thirdly, it is 
associated with crisis management: broadening the role of 
the military to encompass politics, ideology, the economy, 
society and even diplomacy. Fourthly, it is deemed essen-
tial to the goal of constructing a strong, prosperous and 
great nation. Above all, songun politics has been Kim’s 
means of perpetuating the survival of his regime.

Songun politics: military and economic aspects 
Songun politics is also responsible for military build-up, 
force restructuring and sporadic military provocations. 
North Korea has continued to strengthen the role of the 
 NDC, which since 1992 has exercised direct control over 
the Ministry of People’s Armed Forces ( MPAF). Senior 
offi  cer promotions overseen by  Kim Jong-il play an incen-
tivising role in the military. Kim has also consolidated a 
dual command structure that includes both political and 
military channels.7 The political channel is directed by the 
party, the military channel by the  NDC. It is apparent that 
Kim has carefully used the military for political survival, 
both by giving incentives to key actors and tightening 
control over it. 

North Korea has continued to make eff orts to build 
up both conventional and strategic military capabilities 
with special focus on asymmetric capabilities, particularly 
nuclear and missile programmes and Special Operations 
Forces. By intensifying military tensions on the peninsula, 
provocations by North Korean forces serve as a self-justifi -
cation for the nuclear-weapons programme and for songun 
politics. The 26 March 2010 torpedo att ack on the Cheonan 
corvett e and the 23 November 2010 bombardment of 
 Yeonpyeong Island can be seen in this context.8 Without 
the military emphasis of songun politics, such att acks are 
less likely to have been authorised.

Songun politics has also aff ected the economic perfor-
mance of North Korea and its social unity. The basic 
guidelines of economic policy were skewed by the 
emphasis placed on the defence industry in the songun era. 
But to what extent this occurred is not entirely clear. The 

principle of putt ing the national defence industry fi rst has 
an element of rhetoric. It is more accurate to say that the 
songun ideology is but one of the factors that contributed 
to continued prioritisation of the heavy defence industry 
in the face of a faltering economy. Even prior to declaring 
songun politics, North Korea was putt ing the defence 
industry fi rst in terms of economic priorities, although 
not without internal debate over the need for economic 
reform.9 

Refl ecting the preferential treatment accorded to 
defence in terms of resources allocation, the military 
sector excluding the nuclear programme has accounted 
for 22–24% of GNP (based on purchasing power parity) 
the past few years. See Table 1. 10 The  KPA has also been 
mobilised in a myriad of economic activities, including 
the construction of infrastructure, manufacturing, coal 
mining, farming, tree planting and quarrying.

In the face of economic hardships, societal fi ssures 
and potential diffi  culties over the dynastic succession, 
 Kim Jong-il has not given up on songun politics. Rather, 
it would appear that he is determined to cope with these 
various diffi  culties by taking advantage of the elevated 
political status and expanded role of the  KPA. Hoping 
for a smooth transfer of power,  Kim Jong-il does not want 
to allow any changes which may disrupt the existing 
balance of interests among power elites. Even as it distorts 
domestic politics, the economy, and society in general, the 
military continues to play a crucial role in ensuring the 
survival of the Kim dynasty. 

Institutional power balance 
The country’s political structure is often opaque and 
confusing to outsiders. The infl uence of the reigning 
 Workers’ Party of Korea ( WPK) has waxed and waned 
vis-à-vis that of the powerful armed forces. The party 
fl ourished under  Kim Il-sung. But Kim’s unique brand of 
politics elevated the status of the military, reinforcing its 
political and ideological roles. And as the military gained 
in relative political power, the role of the party dimin-
ished. This does not mean that the  WPK became irrelevant. 
The party Secretariat continued to exert power and infl u-

Table 1: Estimate of North Korea’s real military expenditures (2004–2008) 
Unit: billion USD, ppp (purchasing power parity) exchange rate (2008)

Year 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Gross national 
income*

27.2 31.5 32.9 34.9 36.9

Military 
spending**

6.65 7.35 7.66 8.013 8.213

% 24.4 23.3 23.3 23.0 22.3

*Estimated net material product.
** exclusive of spending on nuclear-weapons development.
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ence. Under the constitution, nominally all activities of the 
nation are conducted under the leadership of the party. 
This includes the military: the  WPK is supposed to exert 
command and control over the  KPA mainly through the 
Department of  Organization and Guidance and through 
its Central Military Commission ( CMC). And yet much 
of the party’s formal structure seemed to go into a long 
hibernation until recently. There still has been no full  WPK 
Congress since the sixth in 1980, and a delegates’ confer-
ence convened on 28 September 2010 was the fi rst since 
1966. The  Central Committ ee is also not thought to have 
met between 1994 and September 2010. While promotions 
in the military were announced regularly, this was not the 
case with the  Politburo. 

There are several possible explanations for all of this. 
 Kim Jong-il may have felt it more important to cultivate 
the military, if needs be, at the expense of the party. He 
also faced an immediate emergency when the famine coin-
cided with the aftermath of the Supreme Leader’s death 
in 1994. Such exceptional times might have demanded 
unusual methods. However, the persistence of such polit-
ical irregularity long after the famine suggests that  Kim 
Jong-il, by all accounts a keen micro-manager, simply took 
absolutism to its logical conclusion and found it tiresome 
to go through the motions, or the party. He seems to have 
preferred to be at the central hub of a web of institutions 
all of which ultimately reported directly to him.

Not until the September 2010 delegates’ conference 
was the party hierarchy normalised somewhat, as it had 
to be to formally launch   Kim Jong-un’s succession (see 
later section for more detail). At last the party once again 
has a full  Central Committ ee, with 124 members and 105 

alternates, as well as a new  Politburo (17 members, 15 
alternates) topped by a fi ve-person  Politburo Presidium.11 

 Kim Jong-il may have wanted to reanimate the party 
so that it could eff ectively keep the military in check 
during the ongoing process of dynastic power transi-
tion. However, there is no clear sign that he has tried to 
weaken the military in this process. The fi ve members of 
the  Politburo Presidium included two  KPA vice-marshals: 
 Cho Myong-rok and   Ri Yong-ho, now the most powerful 
fi gure in the top brass.  KPA generals also became members 
of the  Politburo and the  CMC. In another indication of 
the continuing central role of the military, it was deemed 
necessary (however implausible) to appoint the 20-some-
thing   Kim Jong-un as a four-star general before giving 
him a party position. Moreover, the ‘young general’, as 
he was briefl y called, made his fi rst public appearance a 
fortnight later on 10 October 2010, when the 65th anniver-
sary of the  WPK was celebrated by North Korea’s largest 
ever military parade. This event illustrates the symbiosis 
of party and military in North Korea, although signifi cant 
overlap of both personnel and function does not preclude 
mutual rivalry. 

But the power equation among North Korea’s insti-
tutions is not clear-cut. At the September 2010 delegates’ 
conference, the party appears to have regained the upper 
hand. A revision of the  WPK charter adopted, but not 
released until early January 2011, states the party will play 
a more important role than the military in the political 
leadership transition.12 The  WPK charter is considered 
to be more powerful than the Constitution. One article of 
the new rules stipulates that: ‘All military activities of the 
 Korean People’s Army are to be executed under the lead-

Table 2: Key events in the North Korean state and leadership

15 April 1912  Kim Il-sung born

14 February 1942  Kim Jong-il born ( Soviet records give the birth year as 1941)

15 August 1945  Japanese rule of Korea ends; the peninsula is subsequently divided roughly along the 38th parallel 

September 1945  Kim Il-sung installed as leader of North Korea with the backing of  USSR

9 September 1948 Proclamation of the founding of the DPRK

25 June 1950 The  Korean War begins with the North invading the South

27 July 1953 Armistice agreement signed, ending the fi ghting

1980 At the Sixth party congress,  Kim Jong-il offi  cially designated as the heir

8 January 1982 or 1983   Kim Jong-un born (some accounts give his birth year as 1984)

December 1991  Kim Jong-il appointed as Supreme Commander of the  Korean People’s Army

April 1993  Kim Jong-il elevated to Chairman of the National Defence Commission ( NDC)

8 July 1994  Kim Il-sung dies, resulting in a three-year hiatus in political routines

September 1998 Kim-Jong-il reappoints himself to the position of  NDC Chairman and alters the constitution to make this the 
highest post in the state, completing the power transfer

August 2008  Kim Jong-il suff ers a stroke, and is not seen in public until the following January

28 September 2010  WPK congress (the fi rst since 1980) and Delegates’ meeting (the fi rst since 1966) held.   Kim Jong-un makes an 
offi  cial appearance.
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ership of the Workers’ Party.’ Another says, ‘All political 
members placed in each military unit lead and command 
the unit’s general operations as representatives of the 
Party with full responsibility.’ More power was also given 
to the party’s  CMC, with   Kim Jong-un named as one of 
two vice-chairmen, a newly created post. The commission 
is entitled to guide overall defence operations rather than 
to command military power. The  WPK charter revision is 
intended to ensure   Kim Jong-un’s ascent to power without 
challenge from the military. To propagate these changes, 
the 2011 version of the New Year joint editorial of three 
major daily papers exalted the party and said the  KPA has 
a ‘tradition of absolutely trusting and following the party 
and the leader’, calling for expanding party leadership 
over the military.13 The regime customarily uses the New 
Year joint editorial to announce its annual goals, akin to 
the  US presidential ‘State of the Union’ address.

Succession plan 
For years, North Korea watchers played a guessing 
game about whom Kim would appoint as his successor 
and when. Whatever succession process may have been 
under way unknown to the outside world, Kim’s stroke 
in August 2008 necessitated an accelerated approach to 
the task. He was not seen in public for fi ve months, and 
pictures after his reappearance in January 2009 showed 
him to be thin and wan. Video clips of the leader from the 
10 October 2010 parade celebrating the 65th anniversary 
of the founding of the  WPK showed the lingering after-
eff ects of the stroke. Kim had a new, large dark mark on 
the right side of his face, and he struggled to rise from his 
seat. His left hand was stiff  as he clapped, and he limped, 
often holding onto the railing for support. 

From January 2009 it was speculated that Kim had 
designated his third son,   Kim Jong-un, as his successor. 

Throughout 2010 there were various allusions in internal 
media about the coming new generation. Yet   Kim Jong-
un’s name was never mentioned offi  cially until 27 
September 2010, when he was named as a senior general. 
The next day the young man, born on 8 January 1982 or 
1983 (or possibly 1984), made his public debut at the fi rst 
 WPK delegates’ conference for decades and vice-given 
several party positions. Changes at the conference to the 
party’s charter not only strengthened the  WPK’s role, 
but facilitated   Kim Jong-un’s future accession to power, 
including by making the General Secretary automatically 
chairman of the  CMC and by giving that body supervi-
sion over all military aff airs.14 A fi ve-year interval rule for 
the party convention was eliminated, thereby allowing 
  Kim Jong-un to be named General Secretary quickly in the 
event of  Kim Jong-il’s death.15 

These were only fi rst steps, however. Although the 
succession is now fi rmly in place,   Kim Jong-un was not offi  -
cially named as successor; that is a measure that remains 
to be taken. There was speculation that a meeting in early 
April 2011of the pliable Supreme People’s Assembly ( SPA) 
would elect   Kim Jong-un as fi rst vice-chairman of the  NDC 
and thereby make de jure his de facto status as the second 
most powerful fi gure in the country.16 The position of fi rst 
vice-chairman of the  NDC has been vacant since Marshall 
 Cho Myong-rok died in November 2010. Appointment to 
this position would have repeated a key step in  Kim Jong-
il’s own rise to power. However, for whatever reason, 
the election did not take place in April. It is only a matt er 
of time before   Kim Jong-un is crowned as the country’s 
number two. But this event, when it happens, will not in 
itself signify a transfer of power. Until  Kim Jong-il dies, he 
will probably retain all of his own positions.

The process of hereditary succession to  Kim Jong-il 
diff ers from the previous succession in several ways. In 

 Kim Jong-il pictured with his 
third son and heir   Kim Jong-un 
viewing a military parade in 
 Pyongyang, October 2010.    Kim 
Jong-un’s name was not offi  cially 
mentioned prior to 27 September 
2010 when he was named a four-
star general
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contrast to his own long grooming period,  Kim Jong-il is 
undertaking the transfer of power in a much shortened 
timeframe: after less than two years of preparation behind 
the scenes   Kim Jong-un was catapulted into senior mili-
tary and party positions in just two days. On grounds 
of prudence alone, it is puzzling why  Kim Jong-il did 
not emulate his father and commence this process much 
sooner. Perhaps doing so would have stirred tensions 
– among his three sons or their supporters within the 
nomenclatura – which he preferred to avoid unleashing 
for as long as possible.

 Kim Jong-il’s precise health remains unclear. By late 
2010 he appeared to have largely recovered from his 
stroke. A punishing programme of reported guidance 
visits in 2010, if true, suggests – as it is no doubt intended 
to – that the ‘Dear Leader’ remained active. But although 
his medical data are a closely guarded secret, Kim’s health 
cannot be good. He reportedly still smokes and enjoys 
alcohol. According to numerous, long-standing rumours, 
he has diabetes and cardiac problems. More recent rumours 
have him suff ering from pancreatic cancer17 – although of 
course this cannot be judged from photos and videos. 

The most convincing evidence that Kim’s health 
remains an issue is his acceleration of the transition of 
power. Despite his father’s all-out support, plus implicit 
recognition of the succession by Beijing (as discussed 
below),   Kim Jong-un has had no time, nor any apparent 
opportunity, to acquire political skills, nor to demonstrate 
leadership ability.

It is not known whether the youngest son’s hasty 
elevation has created resentment among older members 
of the elite or disrespect among the public at large, as well 
it might. But certainly   Kim Jong-un’s power foundation 
is fragile, in comparison with that of his grandfather and 
father. Coupled with this disadvantage, he confronts a 
multitude of challenges in the domestic and the interna-
tional domains that present hurdles on the path to power 
succession. Given his dearth of experience and prepa-
ration, his political autonomy is likely to be even more 
constrained by the political infl uence of the military. 

Add to this North Korea’s dire economic circum-
stances, social divisions and global isolation (see later 
sections), and the conditions are less favourable in almost 
every way to the transition from  Kim Jong-il to his third 
son than they were for his own ascent to power after his 
father’s death.

Despite these stumbling blocks, the process of succes-
sion has been moving forward.   Kim Jong-un has capitalised 
on his father’s full support. A personality cult has been 
created for him, with various fabricated stories already 
forecasting him as a man of genius.18 Since September 
2010 he has accompanied his father on a series of ‘fi eld 

guidance’ visits around the country, demonstrating to the 
people his status as heir apparent. 

Signifi cantly, in the month after the September party 
meeting the two Kims twice visited the  State Security 
Department, an autonomous agency in charge of surveil-
lance and control over the North Korean people. It 
comprises the political police, in contrast to the regular 
police role of the  People’s Security Ministry. It is clear 
the state security apparatus will have a central role in the 
power transition, as evidenced by the various measures 
taken to bolster the two main security entities. 

For example,  U Tong-chuk, fi rst deputy head of the 
 State Security Department, and Minister of People’s 
Security  Ju Sang-song were appointed to two new seats on 
the expanded  NDC in April 2009. These two heads of secu-
rity institutions were also named to important party posts 
at the  WPK delegates’ meeting in September 2010.19 (For 
reasons unknown, however,  Ju Sang-song was dismissed 
in March 2011 and replaced a month later by a new 
Minister of People’s Security,  Ri Myong-su, who formerly 
was Director of the  NDC Administration Department and 
is known to be a  Kim Jong-il loyalist.20) Most striking was 
U’s promotion from two-star general in 2009 to three-star 
general in 2010. An institutional rearrangement also took 
place. The  Ministry of People’s Security was created in 
April 2010 from the smaller  People’s Security Agency. 

The younger Kim’s prime focus on the security appa-
ratus diff ers from the path taken by his father in the past. 
This implies that he – and his accession to power – will rely 
more on physical power, political surveillance, punish-
ment and enforcement than on the voluntary support of 
the North Korean people.

The accession process is also reliant on Chinese support. 
Soon after the September 2010 party meeting,  China issued 
a statement in the name of President  Hu Jintao welcoming 
the new leadership line-up in Pyongyang and promising 
 China’s continued cooperation.  China’s implicit endorse-
ment of the power transfer to   Kim Jong-un fortifi es his 
position as successor. North Korea’s growing economic 
dependence on Beijing makes Pyongyang politically more 
dependent on Beijing as well. This dual dependency was 
apparent in  Kim Jong-il’s two visits to  China in 2010. The 
fi rst visit in May was to gain economic assistance, while 
the second – surprisingly soon afterwards, in August – 
appeared to be political, i.e. to confi rm PRC support of the 
power succession. In addition,  China and North Korea are 
strengthening their military relationship by exchanging 
visits of high-level military offi  cers

Family politics
Since his stroke,  Kim Jong-il seems to have reached the 
conclusion that the only people around him that he can 
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trust are his family.  Kim Kyong-hui, his younger sister, 
and  Jang Song-thaek, her husband, have emerged as key 
fi gures in North Korean politics.21 It is widely believed 
that  Jang Song-thaek will play the role of regent to   Kim 
Jong-un. Jang, who as recently as 2003–05 was mysteri-
ously purged and disappeared from public view for more 
than two years, was appointed to the  NDC in 2009. A year 
later he became one of its vice-chairmen in June 2010 at an 
abruptly convened second session that year of the  SPA. 
Jang is also director of the Party  Central Committ ee’s 
Administration Department ( CCAD) and a member of its 
 CMC. He thus has power in both the party and the mili-
tary. To the surprise of outside observers, however, he 
failed to assume any further infl uential positions during 
the September 2010 party conference, being named only 
as an alternate member of the party  Politburo. 

 Kim Kyong-hui, on the other hand, was named a regular 
member of the  Politburo. She was also made a four-star 
military general just before the September party conven-
tion. This was despite her lack of military experience: her 
career has been in light industry – like   Kim Jong-un, for 
whom she is also likely to serve as a patron.  Kim Jong-il 
has shown that he is determined to rely on his sister and 
brother-in-law to protect   Kim Jong-un. However, he has 
tried to prevent his brother-in-law Jang from taking a 
predominant political status, applying a balance-of-power 
principle even to his own family members. On the surface, 
 Kim Kyong-hui has become stronger than her husband.

North Korea watchers have also continued to keep 
an eye on Kim Ok,  Kim Jong-il’s former secretary who 
is widely believed to be his de facto wife. It is expected 
that she will also play a role in the power succession. She 

appears to maintain good relations with the heir,   Kim 
Jong-un. Another interesting fi gure is  Kim Jong-nam,  Kim 
Jong-il’s eldest son, who has resided in  Macao since his fall 
from favour in 2001.22 While he will most likely keep some 
distance if the power transition moves forward smoothly 
and without problems,  Kim Jong-nam could potentially 
play a signifi cant role if the process encounters prob-
lems. He is believed to have established his own personal 
networks among the power elite in Pyongyang in the past, 
and it is thought he could, if necessary, make advantage 
of them. He also appears to enjoy  China’s protection, and 
conceivably could be of use in a future scenario in which 
 China sought to infl uence power dynamics in Pyongyang 
more directly. 

A reshuffl  e by degrees
North Korea’s wider ongoing reshuffl  e has occurred 
in three basic stages to date, with more likely to follow, 
perhaps at the centenary of  Kim Il-sung’s birth in 2012. 
The fi rst rearrangement took place in early 2009, after 
 Kim Jong-il’s stroke, and began with two military reshuf-
fl es. On 11 February 2009, Vice-Marshal  Kim Yong-chun 
was named as Minister of the People’s Armed Forces, and 
General Ri Yong-ho23, formerly chief of the  Pyongyang 
Defence Command, became the new Chief of the  KPA 
General Staff . Having a low public profi le, Ri’s promotion 
received litt le att ention at the time, but he has continued 
to rise and is now the army’s most powerful fi gure, as 
refl ected in his placement between the two Kims at the 
party events in autumn 2010. 

Separately, on 20 February 2009, General  O Kuk-ryol 
was made a vice-chairman of the  NDC. O was once a key 
fi gure behind  Kim Jong-il’s own succession, but had been 
out of the limelight for more than a decade. 

Soon afterwards, the regular annual session of the  SPA 
in April 2009 saw the role and size of the  NDC expanded 
from nine to 14 members. The fi ve new recruits included 
 Jang Song-thaek, in his fi rst state (as distinct from party) 
post. The other four were  Ju Sang-song, the minister of 
people’s security; Ju Kyu-chang, director of the missile 
programme;  Kim Jong-gak, the fi rst Vice-vice-director of 
the army’s General Political Bureau; and  U Tong-chuk, 
senior Vice-vice-president of the Department of National 
Security Safeguard. As noted above,  Ju Sang-song has 
since been dismissed. The remaining four are among the 
core members of an emerging power elite. 

The second stage of the power shift came a year later 
in June 2010. An unusual second session of parliament, 
just two months after the  SPA’s regular meeting, brought 
an abrupt reshuffl  e of key posts.  Jang Song-thaek was 
promoted to be a Vice-vice-chairman of the  NDC, while 
 Choe Yong-rim, a veteran loyalist (aged 81) who was once 

A young  Kim Kyong-hui (right) sits with her brother,  Kim Jong-il (left) 
and their father  Kim Il-sung in a photograph believed to have been 
taken in 1966.  Kim Kyong-hui and her husband  Jang Song-thaek 
have emerged as key fi gures in North Korean politics in recent years
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party secretary for  Pyongyang, was made premier of the 
Cabinet. Six vice-premiers and some ministers were also 
replaced by new fi gures. While this replacement of those 
in high-level Cabinet posts drew litt le att ention, Jang’s 
new post as  NDC vice-chairman was seen as intimately 
connected with the succession. 

The most recent reshuffl  e was made at September’s 
party meeting. Besides regularising the  WPK  CC and 
 Politburo and revealing the emergence of some new faces, 
this third stage of the power shift saw  Kim Kyong-hui, 
 Choe Ryong-hae and   Ri Yong-ho assuming new key posts 
in the party and the military. Choe, who has known  Kim 

Jong-il for half a century, was made a general (again, 
despite no known military experience), an alternate 
 Politburo member and a member of the  CMC.  Ri, who is 
rumoured to be related to the Kim family, was promoted 
to vice-marshal and took one of the fi ve positions on the 
party Presidium; he also shares with   Kim Jong-un the new 
post of vice-chairman of the  CMC.  Kim Jong-il, as  WPK 
secretary-general, is head of the Presidium and the other 
three members are all over 80, so the 68-year-old Ri’s status 
as the youngest and most healthy member is noteworthy. 
Even after September’s reshuffl  e, North Korea remains a 
striking gerontocracy. In the new 17-strong  Politburo, only 

Kim Il-sung
(One of three 

children)
1912–1994

Kim Jong-suk
(First wife)
1917–1949

Kim Kyong-hui
1946–

Kim Phyong-il
(Often called 

‘Shura’)
1944–1947

Kim Yong-il
1955–2000 

Kim Phyong-il
1954– 

Kim Kyong-chin
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Kim Jong-il
1941/2– 

Hong Il-chon
1942–

Song Hye-rim
1936–2002

Kim Yong-suk
1947–

Ko Yong-hui
1952–2004 

Kim Ok
1964–

Kim Song-ae
(Second wife)

1924–?

Kim Hye-kyong
1968–

Kim Jong-nam
1971–

Kim Sol-song
1973/74–

Kim Chun-song
1977–

Kim Jong-chol
1981– 

Kim Jong-un
1982/83– 

Kim Yo-jong
1986– 
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Horizontal black lines represent marital relationships
Horizontal blue lines represent sibling relationships
Vertical blue lines represent parent-child relationships

This family tree is not all-inclusive, but does include all of the known children, wives 
and common-law wives of Kim Jong-il.  While there is no official source for the marital 
history of Kim Jong-il, he reportedly has had only one official wife, Kim Yong-suk and 
four significant relationships with mistresses.  Given the absence of any official record 
and the reality that the consorts named in this family tree have at varying times 
acted as spouses to Kim Jong-il, they have been included as such.

Kim Jong-il family tree

Jang Song-thaek
1946–

 Kim Kyong-hui (pictured centre 
of the front row) and other party 
delegates clap during a  WPK 
delegates meeting in  Pyongyang, 
September 2010. This delegates 
conference was the fi rst since 
1966
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 Kim Jong-il, his sister and  Ri are under 70, while nine are 
older than 80 (or were:  Cho Myong-rok has since died.)

The curious nature of the last two shifts – including the 
abrupt June 2010  SPA meeting and  Kim Kyong-hui’s being 
accorded greater status than  Jang Song-thaek – raises 
questions about whether this reshuffl  e has been guided 
by a coherent plan. There are losers as well as winners.  O 
Kuk-ryol, despite his high-profi le return in early 2009, has 
not been visible since; he is rumoured to have lost out in 
a power struggle with  Jang Song-thaek. More generally, 
it appears that  Kim Jong-il has been adapting to shifting 
political dynamics and employing checks and balances 
to ensure that no single fi gure takes a predominant posi-
tion. This demonstrates the cunning of an able politician, 
and suggests that more changes are likely to follow. It is 
likely that the September reshuffl  e was designed to forge 
a vanguard group to bolster   Kim Jong-un’s succession. 
When his father dies,   Kim Jong-un will need the support of 
the state security apparatus and the military, as well as of 
 China. But this support will probably impose constraints 
on his strategic and policy choices. The power transition 
thus has wider strategic implications. Despite the party’s 
eff orts to control the military, the generals will remain 
infl uential in domestic politics, foreign relations and 
national defence. In the short run, policy changes on any 
front are unlikely, as maintaining the status quo remains 
the leadership priority during and for some period after 
the power succession.

A faltering economy 
North Korea’s hyper-militarism and refusal of reform 
have impoverished it. Without foreign assistance and a 
structural overhaul, it has no realistic prospect of sustain-
able development in the foreseeable future. The North has 
not published any regular economic data since the 1960s, 
but according to estimates by the ROK Bank of Korea 
( BOK), the nation’s GDP shrank by half during the 1990s, 
following the collapse of its  Soviet-bloc trading partners. 
Positive growth returned at the change of the millennium, 
but the economy slumped again in 2006, 2007 and 2009.24 
It grew by 3.1% in 2008, only to contract again by 0.9% 
in 2009.  BOK judged that the 2009 downturn resulted 
from a combination of reduced agricultural production 
from particularly severe cold weather and sluggish manu-
facturing production from a lack of raw materials and 
electricity. 

 BOK estimates that North Korea’s national income 
in 2009 was $22.4 billion, less than 3% of the ROK fi gure 
of $837bn. The North has only half the South’s popula-
tion – 24 million vs. 49m – but even on a per capita basis 
the income gap of $960 versus $17,000 is staggering. The 
North’s trade is less than 1% of the South’s and runs at 

a 50% defi cit: it made just under $2bn in exports in 2009 
while requiring $3.1bn in imports.25 

Chronic food shortages are North Korea’s most 
pressing economic problem. In 1996–98, famine killed at 
least 600,000 North Korean citizens, and possibly up to 
3m.26 The situation has improved since then, but prolonged 
malnutrition and poor living conditions have produced a 
hungry and physically stunted population.27 North Korea 
continues to suff er food shortages due to insuffi  cient arable 
land (only 22.4%), ineffi  cient collective farming practices, 
and persistent shortages of tractors, fertiliser and fuel.28 
North Korea’s population requires about 5.4m tonnes of 
cereal annually, but its agricultural section produces no 
more than 4.5m tonnes, and in many years less than this. 
According to a November 2010 joint report by the  United 
Nations’  Food and Agriculture Organization and  World 
Food Programme, the gap between domestic production 
and requirements for the 2010/11 fi scal year is 867,000 
tonnes. The government plans to import commercially 
only about 325,000 tonnes, leaving a 542,000 tonne food 
defi cit.29

The partial collapse of the public food rationing 
distribution system challenged the very existence of the 
country’s socialist economic system. During the famine 
years of the mid-1990s, private markets emerged as the 
only means of survival for much of the population. Small 
private plots, on which families were initially allowed to 
grow food for their personal consumption, became the 
basis for a black market. Not until the economic reforms 
of 2002 were these market activities offi  cially permitt ed, 
albeit with various restrictions, often ignored and gradu-
ally relaxed, on what would be sold and who could sell 
it. Even after the public distribution system was revived 
it could provide only half of the population’s caloric 
requirements. 30 Private markets have become an integral 
aspect of daily life.

North Korea’s foreign economic relations
In recent years most of North Korea’s foreign trade has 
been with South Korea and  China. After  Lee Myung-bak 
became ROK president in 2008, Seoul dramatically 
reduced its economic aid, citing the North’s failure to 
reciprocate by following through on promised denu-
clearisation. South Korean assistance to North Korea fell 
from $310m in 2007, the last full year before Lee’s tenure, 
to $52m in 2009. Meanwhile food aid from the  US was 
cut in 2008 because of North Korea’s refusal to allow 
proper monitoring. International assistance from most 
countries was further reduced after Pyongyang’s nuclear 
and missile tests in 2009.  Japan had already switched a 
few years ago from being an important economic partner 
to engaging in zero trade with North Korea, because of 
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Pyongyang’s failure to follow through on promises to 
denuclearise and to fully account for  Japanese citizens 
it abducted in the late 1970s. Finally, North Korea’s 
two att acks on the South in 2010 prompted the ROK to 
suspend all aid to Pyongyang.

 China, however, is North Korea’s lifeline. Even before 
South Korea scaled back its involvement,  China was North 
Korea’s main source of foreign investment and trade. Most 
importantly,  China supplies nearly all of North Korea’s oil 
and most of its food imports. Chinese investment in and 
trade with North Korea has increased not only relative to 
the ROK and other countries, but also in absolute terms 
(see Table 3). North Korea’s trade with  China increased 
markedly from $2bn in 2007 to $2.7bn in 2009 and $3.5bn 
in 2010.31 The North’s economic dependence on  China has 
steadily increased in every way. 

Much of the increased Chinese investment in North 
Korea is in mineral extraction, particularly coal and 
iron ore. (The numbers in Table 3 include investment 
in the processing of the minerals, which takes place in 
 China.) Chronic economic hardship and North Korea’s 
further international isolation has increased the country’s 
economic dependence on  China. Beijing has focused on 
infrastructure investment, reportedly pledging $10bn in 
the form of an infrastructure package in early 2010,32 for 
example. In December 2010, a Chinese state-run company 
agreed to invest up to $2bn in North Korea’s  Rason free-
trade zone.33 Much of what is pledged however, never 
materialises.34 

Economic problems: causes and cures
North Korea’s economic problems stem primarily from 
the ineffi  ciencies of its socialist command economy, exac-
erbated by the fall of the  Soviet empire. North Korea is 

by far the most controlled among the remaining socialist 
countries, with most means of production under state 
ownership. The economy is structured to bolster the polit-
ical leadership, with economic principles overruled by 
political considerations. These structural hurdles severely 
limit the potential for economic development. 

Sporadic att empts at economic reform have failed to 
accomplish much. Notwithstanding advice from  China 
and his own tours to several of its enterprise zones, 
 Kim Jong-il fears that fully fl edged market liberalisation 
similar to  China’s would create political instability threat-
ening to the regime. Regime survival has priority over 
economic prosperity. Att empts at reform have occurred 
only within the parameters of the principles of a socialist 
command economy. One notable long-term success has 
been the  Kaesong industrial complex in North Korea, a 
joint North–South Korean development zone begun in 
2003, where 44,000 North Korean workers produce house-
hold goods for export under the supervision of 800 South 
Korean managers. Otherwise Pyongyang’s limited and 
selective reform measures have mostly failed. 

One of the most ambitious economic reform initia-
tives was the ‘July 1 Economic Management Improvement 
Measures’ of 2002. This sharply raised wages and prices, 
legalised private farmers’ markets and permitt ed some 
private farming. It can be argued that this reform-oriented 
policy option was merely a refl ection of an economic 
reality in which government control had loosened during 
the famine years. Following the legalisation of general 
markets in 2003, individuals could apply for govern-
ment permission to engage in service businesses. The July 
1 measures triggered an expansion of private markets. 
But this rapid enlargement of the market sector sparked 
government concerns that economic freedom, constrained 
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as it still remained, would lead to demands for political 
and social freedom. In late 2005, steps were put in place 
to constrain market activities and reinstate the centralised 
food-rationing system. To rebuild the ration system, the 
government prohibited enclosed food markets and the 
private sale of grain. However, with limited resources, the 
public distribution system was unable to meet basic food 
requirements, and food markets were again allowed to 
open to meet the demand.

The most recent case of offi  cial att empts to roll back 
markets was a currency redenomination and ban on the 
use of foreign money in November 2009. This measure 
was ostensibly designed to reduce the infl ation rate. 
But because the amount of old currency that could be 
exchanged was severely limited – averaging about 10% 
of personal savings – the redenomination also served as 
a way to confi scate private savings. The reform proved 
to be disastrous. It encouraged hoarding, produced 
rampant infl ation and food shortages, and sparked 
widespread anger that led the government to apologise. 
The  WPK head of fi nancing and planning,  Pak Nam-gi, 
has not reappeared in public since, and unconfi rmed 
reports say he was executed as a scapegoat. By May 2010 
the government had removed restrictions on the opera-
tion of private markets, a tacit acknowledgment that it 
was unable to manage food distribution via a planned 
economy.

Songun politics and ideology contribute to the chronic 
economic crisis by distorting resource allocation in favour 
of the military. To facilitate the political transition, the 

last two New Year’s joint editorials have emphasised an 
improvement of people’s living conditions and devel-
opment of light industry.35 In state propaganda, light 
industry and agriculture have been stressed since the 
1950s. In practice, however, heavy industry has always 
received priority. The reality is that North Korea cannot 
aff ord to invest in heavy and light industry simultane-
ously. 

As noted above, DPRK military spending accounts 
for 22–24% of national income. While its people suff er 
from malnutrition, North Korea continues to invest in 
nuclear weapons and missiles, and continues to sustain 
the world’s fourth-largest army. The resource misalloca-
tion is exacerbated by the requirements of the  Kim Il-sung 
personality cult, with its ubiquitous, well-lit statuary and 
monuments.  Kim Il-sung’s mausoleum alone is said to 
have cost US$870m.36

Especially since 2006, economic sanctions and inter-
national isolation have further aggravated North Korea’s 
economic situation. Although  China’s weak enforcement 
has cushioned the impact of UN Security Council sanc-
tions imposed after North Korean nuclear and missile 
tests, North Korea is more isolated than ever.

Natural disasters and weak infrastructure also impede 
North Korea’s economic development. Poor agricultural 
practices and inadequate planning and disaster manage-
ment systems have magnifi ed the eff ect of droughts, 
fl ooding and typhoons, all of which have seriously aff ected 
crop growth. Flooding was particularly devastating in the 
mid-1990s, intensifying food shortages and contributing 
to widespread starvation. North Korea’s vulnerability 
to natural disasters has been exacerbated by man-made 
phenomena such as deforestation and soil degradation as 
well as counterproductive foreign policy decisions.37

An underdeveloped and crumbling infrastructure 
further diminishes agricultural and industrial produc-
tivity. Most of the roads are not paved and the electric 
grid is obsolete, as evident by night-time satellite images 
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Table 3:  China’s investment in North Korea 
(Unit: million USD)

Year 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

FDI 1.12 14.23 6.50 11.06 18.40 41.23
Source: Ministry of Commerce of the People’s Republic of  China, ‘2008 Statistical 
Bulletin of  China’s Outward Foreign Direct Investment’, http://hzs2.mofcom.gov.
cn/accessory/200909/1253869308655.pdf
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showing almost total darkness in the northern half of the 
peninsula.38 The information and economic infrastruc-
ture is also outdated.  China is assisting North Korea with 
infrastructure construction projects including bridges, 
ports and roads – and is presumably footing the bill, since 
this all costs more than North Korea can aff ord.

Taken together, all these factors – structural rigidity, 
songun politics, the primacy placed on Kim family 
survival, incomplete and stutt ering reform eff orts, inter-
national sanctions and isolation, ineff ective responses to 
natural disasters and poor infrastructure – have produced 
a stagnant economy. 

The impediments on the path to North Korea’s 
economic development cannot be removed in the short 
term. The current domestic and international environ-
ments do not allow the country to take the bold reforms 
and opening actions necessary to sustainably develop. The 
ruling regime’s current priorities lie with the successful 
power transfer to   Kim Jong-un. It would be diffi  cult for 
  Kim Jong-un to take the initiative in terms of structural 
economic reforms and help to instigate any opening of 
the economy during the power-transition process, since 
to att empt an economic transformation at such a deli-
cate period could risk political chaos. The November 
2009 currency reform illustrates the potential problems 

that wider reforms could cause. Yet mere tinkering or the 
implementation of only limited reforms will not solve the 
country’s economic troubles. 

How to secure regime survival as a primary objective 
is a matt er of choice between structural economic reform 
and military build-up. Given economic diffi  culties,  Kim 
Jong-il has att empted to guarantee his regime’s survival, 
a smooth dynastic power transition and economic pros-
perity by receiving more Chinese assistance and aid and 
advancing missile and nuclear programmes. To cope 
with economic diffi  culties, North Korea’s default option 
is to rely on military means. However much  Kim Jong-il 
might have understood the need for economic reform – 
although that remains uncertain – he must see this option 
as presenting too many dangers. Structural economic 
reform could trigger social unrest and entail political 
chaos. Meanwhile, strategic and military capabilities 
constitute North Korea’s core assets; indeed, these are its 
only resources for coercive diplomacy and brinkmanship. 
Finally, North Korea can earn foreign exchange by selling 
technology, parts and products of missiles and (poten-
tially) nuclear weapons. For these reasons, North Korea 
can be expected to continue to rely on military means in a 
bid to overcome economic diffi  culties, even if this att empt 
seems doomed to failure.
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Selective organisational chart of the  Workers’ Party of Korea ( WPK). Source: MOU ‘Workers’ Party of North Korea Organisational Chart’, 
http://eng.unikorea.go.kr/eng/default.jsp?pgname=NORleadership#workerspartyofkorea. Many experts believe that the  CMC is parallel to the Party  Central 
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Social change 
Totalitarian regimes typically seek to indoctrinate their 
populations through ideological education by nation-
wide party organisations. North Korea requires its 
people to read and discuss the works of  Kim Il-sung 
and  Kim Jong-il and to criticise capitalism in meetings 
organised and controlled by the party structure. This 
happens at various levels from the state down through 
the city, county, village and family. But as materialism 
and individualism have spread, the party is fi nding it 
more diffi  cult to maintain tight control through indoc-
trination with juche ideology and the like. Anecdotal 
evidence suggests that att endance at meetings for polit-
ical education has dropped since market activity became 
widespread.39 

Material control too has proven insuffi  cient, because 
the government can no longer provide suffi  cient supplies 
to the population through the ration system. Under these 
circumstances, private markets spontaneously emerged 
to help people survive. In addition to its economic func-
tion in replacing the state as the provider of sustenance, 
the market has become the main source of social change, 
aff ecting income levels, social relationships, value systems 
and morality.40 The magnitude and pace of social change 
in North Korea is often overestimated, but the direction 
of change is indisputable. Actors in the market include 
suppliers of raw materials, producers of handmade crafts, 
importers of  Chinese goods, wholesalers, retailers and 
consumers. A traditional communist class structure based 
on political standards is changing to one determined by 
income, and the more North Korean people have become 
involved in market activities the greater the income 
disparities that have emerged.

Increased market activity has also helped to open up 
North Korean society by easing restrictions on travel and 
by breaking down information barriers. In particular, 
border trade with  China poses serious challenges to the 
state’s monopoly on information. Cross-border traders 
bring news and gossip as well as goods that enable North 
Korean households to learn about the outside world. 
South Korean videos and DVDs, mobile phones, and 
radios and small televisions capable of receiving Chinese 
broadcasts in the border regions have all penetrated the 
nation, despite government crackdowns.41 

Values are also shifting as further market elements 
are introduced. While collectivism and patriotism remain 
the prevailing norm, individualism and materialism are 
beginning to penetrate society. Individual interests aff ect 
people’s att itudes and behaviour. The population has 
started to become more sensitive to the power of money. 
More negatively, crime and deviant behaviour have 
been increasing. Corruption and bribery – which further 
disillusion people about the ‘hypocritical’ regime and 
its offi  cial ideology – are endemic, while illegal border 
crossing, smuggling, theft, drug dealing and the traf-
fi cking of women are all on the rise. Although the party 
and the state continue to control where people live, work 
and study, these market-induced changes in values and 
behaviours are probably irreversible.42 

The government has introduced harsher penalties 
to try to bring these market forces under control. North 
Korea’s cruel gulag system has long been a central feature 
of state control, a network of political prisoner camps that 
hold 100,000–200,000 people.43 Escapees and refugees tell 
harrowing tales of harsh conditions in the camps, where 
entire families are commonly imprisoned for suspected 

National Defence 
Commission (NDC)
Chairman: Kim Jong-il

Supreme People’s 
Assembly (SPA)
Presidium Chairman: 
Kim Yong-nam

Ministry of 
People’s Security 

Army General 
Political Bureau 

Ministry of People’s 
Armed Forces (MPAF)

State Security Department KPA General Staff

Cabinet
Premier: Choe Yong-rim

Some 40 listed Departments 
and 31 ministries

Elected

Elected
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dissent by a single family member. Many inmates die of 
torture, while starvation and execution are daily threats.44 

In recent years, sentences have been increased for 
unauthorised cross-border trade. According to  US experts 
Stephan  Haggard and Marcus  Noland, single border 
crossings with no political overtones that were previously 
overlooked now carry sentences of three years, while 
those found guilty of multiple crossings receive sentences 
of up to ten years. Changes to the North Korean criminal 
code approved in 2004 and 2007 defi ne economic crimes 
and prohibit a wide range of standard commercial activi-
ties. They impose penalties including up to two years of 
‘labour training’ for those convicted of engaging in ‘illegal 
commercial activities … gaining large profi ts’.45

Refugee surveys by  Haggard and  Noland suggest that 
the internal security authorities disproportionately target 
individuals involved in market-oriented activities and that 
torture and execution is commonly meted out to economic 
criminals. Punishment of this nature encourages bribery. 
As they put it: ‘The more arbitrary and painful the expe-
rience with the penal system, the easier it is for offi  cials 
to extort money for avoiding it. These characteristics not 
only promote regime maintenance through intimidation 
but also facilitate predatory corruption.’46

Given these ongoing social changes and   Kim Jong-un’s 
lack of political legitimacy through any demonstrated 
achievement to date, it might be asked whether North 
Koreans on the whole support a dynastic power transfer. 
Ideological controls through the party organisation have 
proved to be less eff ective than before and the leader-
ship is unable to provide suffi  cient material incentives to 
satisfy the population. The options available to the regime 
are mainly more physical in nature, including control over 
society through the state security apparatus on the basis of 
physical power, surveillance and punishment.   Kim Jong-

un’s two visits to the  State Security Department with his 
father soon after his public debut provide a hint of this 
direction.

Conclusions 
  Kim Jong-un will face severe disadvantages because of his 
lack of experience, his fragile power base and the polit-
ical constraints that prevent the regime from adopting 
the economic reforms and policies of openness that are 
needed to bring some degree of prosperity to the nation. 
Songun politics has increased the military’s role in politics, 
which could ultimately restrain his political autonomy. 
The North Korean economy has faltered because the lead-
ership has shied away from bold structural economic 
reforms and opening policies. North Korean society has 
become increasingly fractured as the public distribu-
tion system has collapsed and the market has expanded 
to meet people’s survival needs. Societal divisions are 
further exacerbated by the population’s growing access to 
foreign information. Meanwhile, North Korea has become 
increasingly isolated from the international community 
because of its violation of international laws and norms. 
On almost all counts, external and internal conditions 
are less favourable for a third-generation political succes-
sion than they were at the time of the second-generation 
succession in the 1990s. 

Given his country’s problems,  Kim Jong-il has to rely 
heavily on physical power exercised by the military and 
state-security apparatus in order to ensure a successful 
succession. It is in this context that Kim has continued to 
develop North Korea’s nuclear and missile programmes 
as well as the  KPA’s asymmetric conventional military 
capabilities. In pursuit of the goal of becoming a ‘strong 
and prosperous great nation’, such military capabilities 
are all that it can summon. At the same time, the regime 

A light show at the Juche Tower 
in  Pyongyang in 2010.  The 
juche ideology stands for self-
reliance and is supposedly the 
guiding principle for all aspects 
of North Korean society
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