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FOREWORD

The myth and the reality of the state of paranoia

There’s no country on Earth quite like the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or North Korea. In America and Europe, the reaction to the country, when there’s any reaction at all, is divided fairly equally between nervousness and mockery. Most people would have difficulty naming any city in the country other than Pyongyang. Few of us have ever met a real live North Korean. The place exists; it’s in our consciousness, occasionally in our nightmares and, now and again, in the news – but what is this thing called North Korea?

In the space of just over a year the news from North Korea became seemingly more and more bizarre. It was reported that the country’s leader Kim Jong-un (the son of former leader Kim Jong-il and grandson of the nation’s founder Kim Il-sung) had executed his uncle, a senior member of the ruling elite, by feeding him to hungry wolves. North Korea made headlines again shortly afterwards by being suspected of launching a crippling and embarrassing cyberattack against a major Hollywood studio about to release a comedy movie, The Interview, that lampooned Kim Jong-un. Around the same time it was announced that the United Nations was to create a Commission of Inquiry. This concluded in 2014 that North Korea continues to commit crimes against humanity in its gulag of prison camps. And then, in May 2015, it was announced that Kim had ordered the execution of the North’s minister of defence. Just to make sure this internal purge made the international news, it was announced that the chief of the DPRK’s 2-million-strong army was killed with an anti-aircraft gun.

Sixty-five years after the formal declaration of the establishment of the DPRK, the country and its leaders continue to confound, confuse and concern the rest of the world. The last Stalinist state, a communist monarchy, the North hobbles along through economic collapse, hunger, repression and, largely self-imposed, isolation. It is a nation-state that seems to exist in a constant state of paranoia – about South Korea, about its perceived enemies and about its chances for regime survival. Yet it also exists as a nuclear power able to threaten and cajole the world. How has it come to this position? How does it survive? This book is a history of the DPRK that seeks to explain the twists and turns of the North’s ideology, the reasons behind its disastrous downward economic and agricultural spiral, and its seeming intransigence and belligerence on the world stage.

There are at least two histories of the DPRK. One we can try to piece together from the scant documentation available: the paucity of semi-ridiculous statistics and economic figures; the comments of the country’s leaders and diplomats we can attempt to parse; the testimonies of its refugees and defectors; and the partial, highly circumscribed and contained observations of visitors to the North. Then there is the official history of the DPRK itself – written and constructed by Pyongyang for both domestic and international consumption. This history is a mix of hyperbole, legend, myth and official scriptwriting.

However, we need both histories if we are to attempt even a peek into the ‘Hermit Kingdom’. We need to try to ascertain the true state of the economy and society of the DPRK, to attempt to divine the machinations, motivations and desires that drive the North, have held it together and will propel its future.

But we also need the official history if we are to understand the seemingly bizarre, but also crucial (and often heartfelt) myriad oddities of North Korea that create a strange attraction to this perplexing nation that piques our curiosity but also frightens and alarms us. The very public, and mass, outpourings of grief over the death of Kim Il-sung in 1994, and then of his son and heir Kim Jong-il in 2011, the strident rhetoric of independence and isolation, the power of the North’s home-grown governing philosophy of Juche and the theatrical victimhood of the North’s own historical narrative all seem remote and alien to the outside world, yet are comprehensible when the nation’s history is understood.

The historical scriptwriters are constantly at work in Pyongyang. Kim Jong-un’s image is being as carefully crafted today as were the cults of personality and official legacies of his father and grandfather. The message of continuity, of continuing struggle, of the necessity of regime survival continue to be all-pervasive – ‘build a rich and powerful country, a country we can be proud of to the world’.

Yet North Korea remains mired in poverty and economic collapse. It is undoubtedly a failed state – unable to feed its own people without a constant drip feed of international aid. The North Koreans refer to their own history as an ‘arduous march’, and it has indeed been arduous for the 24 million-plus population since the country was founded out of the ruins of the Korean War. How the North got to this point may offer us some clues as to where the country will go and how the history of the DPRK will unfold in the future. Explaining that history and looking for those clues to the future are the aim of this book.
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A note on spellings and names

In 1996 the political representatives of Korean-speaking countries signed a common declaration, to take effect in 1998, on the reform of Korean spelling rules. There was a transitional period until 2005, in which the old and new spellings coexisted; since then, only the new spellings have been valid. Many place names have undergone transformations. Gone are capitals to denote different syllables; gone too are special marks to represent sounds.

In Korean the family name comes first, followed by the given name or names. The practice is followed in this book with the given name hyphenated, hence Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il. An exception to this rule is Syngman Rhee. There is also extensive repetition of certain family names, notably Kim, Park and Lee. It should also be noted that traditionally Korean women keep their maiden names after marriage; hence former ROK President Park Chung-hee was married to Yook Young-soo.

Spelling of Chinese names follows the pinyin style of Romanisation as two separate words – for example, Mao Zedong.

A note on figures

Statistics and figures from the DPRK are highly unreliable and patchy at best. The author Joseph Bermudez, who wrote a study of North Korea’s armed forces, summed up writing about North Korea best when he stated, ‘The catch words probably, estimated, or believed to and apparently must appear frequently in any work of this type’, while Marcus Noland, a Senior Fellow at the Institute for International Economics who has written extensively on North Korea’s economy, sensibly warns ‘not to trust any datum on North Korea that comes with a decimal point attached’. This is not a new problem. In the 1970s the former CIA Director Robert Gates described North Korea as a ‘black hole’ and the ‘toughest intelligence target in the world’. Indeed many economic, military and health statistics remain classified as state secrets, while all available official data are questionable at best. An additional problem is that the DPRK’s political system releases comparatively few policy documents and has a tradition of relying on oral rather than written agreements in dealings with organisations such as NGOs, meaning that much of the data becomes unverifiable, as Pyongyang often makes a decision on statistics based on what is politically acceptable to release.

There are a number of reasons why North Korean statistics are problematic. These include the fact that statistical methodology in the DPRK is rarely explained and thought to be relatively basic; that centrally planned economies notoriously have dubious statistics; that the DPRK has its own internal security reasons for not making all figures known internationally; and that there may be some official underreporting in order to attract aid. Additionally, politics remains paramount in North Korea, including in terms of the gathering of statistics. Where possible the problems with verifying statistical data are explained and the possible differences in calculation commented upon in the text.

While some of the figures from this report are from official North Korean sources such as the Korean Central News Agency and the Census Department, they are treated with extreme caution and compared to estimates from other sources where possible. There are a number of other sources that have provided figures on the DPRK and all urge the user to exercise extreme caution. These sources include the European Union (EU), the various embassies and consulates in Pyongyang, the international aid agencies and NGOs operating in North Korea including the World Food Programme and the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation, as well as the US Department of Agriculture. There are also a number of Chinese academics watching the DPRK, as well as China’s Customs Bureau and National Bureau of Statistics, which provide some insight. Various international bodies including the United Nations, the World Health Organisation, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank and ASEAN, as well as various other universities and academic institutions, also collate data to varying degrees.

Problems abound particularly when considering the state and depth of the food shortages in the DPRK. NGOs and state aid agencies still do not have open and unfettered access to the entire country and are, despite some progress, still largely unable to conduct unannounced site visits or effectively monitor aid shipments from arrival in the country to final disbursement; while other projects are prevented from collecting follow-up data to assess their effectiveness.

There are also a number of South Korean organisations releasing data on the DPRK, some of which may have their own agendas for inflating or deflating figures. The most reliable among these is generally considered to be the Bank of Korea and its North Korea Economic Studies Division, the Ministry of Unification, the Korea Trade-Investment Promotion Agency, the Korea Development Institute, Seoul National University and the Korea Rural Economic Institute, as well as the National Statistical Office. In Japan the External Trade Organisation’s Institute of Developing Economies is also useful.

Essentially no reliable statistics have been published by the DPRK since 1965. Those that are available are problematic, for instance using Soviet-era statistical and accounting methods or, as with figures on food consumption, not accounting for spoilage (which is considerable) or supplying only aggregate production levels that cloud discrepancies across various sectors of the economy. The decline in statistical release accelerated in the 1970s as economic stagnation set in, while in the 1980s the country went so far as to withhold totally the growth/decline rate for industrial production and key agricultural statistics.

All sums of money are expressed in US dollars or local currencies at the exchange rates prevailing at the time.


INTRODUCTION

The paranoid peninsula

PARANOID adjective. 1. Characterized by or resembling paranoia; a tendency on the part of an individual or group toward excessive or irrational suspiciousness and distrustfulness of others. 2. Characterized by suspiciousness, persecutory trends, or megalomania.

This is a book about a country – the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or the DPRK. North Korea occupies 55 per cent of the total land area of the Korean peninsula, approximately the size of New York State, and contains almost 25 million people.

The reclusive DPRK has often been described as the ‘Hermit Kingdom’, and there is undoubtedly a truth to this. President Clinton described the Korean peninsula as ‘the Cold War’s last divide’ in 1997, while President Bush infamously included the DPRK in his 2002 ‘Axis of Evil’ speech. When he learned that DPRK agents had admitted abducting Japanese citizens from the 1960s until the early 1980s Japan’s then prime minister Junichiro Koizumi called North Korea a ‘disgraceful’ country.

North Korea effectively closed itself to the outside world after Kim Il-sung took control, with Stalin’s blessing, after World War II. The state became seen as largely a Soviet satellite, though this was an overstatement; while in the Cold War era Pyongyang and Moscow appeared close, a longer lasting and in many ways more influential relationship has existed and continued to develop between Pyongyang and Beijing.

North Korea emerged into the current century as a relic of the last. It is effectively the only unreformed Stalinist-style command economy left in existence, while most others have crumbled or begun reform programmes. While the other remaining socialist states have tended to downplay their military capacity in recent years, North Korea still publicly and vocally adheres to a Military First ideology of ‘putting the army before the working class’.

It is certainly true that the history of the DPRK has been, and continues to be, one of retreat from international politics. The country remains outside most international or regional forums, as well as remaining outside the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Pyongyang follows its own path in many respects: it has developed its own political theory that encompasses North Korean life in Juche theory; it operates its own calendar; until recently it retained few official diplomatic ties with foreign nations. Few of the North’s citizens, even those in privileged positions, ever travel outside the country, and the nation restricts access by the outside media.

While the DPRK has largely shunned the outside world and pursued its own path, the outside world in return has, until the early years of the twenty-first century, largely ignored North Korea except at intelligence agency levels and, since the mid-1990s, through aid donations to deal with the famine ravaging the country and the severe food shortages that persist. Tourism to the DPRK remains small-scale and business delegations rarely visit.

The division drawn across the Korean peninsula at the 38th parallel in 1953 remains in force with the world’s most heavily militarised border between the two Koreas. Given the history of the peninsula and the respective states that have grown up since 1953 a little paranoia is perhaps forgivable. However, it has been the fate of the North to be the least understood of the two halves. Misconceptions regarding the DPRK abound – hopefully this book doesn’t add to them.

Observers of planet Pyongyang

Former US vice president and ambassador to Japan Walter Mondale once observed that anyone claiming to be an expert on North Korea was either a liar or a fool. For the whole of the DPRK’s history the role of Pyongyang watchers has been akin to that of astrologers: gazing in largely from outside, acquiring snippets of knowledge and occasionally gaining highly restricted access to the country itself. Pyongyang watchers are a strange breed, invariably repelled and fascinated by the country in turn. They marvelled at the access their counterparts were gaining in the Kremlin-watching and Sinology communities, relying on small fragments of speeches and rhetoric-filled policy statements along with other snatches of information that could be pieced together to comprehend Pyongyang’s reasoning and strategy.

Any information was valued, as the country itself has been effectively closed to Western observers. Though it is not so common these days, the country often used to describe itself as a ‘paradise’ in the heady days of the 1960s and early 1970s when development was rapid and before economic stagnation, starvation and isolation set in for a prolonged period.

This has led to an excess of qualifying terms to describe the North. The country is invariably autarkic, sclerotic, schizophrenic, Orwellian, anachronistic, a pariah or suicide state. In part all of these epithets are accurate yet not overly helpful in understanding the country, its history, people, politics and economy. North Korea’s insistence on positing every issue in a historical context makes the nation appear a fixed entity, yet its unpredictability makes it a movable feast for those studying East Asian politics. It is also true that the regime’s constant referrals to the past – to the Korean War, to the Japanese occupation of the peninsula, to the withdrawal of Soviet aid and American imperialism – do make the DPRK appear to be a country with a past but no future. It does also appear to be committing suicide with no meaningful economic answers to its industrial and agricultural stagnation, piecemeal attempts at economic reform, a diplomatic policy of belligerence and a rigid political system that is maintained despite famine and economic collapse. North Korea is in this sense a prisoner of its own history and apparently has no way to exit itself from this cycle of decline and collapse.

Many, not least the US government, have believed that if left to its own devices North Korea will simply implode. This may be true, but the same was said in the late 1980s when the USSR and Eastern bloc collapsed, severing Pyongyang’s economic lifeline, and again in the mid-1990s when Kim Il-sung died and once again when his son and heir Kim Jong-il passed away. It didn’t happen. Additionally, leaving the DPRK to implode of its own accord is not a strategy that most of the major regional and international powers can pursue. Aside from the obvious human rights issue of allowing a country to starve to death without aid, regional powers are faced with numerous other problems – the South Koreans with an unstable neighbour, the Chinese with a potentially massive refugee problem, and Japan neighbouring a ‘nuclear unstable state’.

Somehow North Korea must be dealt with through either engagement or containment – a debate that still rages in the US. At the same time the world’s last Cold War divide remains along the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), where 1 million North Korean troops face down 700,000 South Korean and 28,500 US troops. As the GI saying goes, ‘there ain’t no “D” in the DMZ’.

The most recent nuclear crises have been precipitated by Pyongyang’s decision to restart its nuclear programme. However, that decision was rooted in the long US refusal to abide by the only international agreement ever signed between the two countries – the 1994 Agreed Framework. The agreement was never really taken seriously by Washington and, it would seem, Pyongyang has reached the conclusion that the cancellation of scheduled oil shipments in December 2002, and the late arrival of two promised civilian-use reactors from the Korean Energy Development Organisation (KEDO), constituted an effective withdrawal from that treaty, leaving the DPRK with no choice but to respond. It has to be noted that none of the countries expressing concern over the present problem, including China and Russia, has seen fit to raise the issue of US responsibility or, as one commentator noted, ‘sees anything roguish in the US refusal to honour its commitments’.1

Tentative reform

In the spring of 2002 North Korea began a tentative economic reform process that raised awareness of the country to many outsiders. Certainly 2002 had promised to be a different year and remains the most seemingly serious attempt at reform in North Korea to date. Traditionally the Pyongyang government issues its broad policy objectives annually at New Year through the state news agency, KCNA. There is invariably talk of economic growth and improving international relations, but 2002 saw a significantly more strident tone emanating from the hermit kingdom. The editorial expressed an interest in opening to the outside world and modernising the economy, announcing a new era of ‘advance, great turn and broad opening’.

Pyongyang indicated several ways in which the country might do this, including

Restructuring the economy through enhancement of the existing infrastructure and the development of up-to-date technology, in particular in the power, coal, metal industry and railway transport sectors; implementing the June 2000 North–South Joint Declaration; improving relations with the outside world and making a positive contribution to global independence and peace.

To realise these objectives, the government had previously announced a budget for 2001 that at US$9.9 billion was nearly 3 per cent up on 2000. Perhaps paranoia was about to give way to an outburst of reform. Ultimately little changed and, subsequently, many of the reforms announced were rolled back. However, 2002 remains the clearest indication of the possibilities of change in the DPRK we have yet seen.

The problem of the command economy

The central thesis of this book is that the DPRK is a failed state and therefore liable to become unstable unless engaged enthusiastically and strategically. The DPRK has failed not primarily because it is run by a leadership obsessed with the cult of personality or because it is a one-party state entirely devoid of democracy, though neither of these truisms about North Korea has helped its development, but because it subscribes to the failed concept of the Soviet-inspired socialist command economy that insists on a centrally planned system. As Dennis O’Hearn has noted,

Soviet style centralised planning is neither socialist planning nor even effective planning. Since it is not socialist or democratic planning, the preferences of society (much less of individuals) are not met…. As a result, the plan is not effective – it is violated at all stages of the economy.2

The issues that revolve around North Korea – the persistent food shortages, excessive military spending, the nation’s crumbling infrastructure and industrial base, the propagation of the country’s guiding Juche philosophy, the Military First doctrine – are all subordinate to the existence of a centrally planned state and an economy that has failed under the weight of its own contradictions. Industrial collapse, a failed agricultural policy, famine and exorbitant levels of military spending all take place within a political context heightened in North Korea through the all-embracing nature of economic planning.

Whatever attempts are made at economic reform to introduce elements of marketisation and mercantilism are doomed to failure while the command economy remains in place and dominant. Under this system a DPRK with or without a Kim (1, 2 or 3) or nuclear weapons cannot survive except by relying on the drip-feed of international aid. The inherent contradictions of the command economy, enshrined in the philosophical mixture of Marxism–Leninism, Maoism, Confucianism and traditional Korean heritage that is Juche, cannot successfully undertake any rust-to-riches transformation without jettisoning its core economic theory. It cannot reject this economic theory without admitting the failure of Juche and the regime created by Kim Il-sung (Kim1) and Kim Jong-il (Kim2) and now inherited by Kim Jong-un (Kim3). As the personality cult around the Kims is built on their infallibility, any truly radical restructuring of the economy to deal with the current spiral of decline would destroy the ruling elite’s legitimacy and strip them of the Mandate of Heaven.

Ultimately the demise of the USSR was not about Gorbachev, the legacy of Stalin’s purges or Khrushchev’s de-Stalinisation, but about the failure of the command economy to deliver economic growth and prosperity. In Eastern Europe the leaders bolstered by personality cults fell away, from Romania to Albania. Similarly so elsewhere – Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, Colonel Gaddafi’s Libya. Again, it was ultimately the failure of the command economy to deliver growth rates and living standards equivalent to Western Europe that brought down the Eastern European regimes. In the Eastern European bloc and the Soviet Union the one justification that the ruling regimes used to secure their position – the elevation of the position of the working class – was not achieved, as the economic system was unable to drive growth. China has realised this, as to varying degrees have other command economy states, such as Vietnam and Cuba, where rigid political regimes have begun to shift away from the politically administered economic plan to balance the preservation of the legitimacy of the ruling Communist Parties with new, more liberalised, mixed economies. Where this shift is real, such as in China’s coastal cities, the ruling regimes have managed to remain dominant while delivering growth. In those regions, such as the inland provinces and western regions of China, where the reforms appear more illusory and the command economy often still dominates, the Party’s legitimacy is more fragile.

In the last decade the world has seen three separate though interlinked strategies employed by North Korea to try to maintain the legitimacy of the ruling regime, force concessions from other nations, guarantee the vital inflows of aid and attempt to resuscitate the economy. These strategies have emerged as an attempted process of diplomatic engagement with regional powers to achieve a normalisation of relations, followed by a highly limited economic reform programme, which ultimately failed and led finally to a reassertion
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