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Introduction

Orientalist Bigotry

To many, North Korea is an aberration. It is considered 
the antithesis of democracy: a totalitarian regime, ruled 
by a dictatorial dynasty that successfully reinvented 
feudalism. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK) is also unique. It has survived the implosion 
of the Soviet Union and the modernisation of Chinese 
communism  – its northern neighbours and historical 
sponsors  – without even the slightest attempt to open 
up to the West. But these facts alone do not fully capture 
the true nature of the country. 

Nicknamed the hermit state, North Korea is so 
secretive that separating fact from fiction is often proble-
matic. Indeed, the mystery surrounding this country has 
proven advantageous for other nations. In the post–Cold 
War era, the DPRK has allowed us to regard it as the 
ultimate dystopian society, an evil benchmark against 
which the spreading of democracy always appears positive. 
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Even Iraq or Libya are perceived as better regimes than 
The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)! 

North Korea is the enemy we all love to hate.
Yet, for all the comfort this statement may bring, 

it fails to comprehensively describe the North Korean 
regime or to address the fundamental question: how do 
we deal with it? The truth is that the DPRK is different: 
it does not fit neatly into any political classifications but, 
at the same time, displays features of several of them. 
Westerners have always rejected such complexity in an 
Asian country, choosing to label North Korea as another 
brutal communist regime. After the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, the entire world has embraced this interpretation. 

Putting aside any form of oriental bigotry and 
avoiding well-known stereotypes, this book will try 
to present a dispassionate picture of The Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea while seeking to unveil why 
and how it has survived against all odds. Hopefully, this 
analysis will offer the reader some tools to begin to 
unravel the true nature of the hermit state, the first step 
to peacefully resolving the current situation.

Let’s begin with North Korea’s new young leader, 
Kim Jong-un. Parachuted into power in 2011 by the 
sudden death of his father, Kim Jong-il, the young Kim 
has attempted to merge the past with the future in order 
to lead the nation through a problematic present. This is 
not an easy task. Using the instruments of propaganda 
and economic innovation, Kim Jong-un has embarked 
on a masterplan to strengthen his legitimacy, proving 
to the people that he is fulfilling the same role as his 
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grandfather, Kim Il-sung – in other words, that he is 
their sole protector.

Brushing aside the harsh memories of his father’s 
ruling  – from the famine of the late 1990s to the 
corruption of the elites  – Kim has been reconnecting 
North Koreans with their glorious past: the long struggle 
of the war of independence, the birth of the new nation 
and the reconstruction after the Korean War. He is 
boosting the nation’s pride. To speed this up, he has 
played on his physical resemblance to his grandfather. 
He has cut his hair in the same style and gained some 
weight, he dresses in a similar fashion and he even walks 
and laughs as Kim Il-sung did. This is a smart move. 
Veneration for the founder of the nation is genuine 
among the majority of North Koreans and the trick of 
presenting himself as the physical reincarnation of Kim 
Il-sung has boosted the popularity of the new leader, 
who was relatively unknown just seven years ago. 

Putting aside these clever techniques to consolidate 
his power, Kim Jong-un has a distinctive vision of the 
world, different from his grandfather’s and his father’s. 
Unlike Kim Il-sung who fought colonialism or Kim 
Jong-il who grew up during the Cold War, Kim 
Jong-un is a millennial and understands the meaning 
of globalisation. He knows it will be harder and harder 
to keep the world at bay, while also sensing that relying 
on the traditional Cold War dichotomy, so dear to his 
grandfather and father, could backfire. To survive the 
country needs to grow economically; this has been his 
message since the beginning. 
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Economic modernisation is indeed taking place in 
North Korea, but in a different fashion to that experi-
enced in other totalitarian Asian countries, such as China. 
North Korea does not have a clear plan of economic 
modernisation. On the contrary, Kim Jong-un has shown 
a high degree of tolerance vis-à-vis the liberalisation of the 
economy, leaving this process in the hands of the people. 
Perhaps this is intentional as the central government could 
clamp down on informal markets at any time. More 
likely, this sort of laissez-faire approach constitutes a form 
of juche economics. North Korea has never truly relied 
on central planning, as the Soviet Union or China did, 
and has always shown a degree of ‘uncertainty’ about the 
future, which has provided it the necessary flexibility to 
survive major crises, such as the implosion of the Soviet 
Union. This is an important point. 

The geopolitics of the globalised world are profoundly 
different from those of the colonial era and of the Cold 
War, with multipolarity replacing the classic dichotomy 
of the second half of the twentieth century. Born in the 
early 1980s, Kim Jong-un witnessed this transformation 
while growing up. That North Korea has at its helm 
someone who understands and accepts this new reality, 
coupled with the built-in flexibility of the North Korean 
system, is a distinct advantage. 

Kim Jong-un, the millennial, has accelerated the 
nuclear program, investing in it heavily and dismissing 
as a deterrent the regular army, which he considers weak 
and somehow obsolete. The verbal confrontations with 
Donald Trump, Shinzo Abe and the South Koreans 
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are pure propaganda. Kim Jong-un has no intention 
of bombing anybody, but he does want to prove that 
he could. Of course, as always in history, the final 
outcome will depend on variables that nobody can 
fully predict, Donald Trump being one of those, but it 
looks increasingly likely that The Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea will succeed in becoming a nuclear 
power despite breaking all the rules, as Pakistan did. At 
that point the only way to contain it will be to welcome 
Pyongyang into the nuclear club of nations. This 
membership will guarantee the survival of the regime in 
the near future. China, the regional and world giant on 
the northern border, is not hostile to this development. 
And this is what really matters.

The world we live in is very different from the one 
inhabited by Kim Il-sung, but it is also very different 
from the world at the beginning of the new millennium, 
before the birth of virtual life. Holding on to absolute 
power without any form of consensus is impossible. To 
illustrate this point we can draw a parallel between Kim 
Jong-un and another millennial, Saudi crown prince 
Mohammed Bin Salaman. The crown prince was not 
parachuted into power after a very brief period of 
time, but his rise to the top position has been equally 
exceptional and unexpected. Both young men have 
purged the old guard and present themselves as anti-
corruption leaders. They have cut the old branches of 
power to send a strong message to all their subjects: I am 
here to rule, so do not mess with me. Such bold moves 
require confidence and support from within the ruling 
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elite. The success of Kim Jong-un in holding power for 
so long seems to prove that he has been able to secure 
such backing. 

Mohammed Bin Salaman also plays on his physical 
resemblance to his grandfather, the founder of Saudi 
Arabia, King Abdullahziz Ibn Saud, the man whose 
fifty-one year reign he may one day emulate. Presenting 
himself as the reincarnation of his grandfather is a 
technique to gain consensus, helped along by promises 
to bring about much-needed reforms. Economics is 
paramount  – ending Saudi Arabia’s dependency on 
oil – as is tolerance. While in the second half of 2017, 
his father allowed women to drive, possibly under his 
suggestion, the crown prince went as far as calling for a 
return to moderate Islam and to a tolerant society. The 
sharp departure from those who have ruled before him 
enhances the image of the crown prince as a ruler who 
will leave as deep an impression as King Abdullahziz. 
For many, Saudi Arabia is also an aberration because 
it is an absolute monarchy resting on feudal principles. 
But, as with North Korea, Saudi Arabia has shown a 
remarkable resilience, avoiding even the strong winds of 
the Arab Spring. Both countries are set to be ruled for 
decades to come by young millennial leaders who are 
very much the product of the authoritarian and brutal 
regimes they were born into. The sooner we realise this, 
the sooner we can begin working towards a new world 
order.



On 13 February 2017, Donald Trump hosted a candlelit 
dinner for Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe at his 
country club resort Mar-a-Lago, in Florida. As the 
guests were served the first course, the news came that 
North Korea had launched a test missile. Soon images 
surfaced on Facebook of the American and Japanese 
staff bringing documents for the two leaders to read 
by iPhone flashlight at their table. Too bad that the 
following day these historic photos were taken down.1

Abe and Trump, along with the private citizens 
attending the state dinner, continued their meal as the 
missile crisis unfolded, in the background the keyboard 
vocalist hired for the night sang on. For the Mar-a-Lago 
guests, the $200,000 they had paid to attend the state 
dinner proved to be a great investment; not only had 
they witnessed an international nuclear crisis live, some 
of them had even been able to take a selfie with the 

Prologue

Missile Crisis by Candlelight
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presidential military aide carrying the ‘football’, the 
black leather satchel containing the codes, manuals and 
equipment that are all that Trump needs to order a 
nuclear strike.2

Some people realised the significance of the missile 
launch, timed as the leaders of the two most important 
enemies of North Korea – Japan and the USA – shared 
their first official meal. Few understood the finesse with 
which Kim Jong-un, the grandson of Kim Il-sung, 
exacted his personal revenge. 

As the American historian Bruce Cumings wrote, 
‘Abe is the grandson of Kishi Nobusuke, who was a 
war criminal, a Class A war criminal in World War II, 
according to the US occupation, and had been one of 
the people fighting against Kim Il-sung in Manchuria in 
the 1930s. He was responsible for munitions production.’3 
Abe’s grandfather was released by the Americans after 
three years in prison and rehabilitated as an anti-
communist. So you had the grandsons of two men who 
fought each other about eighty years ago confronting 
each other during a state dinner hosted by the president 
of the United States, the country responsible for the 
mutilation of the Korean peninsula at the end of the 
Japanese colonisation and South Korea’s strongest ally. 

The tests of four simultaneous missiles at the beginning 
of Donald Trump’s term as president were also a direct 
response to the deployment of the THAAD anti-missile 
system in South Korea, which became operational in 
May 2017, for which the USA had hurried shipment 
to have the missiles in place before a progressive South 
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Korean president took over. Indeed, on 9 May 2017, 
the democratic party candidate, Moon Jae In, a human 
rights lawyer who favours dialogue with North Korea, 
won the election.4

With these tests, North Korea revealed to its enemies 
and to the world that it possesses nuclear capabilities 
heretofore undetected.



Chapter 1

Going Hungry

China and North Korea emerged from the ashes of World 
War II as the countries we think we know today. For 
decades after the end of the war, hunger and starvation 
plagued both nations, with famine one of the high 
costs of independence from colonisation – China’s from 
European powers and Korea’s from imperial Japan. Yet 
the intimate relationship between these two countries 
and peoples goes back well before modern history.

From its founding tens of centuries ago, Korea 
adopted the Chinese ideograph system and used Chinese 
characters in writing and literary language; until the 
fifteenth century the commonly spoken language was 
Korean. Korean society also imported Buddhism, a non-
dogmatic religion that was quickly absorbed into local 
beliefs and superstitions.1 But the solid bridge between 
the two cultures has always been Confucian philosophy. 
Stressing filial piety, loyalty to the ruler and harmonious 
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order, Confucianism greatly influenced Korean social 
life, reinforcing its rigid form of feudalism. Just as the 
law of Rome was encoded into the system of values 
of Britain, wrote Reginald Thompson, a well-known 
British archaeologist,2 so too the Chinese value system 
was engraved in Korean society.

China, therefore, is a useful tool with which to begin 
understanding North Korea. A common denominator 
is a strong national identity expressed through shared 
ethnicity, language and geographical boundaries, char-
acteristics that have been in place for millennia in both 
nations. But, unlike China, Korea never experi enced fre-
quent and strong revolutionary outbursts, as it lacked the 
vibrant social engine that produced the unique Chinese 
political system of alternate dynasties. In comparison 
to China and throughout history, Korea was stagnant. 
That explains how one dynasty, the Choson, ruled the 
country from 1392 until Japan colonised the Korean 
peninsula at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Korean society was structured according to a rigid class 
system regulated by strictly hereditary principles; there 
was no social mobility. At the top of the social pyramid 
were the aristocrats, the yangban, who owned the land 
and had exclusive access to politics. At the bottom was 
a vast class of slaves, as Korea had one of the oldest and 
most longstanding systems of chattel slavery. Slaves were 
the property of the aristocracy and could be bought, sold, 
traded or inherited. They could be abused, branded, bred, 
exploited or killed by their owners. Through the centuries, 
slaves remained a constant feature of the Korean economy, 
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ranging from 30 to 60 per cent of the population; in 
Seoul, where the elite gathered for socialising, business 
or politics, slaves outnumbered free people. Slavery in 
Korea was abolished in 1894. Between these two classes of 
aristocrats and slaves were the ordinary people, primarily 
peasants, artisans and labourers. 

The rigid feudal class division is at the root of the 
fratricidal conflict that plagued the Korean peninsula in 
the first half of the twentieth century. When the imperial 
Japanese forces imposed colonial rule on Korea in 1910, 
the Korean aristocracy defended their own privileges, 
but not the nation. As a result, aristocrats morphed into 
a pro-Japanese ruling class located predominantly in the 
south. They became colonial officers in their ancestral 
lands, maintaining order in the southern regions, known 
as the rice basket of Korea, to guarantee a steady flow 
of rice to Japan. The north, rich in mineral and other 
natural resources, never accepted Japanese rule.

Victim of History
Colonisation arrived when Korea was experiencing 
positive changes. At the end of the nineteenth century, 
not even this feudal country was immune to the winds 
of modernisation. From commerce to music to literature 
and art, innovation swept through the Korean peninsula. 
Buddhism was joined by Christianity,3 contributing to 
a tolerant approach vis-à-vis religion. In the north, this 
renaissance produced a new but small enlightened and 
entrepreneurial elite, which many believe could have 
successfully led the country into the twentieth century 



going hungry

13

and shaped the modern state of Korea. One can only 
speculate what would have happened if Korea hadn’t 
been colonised by its neighbour: the effervescent Korean 
bourgeoisie might have even ended the rigid feudal 
structure. But Korea was colonised. The anti-colonial 
movement of 1919 was violently repressed, the 1920s 
witnessed the erosion of the traditional values and 
virtues of Korean society, and then in 1929 came the 
big crash. These factors sealed Korea’s destiny.

The Great Depression triggered a predatory form 
of colonisation at the hands of the Japanese, whose 
entrepreneurial class had been destroyed by the 1929 
crash. Poverty, hunger and famine grew throughout the 
peninsula and political persecution became rampant. To 
assimilate the country into the Japanese empire, Japan 
even began to systematically eradicate Korean national 
identity and culture – for example, Japanese names 
replaced Korean names and ancient artworks were 
destroyed or expatriated to Japan.4 

During this period, a growing number of Koreans 
moved to the north, to Manchuria in China where, 
throughout the 1920s, the anti-Japanese resistance had 
relocated. Among these émigrés was the family of the 
future North Korean leader, Kim Il-sung.

Born on 15 April 1912, the day the Titanic sank in 
the Atlantic ocean, the future Kim Il-sung was given 
the name of Kim Song-ju. He was born in a village 
near Pyongyang, which was at the time a budding 
commercial centre with a strong presence of American 
missionaries. His parents were Christians and belonged 
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to the upwardly mobile middle class that had emerged in 
the early years of the twentieth century. They came from 
the Seoul-Kaesong-Pyongyang region of rich alluvial 
rice paddies and progressive urbanisation. In 1923 Kim 
Il-sung’s father, who opposed the Japanese presence in 
Korea, was arrested for anti-Japanese activities. In 1925, 
soon after his release, he took the family to Manchuria, 
where he died a few years later. Escaping the Japanese 
empire, however, proved to be impossible for Kim’s 
family: in 1931, Tokyo invaded Manchuria. 

Japan separated the Manchurian region from China 
and created its own puppet state, Manchukuo. The 
Japanese population welcomed the conquest of Manchuria 
as its rich resources were soon tapped into by the badly 
bruised Japanese economy. Indeed, throughout the 1930s, 
Manchuria proved essential to Japan’s economic recovery 
from the Great Depression. But ruling Manchuria was 
not easy. The Chinese, Russian and Korean ethnic 
populations organised a strong resistance against what 
many described as a brutal regime. 

Indeed, the Japanese conducted a systematic campaign 
of terror and intimidation against the local population, 
involving arrests and executions. Because the Japanese 
army used Manchukuo as a base from which to invade 
the rest of China, soon the region became the theatre of 
one of the most vicious conflicts during World War II, 
involving several ethnic groups, among them Chinese, 
Russians and a vast number of Korean immigrants.

Across the border in Korea, the 1930s proved as 
traumatic a period as in Manchuria. By the beginning 
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of 1939, over five million Koreans had become labourers 
for the Japanese and tens of thousands of men had been 
conscripted into the Japanese military machine. The 
Japanese forced approximately 200,000 girls and women, 
mostly from China and Korea, into sexual slavery for the 
military. The first station to be provided with a stock of 
women was established in Manchukuo itself between 
1932 and 1933. By the start of 1938 between 30,000 and 
40,000 sex slaves, primarily Korean, had already been 
processed into this abysmal system. In 1993 Japanese 
Chief Cabinet Secretary Yohei Kono acknowledged 
the terrible injustices faced by these women, whom the 
Japanese had euphemistically called ‘comfort Women’.5 
These memories are still very much alive in both Koreas 
and are well incorporated into North Korea’s propaganda.

From Confucius to Kim Il-sung
When he joined the anti-Japanese resistance, Kim Song-ju 
took the nom de guerre of Kim Il-sung. He had the 
perfect pedigree for the resistance fighter. His father had 
been involved in subversive activities against the Japanese 
empire; in 1935 his middle brother had been arrested in 
Manchukuo and died while in the hands of the Japanese; 
and his mother’s brother spent thirteen years in a Japanese 
prison. With this background it is easy to interweave tales 
of the years he spent as a guerrilla fighter with legends 
that depict him as a Far Eastern Robin Hood, the man 
who brought deliverance to the Koreans.6 

In one of these heroic stories, Kim Il-sung steals 
from the aristocracy in Kapsan, across the border from 
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Manchuria, to feed his guerrilla fighters. Kapsan, at the 
foot of the White Head Mountains, was one of the 
poorest regions of Korea and a stronghold of the Korean 
aristocracy. Peasants had gone hungry for centuries and 
often described their condition as a perennial stream of 
hunger, admitting to eating tree bark and wild roots to 
fend off starvation. 

From Manchuria, where he initially established his 
headquarters, Kim Il-sung led his guerrillas to take back 
the land from the Korean landlords and the Japanese 
colonisers and handed it over to the peasants. The 
agrarian system he applied was similar to the Soviet 
model introduced in the USSR. Well before the birth 
of the new nation, in this region Kim established 
collectivisation and agrarian base camps. This process, 
which de facto dismantled for the first time the ancient 
Korean feudal system, was a successful experiment that 
in the 1950s greatly influenced the future agrarian reform 
in North Korea.

Even more symbolic for the nation-building narrative 
of North Korea is another story, which recounts the 
liberation of a group of victims of both the Chinese 
communists and the Japanese colonisers in Manchuria. 
This tale sets the stage for Kim’s unique vision of society 
and ideology, juche, which, as we shall see, North Koreans 
regard as a step forward from communism. 

One bitter winter day in 1935, Kim Il-sung and his 
guerrilla fighters arrived at a locked log cabin on Mount 
Ma’an, near present-day Ciqikou, on the west bank 
of the Jialing river in central Manchuria. When they 
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opened the door, they found dozens of people clothed in 
rags, starving, sick and scared. The fighters soon learned 
who they were: the surviving victims of a pogrom 
that Chinese communists and Japanese colonisers had 
conducted in the area. Kim freed them and welcomed 
them into his guerrilla group.

Among them were twenty to thirty children, orphans 
of members of the resistance or of the victims of the 
purges the counter-insurgency was constantly carrying 
out. The woman who looked after these children, named 
Kim Chong-suk, was so petite she could be easily 
mistaken for one of the children herself. Kim would 
eventually marry her and together they would become 
the parents of all the orphans of the resistance and of the 
Korean War. As a couple they would go on to establish 
the nation of North Korea, the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea (DPRK), extending their parental role 
to all its inhabitants and shaping the newly born country 
as a family-nation. Eventually, the juche doctrine would 
legitimise this peculiar presentation of Kim Il-sung as the 
wise leader, the father and protector of the community, 
and Kim Chong-suk as his beloved wife and partner, the 
mother of the nation and its future rulers.

The first brick of the parental nation-building project 
came from the orphans of the independence and, later, 
at the beginning of the 1950s, from the orphans of the 
Korean War. They represented the critical mass of the 
new nation’s future generations, hence the attention that 
even today the North Korean leadership pays to orphans. 
In 1947 Kim established a boarding school for these 
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children, the School for the Offspring of Revolutionary 
Martyrs. Later renamed Man’gyongdae Revolutionary 
School, it became the incubator of the future top-ranking 
members of the DPRK. Kim Jong-il, the son of Kim 
Il-sung and Kim Chong-suk, also attended the school. 
In the 1960s, when juche became the state doctrine, the 
orphans participated in rewriting the narrative of the 
war of independence. One of their key contributions 
was to change the birthplace of Kim Jong-il, who was 
born in a Soviet camp in Kabarovsk in 1942, to the 
sacred Mount Paektu, in the north of the country.7 
Mount Paektu became an important symbol of the juche 
mythology. Thus, the orphans were elected custodians 
and interpreters of the soul of the new nation, a country 
and a people that their adoptive parents had shaped 
for them.

To understand the concept of a family-nation, it is 
imperative to analyse the role that Confucius (551–479 
BC) still plays in Korean culture. At the centre of both 
Korean and Chinese society, one finds the family, 
the nucleus of Confucian ethics. Confucius traces the 
architecture of society back to five relationships: ruler to 
subject, father to son, elder brother to younger brother, 
husband to wife, and friend to friend. Apart from the 
first and last, all are blood ties. The relationships are 
never equal, not even those between friends, but are 
based on precise, well-codified social values and norms 
and on the Confucian ideal of ren. This concept defines 
the individual. A good way to explain ren is to use the 
corresponding Chinese ideogram, which is composed 
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of two parts: a man standing next to the number two, 
which signifies plurality. Hence the individual exists only 
in relation to the other; plurality and not individualism 
describes humanity. Thus, for the Chinese and the 
Koreans the individual does not count by themself, but 
only in relation to others. 

Inside the family, ancestor veneration stresses the 
importance of family cohesion.8 In politics, the ideal 
ruler is ‘like the polar star, which by keeping its place 
makes all the other stars revolve round it’. With this 
maxim, Confucius intended to emphasise the importance 
of the ruler as an example for their subjects to follow, 
regardless of the rigidity of the laws. This is as if to say, 
if the sovereign is good and virtuous, so his subjects 
will be, and the society will be harmonious.9 It follows 
that unity and stability depend on hierarchy. Individual, 
family and state are regulated by an ethical code valid 
at all levels: in the family, children respect their parents; 
in society, the young honour the old; and in the state, 
submission of administrator to ruler prevails. Unlike in 
Hobbes’s Leviathan, in this vision human nature remains 
essentially positive. With the right schooling and family 
guidance, the individual may assimilate a system of 
values and ethical behaviour that permits him to interact 
properly in society. At the same time, anyone can rise to 
the top of the social scale on his own merits. 

At the core of North Korean society one finds, rather 
than pure Marxism, a reinterpretation of ren where ‘the 
father’ takes on a new meaning, namely ‘the supreme 
leader’, the founding father of the nation. At the same 
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time the dynastic tradition of ancient Korea is maintained, 
where the supreme leader’s family is at the core of the 
family-nation, whose role is to protect the extended 
family of citizens, hence the hereditary nature of the 
North Korean political system. In the Constitution of 
1972, the family nucleus is identified as a cell in the body 
of society and the state as an organism looking after its 
cells. Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-il and today Kim Jong-un 
are the custodians of this body-state and their task is to 
make sure it performs as expected. ‘The masses who are 
not led by a wise leader can be likened to a body without 
a brain’, wrote Kim Jong-il.10

Although in North Korea Marxism proved handy in 
dismantling the feudal system, becoming the blueprint 
for the agrarian reform, it was not used in the nation-
building process of the DPRK as it had been in Russia 
or China. 

The Bond of Hunger
The mythologies of Mao and Kim are often set against 
the backdrop of a land of starving peasants. The popu-
lations of China and Korea, as the victims of brutal 
colonisers engaged in a global war, could barely feed 
themselves. From this bleak setting, the two men 
emerged as the leaders of armies in rags with one 
constant companion: hunger.

It is difficult for Westerners to understand the relation-
ship between hunger and politics in modern times. True, 
the French revolution showed us that people take to the 
streets and stage revolutions when they go hungry, but 
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decades and decades of hunger, in a colonised country 
devastated by a foreign occupier in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, is somehow different from the rioting 
of Parisians in 1789. Lack of infrastructure coupled with 
deep poverty turned hunger into a permanent nightmare 
for the deeply proud nations of China and Korea. Year 
after year, this hunger stripped men and women of their 
traditions and of their humanity, forcing them to revert 
to their basic animal instincts. It is in this context that 
one has to analyse the atrocities committed in China, 
in Manchuria and in Korea in the 1930s and the 1940s. 

As the mythology goes, Mao and Kim maintained 
and expressed their human qualities against all odds. 
Many of the legends about Kim Il-sung are fairytales 
of a man who is able to bring his starving guerrillas 
back from the brink of dehumanisation, a man battling 
constantly against injustice, not simply over the lack of 
food, but also the lack of freedom. Later on, after the 
birth of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, 
these stories kept alive the memories of the years of 
hunger for those who had survived those horrific times. 
They became part of the narrative of the strong father-
leader who saved the family-nation not only from the 
brutal Japanese regime but from dehumanisation. The 
bond of hunger between Kim and the North Korean 
people became a strong, unshakable connection, so solid 
that, as we shall see, in the 1990s, after his death, it 
withstood another tragic bout of hunger. 
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The Purest Race
The Korea that emerged from the first half of the 
twentieth century was deeply traumatised. One could 
argue that those years had a similar impact on most 
of the world and that from the ashes of two world 
wars rose a new world order where the contemporary, 
deeply traumatised nation-states took their first steps. 
Nationalism and racism, common features of the 
decades leading up to World War II, were rejected as 
nation-building tools and instead recognised as the root 
causes of the global conflict. 

Not in Korea!
Korean society internalised the concept of racial 

superi ority that the Japanese had preached, and repack-
aged it as the primary engine of the anti-colonial 
struggle and of its victory over a foreign power. It was 
embraced as the essence of the national identity of the 
modern Korea. Both Koreas identify their legitimacy 
in the exceptional racial traits of the Korean race, as 
witnessed in the victorious struggle against the Japanese 
oppressor.

In the 1960s, South Korean President Park Chung-
hee promoted the ideology of racial purity to legitimise 
his authoritarian rule in South Korea. Even today, those 
living on both sides of the thirty-eighth parallel believe 
that they belong to the purest race. A racial divide in 
South Korea has recently flared up again in relation to 
foreign migrants, people who in the last decades have 
moved from other Asian countries, attracted by the 
Korean economic boom. Koreans look down on them 
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and young people express the same racial prejudice of 
their parents and grandparents vis-à-vis foreigners.11 

For now let us focus on how the North and 
South Korean national identity was shaped around 
the racial superiority concept. No country emerges 
from colonisation without scars. In 1905, when Japan 
established a protectorate in Korea, Japan promoted 
the idea that the two nations had the same racial stock; 
essentially they shared a bloodline. The core of this racial 
theory was the notion of minjok, defined as a group of 
people with common ancestry who reside in the same 
area, have the same history, share a common religion 
and use the same language. The forced Japanisation of 
Korea and the attempts to eradicate Korea’s culture were 
aimed at proving these theories. After the capitulation 
of Japan, Korean scholars and intellectuals redefined 
the concept of minjok to describe a warlike race that 
had fought bravely to preserve Korean identity, a pure 
race that had declined and had been reinvigorated by 
anti-colonisation sentiment. 

Erasing the pro-Japanese role that the Korean 
aristocracy had played during the years of occupation, 
especially in the south, a new narrative emerged whereby 
colonisation had produced a resurgence of a dormant, 
yet exceptional, racial strength.12 When the north and 
the south were fighting to shape a new nation, in the 
aftermath of World War II as well as during the Korean 
War, both Koreas shared the racial belief of the uniqueness 
of the Korean minjok. For both regimes, armies and 
people, it was and still is the primary explanation of the 
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resistance and victory over the Japanese empire which 
led to the birth of their nations. 

Kim Il-sung understood the appeal of the racial 
doctrine for the collective imagination of his followers. 
He also realised it could become a useful instrument to 
curb some of the negative traits he had witnessed among 
the Korean diaspora, such as disunity. Kim had fought a 
long guerrilla war with an army of people from all walks 
of life: along with the peasants and the labourers there 
were the communists, the nationalists, the bandits and 
the criminals. He had witnessed merchants, Japanese 
collaborators and businessmen all pledging their loyalties 
to whoever was in power at that moment, and he judged 
these characteristics as a poor foundation for a long-
lasting nation. He promised himself that the new state 
would be created under the banner of unity, no matter 
what that implied. The idea of racial superiority came 
very handy. He promoted a society that did not tolerate 
any form of dissent or political alternative, that was 
racially so pure and so superior that it had to be totally 
self-sufficient.13 A self-reliant nation did not need the 
outside world. The motto was: one country, one nation, 
one ethnicity, one collective political thought. 

The first test came in 1950 with the outbreak of the 
Korean War.
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Facts and Fiction about the Korean War

Korea has been described by the Japanese as ‘a dagger 
pointed at the heart of Japan’ and by the Chinese as ‘a 
hammer ready to strike at the head of China’. Over 
the centuries, bigger players in the region have watched 
Korea closely and often decisions taken outside its borders, 
rather than inside, have shaped its destiny. Yet neither 
the long centuries of domination by imperial China, 
when Korea was a tributary state, nor the annexation 
to imperial Japan in 1910, have erased the strong sense 
of identity of the Korean people. Not even the division 
between north and south and the civil war have altered 
the fundamental feeling that Korea is one country and 
Koreans are one race.14 It is against this extraordinary 
background that one has to analyse the Korean War 
(1950–53), a fratricidal and deeply traumatic conflict for 
the people of the Korean peninsula.

When a colonial empire collapses under the hammer 
of a victorious enemy, its colonies become the spoils of 
war. Borders are moved and new countries pop up at 
the stroke of a pen. At the end of World War II, the 
conflicting influences of the two superpowers, USA and 
Russia, required the breakup of the Korean peninsula, 
a dramatic decision that eventually produced the first 
conflict of the Cold War. 

As early as 1945, the Americans, who also had occupied 
Japan, marched into South Korea, while the Russians 
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moved to the North. The common narrative is that the 
USSR backed Kim Il-sung in the North, that he was a 
puppet in the hands of Stalin and that he managed to 
grab power in 1948 only thanks to Moscow. According 
to this interpretation, the Soviets had a well-developed 
plan for North Korea, which featured Kim Il-sung as 
its leader. This reconstruction of events could not be 
further from the truth. Stalin never trusted the Korean 
communists  – indeed, in the 1930s he gave the order 
to shoot all Korean agents in the Comintern, with the 
excuse that they could be Japanese collaborators.15 He 
used the same justification to deport 200,000 Koreans, 
many of whom were immigrants, from the Soviet 
Far East to central Asia, primarily to Kazakhstan and 
Uzbekistan. Stalin did not particularly like Kim Il-sung 
either and until 1946, Moscow was considering backing 
the nationalist leader Cho Man-sik.16 Like Mao, Kim 
had conducted a revolution with an army of peasants 
who literally venerated him, and Stalin disliked this type 
of hero because they might cast a shadow over his own 
role as supreme leader of the communist universe.

More likely, Kim Il-sung managed to get hold 
of power in North Korea for a simple reason: in the 
aftermath of World War II, the Russians were too busy 
carving up the Eastern European bloc and paid little 
attention to Korea. Kim was quick to seize this oppor-
tunity. He was smart.

South of the thirty-eighth parallel, the Americans 
showed a similar lack of focus and understanding as their 
former allies, the Russians, had demonstrated in the 
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north of the peninsula. They placed in charge of South 
Korea an exiled politician who had spent thirteen years 
in the Uniteed States, Syngman Rhee, and who openly 
declared that his aim was to impose national unity by 
force. He had no local connections, no understanding 
of the situation on the ground and no political finesse.

Against this background, what chance did Korea have 
to be reunified peacefully? Well beyond the dispute about 
the casus belli of the war – which army crossed the thirty-
eighth parallel first, the one from the North or the one 
from the South? – the root cause of the Korean War rests 
with the geopolitical position of the peninsula. Instead 
of promoting reconciliation, Moscow and Washington 
began challenging each other from opposite sides of the 
thirty-eighth parallel, a game of cat and mouse they 
would go on playing in the following decades at a global 
level, inside nations that happened to be located along 
the geopolitical boundaries of their spheres of influence. 
Sometimes Moscow or Washington would use their own 
military power, as in Vietnam or Korea; other times they 
would fight via substitutes, armed groups they sponsored, 
as in the case of the proxy wars in Central America.

One thing is sure, in 1945 neither of the two 
superpowers wanted an independent and unified Korea. 
They were both anxious that such a nation would not 
fall into the other’s sphere of influence, and so Korea was 
divided and remained divided. The Russians did not 
want an American ‘protectorate’ on their border and the 
Americans certainly feared the birth of a Soviet satellite 
state in the Far East, as confirmed by their engagement 
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in the Vietnam War. Ironically, had that happened, most 
likely the North Korean regime would not have lasted 
so long. With the implosion of the Soviet Union, Korea 
would have shared the same destiny as Eastern Europe. 
Once again, the geopolitical position of Korea sealed its 
political destiny, making it easy prey for foreign powers.

The Koreans bear some of the responsibility for this 
outcome. On opposite sides of the thirty-eighth parallel, 
people were not ready to put an end to the hostility 
that had characterised the previous three decades, a 
resentment that, it became clear after 1945, was fuelled 
by the ideology of patriotism. Both the North and the 
South claimed to have fought a war of independence 
against the Japanese and demanded the right to be 
considered the sole true Korean patriots. To prove this, 
they accused each other of treason. The South saw Kim 
Il-sung and his guerrillas as Soviet cronies, while the 
North dismissed the South as Japanese collaborators 
and, after 1945, American lackeys. The patriotic dispute 
crystallised during World War II and, by the time the 
conflict ended, was so internalised among people at the 
top of the ruling pyramids of both Koreas that all they 
wanted was to wipe out the internal enemy and reunify 
the country under their banner.17 Of course, the Soviets 
and the Americans did not understand the nature of the 
clash between the two Koreas, so they did not predict 
the outbreak of the war.

The Korean War, the first war-by-proxy of the Cold 
War, soon became a textbook case of what superpowers 
should not do when engaged in nation building; mistakes 
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that the last one still standing, the United States, keeps 
repeating even today, for example in the Middle East.18 
From 1945 to 1948, during the US occupation of 
Korea, the Americans empowered an entire generation 
of Koreans who had served Japanese imperialism and 
fought against the Allies during World War II. They 
were so focused on the new enemy, the USSR, that they 
forgot about the old one. The USA put them in charge 
of the military and of the national police, regardless 
of the role they had played before. In the summer of 
1949, the South Korean commander of the thirty-eighth 
parallel was Kim Sok-won, who had been a Japanese 
collaborator in the 1930s and had pursued Kim Il-sung 
and other guerrillas in Manchuria while working for 
the Japanese Kwantung Army.19 But Korean people had 
a better memory and resented these decisions. Does this 
sound familiar? Just look at Iraq and Syria today: in the 
former regions of the Caliphate, the Sunni population is 
once again discriminated against by the Shia, the Kurds, 
the Iraqis and even the Assad regime.20 The Korean War 
was the rehearsal for the fiascos of the future. 

The Korean War also helps us understand the 
delicate relationship between North Korea and China, 
the new superpower. When the Americans drove the 
North Koreans to the northern border, near the Yalu 
river, which separates China from the DPRK, Chinese 
soldiers, mostly volunteers, were dispatched to help Kim 
Il-sung’s troops. A Chinese war veteran remembers that 
at a certain stage Kim Il-sung crossed over to China and 
remained under the protection of Mao’s army. According 
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to his account, China’s intervention saved the North 
from capitulating. Chinese troops crossed the border 
and fought US troops to avoid having a pro-Washington 
regime on their border.21 Mao did not let Kim Il-sung’s 
regime collapse because the DPRK was born as a buffer 
state to protect China from the United States. For seventy 
years it has performed this task very well and there is no 
reason why it should stop doing so today.

The ideology that sold the Korean War to the 
Americans and to the world ignores these facts and 
centres on the dichotomy between good and evil; it is 
identical to the one used today to justify the conflict 
in the Middle East. A simplistic lie manufactured to 
hide the complexity of modern geopolitics. By 1950, 
when the Korean War began, America was consumed 
by anti-communist fever. Senator McCarthy had 
ignited a fire in Washington that was burning across 
the entire continent. Communism was perceived as the 
ultimate evil because it was depicted as being essentially 
inhuman,22 hence, the massive, disproportionate military 
reaction to the red flags of Kim Il-sung’s army crossing 
the thirty-eighth parallel. 

The evil nature of the enemy handily justified, 
in public opinion, a bombing campaign that brought 
unimaginable destruction to the North, far beyond what 
had happened in Germany or Japan. The United States 
dropped 635,000 tons of bombs in Korea and 32,557 tons 
of napalm, compared to 503,000 tons of bombs in the 
entire Pacific during World War II. ‘The Americans 
bombed North Korea so much that there were no 
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more targets to bomb’, said General In-Bum Chun, top 
ranking officer in South Korea, in the BBC documentary 
North Korea’s Nuclear Trump Card.23 ‘The North Koreans 
still remember the bombing.’ Of the twenty-two major 
cities, eighteen were obliterated by half.24 Even by 
World War II standards, the Korean War was atrocious. 
Anthony Herbert, who fought in the war, writes in his 
book Soldier that just a year into the conflict, General 
MacArthur admitted to the US Congress that he had 
never seen such devastation.25 Curtis LeMay, who took 
over from MacArthur, later wrote, ‘We burned down 
just about every city in North Korea and South Korea 
both...we killed off over a million civilian Koreans and 
drove several million more from their homes.’26 Was such 
massive military destruction predominantly a warning 
to Moscow and Beijing?

When in 1953 a truce was reached, it is estimated that 
around 2.5 million civilians had either been wounded, 
killed, abducted or had gone missing.27 China and the 
USSR, for sure, received the message and even today 
they have not forgotten it. North Korea became an 
important, strategic buffer between two worlds.

The Koreans also have not forgotten the message. The 
lack of a peace treaty made reconciliation impossible, 
freezing into place over time an animosity between 
the North and the South that would not thaw. Today, 
Koreans still point fingers across the thirty-eighth 
parallel, accusing each other of treason.
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Juche: The Scientology of Totalitarianism

The Korean War also sent a clear message to Kim Il-sung. 
It became apparent that North Korea was geographically 
sandwiched between communism and capitalism and 
that was not a good position to be in; to make sure the 
country would never again experience such destruction, 
implementing self-reliance was imperative as much as 
building a powerful military machine. Kim Il-sung began 
working at a way to isolate and insulate the country from 
those powers, and so produced a new doctrine: juche.

The first thing that strikes anybody who attempts to 
understand juche is its lack of clarity. Kim was a brilliant 
guerrilla fighter but he was not an ideologue. He struggled 
to flesh out a comprehensive theory. Juche is a poor 
ideology, full of unconnected principles, absurd concepts 
and even contradictory slogans. How do you reconcile 
one of its fundamental tenets, that man is the master of 
all things and decides everything, with another, that the 
state, its leaders and its political vision come before the 
interests and identities of individuals? It is only when 
analysed as a modern religion, similar to Scientology, a 
non-transcendental doctrine with a twist of absurdity 
and plenty of dogmas, that juche begins to make sense.

A European diplomat I interviewed who has spent 
several years in Pyongyang agrees that, as a nation, 
North Korea presents a strong religious component, 
which makes it impossible to analyse it rationally. 
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North Korea is a mystery even for people like me, 
who have lived in Pyongyang for four years. It is still 
impossible to present a rational explanation of how 
this country and its people function...While I was 
living in North Korea, I met a lot of journalists and 
read their articles, I have always come to the same 
conclusion: what they have written does not make any 
sense. They all try to find a rational key to describe 
North Korea to their reader but none works.

At the core of juche is a well-crafted story of creation. 
In the beginning there was the purest race, the Koreans. 
They lived in the best land on earth and had no desire 
to go anywhere else. They did not know that the 
outside world was envious, that it wanted to grab their 
beautiful land and enslave them. So when the Japanese 
army invaded the peninsula, Koreans were stunned and 
did not know what to do, hence they ended up being 
colonised. At that time, they were not conscious of their 
own strength and uniqueness. The awakening came with 
the arrival of a truly exceptional hero, Kim Il-sung. He 
freed the people from the chains of Japanese colonisation, 
offered them deliverance and eternal physical protection 
from the menace of the outside world, and gave them 
juche, a code of behaviour that guarantees the darkness 
of the past will never come back.

In a nutshell this is what the North Korean masses 
religiously believe: that, although they are an ancient 
people and have always been racially superior to 
everybody else, they became a true nation only seventy 



north korea

34

years ago, when Kim Il-sung shaped the new state. 
‘Before liberation our country was under Japanese rule 
for about forty years. Before liberation the grandparents 
lived in harsh poverty. Kim Il-sung led a twenty-year 
long arduous, anti-Japanese armed struggle. And finally 
liberated our country.’ This is how a North Korean 
woman summarises the parable of the creation of her 
country.28 

As it is with Christianity or Islam, a big component of 
the juche creed is revelation. ‘The leader discovered the 
truth of the juche idea in the course of the struggle against 
bigoted nationalists and bogus Marxists, flunkeyism and 
dogmatists, while hewing out a new path for revolution’, 
wrote Kim Jong-il in The Juche Philosophy, a book in 
which he spelled out the meaning of juche.29 In the 
ultimate analysis, Kim Il-sung is the juche messiah and his 
holiness can be transmitted to his offspring, as reported 
by Evan Osnos in The New Yorker. This is what he wrote 
about a visit to a school for orphans: 

I stood in front of a large photo of Kim (Kim Jong-un) 
touching a fuzzy red blanket. The principal stepped 
aside, and, with a flourish, revealed, in a Plexiglas box, 
the blanket. ‘He personally touched it,’ he said. So it 
was with other specimens  – the white painted chair 
that he blessed with his presence in the lunchroom; 
the simple wooden chair from the language lab, on 
which he rested from his labours – all preserved under 
glass, like the relics of a saint. I asked Pak Yong Chul 
how it felt to be visited by the leader, and his eyes 
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widened. ‘That moment is unforgettable. I would 
never have dreamed of it,’ he said.30

Revelation happened while Kim the messiah was 
fighting the enemy, during a vicious war against the 
Japanese army. It was not a magic, mythical moment, 
as when Emperor Constantine had a vision and saw 
over the Roman bridge that separated him from his 
enemies a splendid cross with the writing ‘under this 
banner you shall win’, but a process that took place over 
several years. As with all religions, the juche narrative 
incorporates superstitions and mythological stories, most 
of which are old Korean tales repackaged to fit the story 
of Kim’s revelation and creation.

In the Bible, God created the world in seven days from 
the sky; in The Juche Philosophy, Kim Il-sung created 
North Korea during the war of independence from his 
headquarters in Mount Paektu, at the border between 
China and North Korea. Mount Paektu is the highest 
mountain in North Korea and in northern China and 
is an active volcano. It is also a sacred place for people 
living on both sides of the thirty-eighth parallel because, 
according to Korean mythology, it was the birthplace 
of Tangun, the founder of the first Korean kingdom, 
Gojoseon (2333–108 BC).31 ‘The founding father of 
our nation was Tangun’, writes Kim Jong-il, ‘and the 
founding father of socialist Korea was the great leader 
Comrade Kim Il-sung’.32 The mountain’s mythology 
plays an important role in the legitimation of the juche 
ideology as well as of North Korea because it links the 
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present to the beginning of time for the Korean nation. 
This explains why it is often used in North Korea’s 
propaganda, for example, the Paektu rocket and its peak 
feature in the North Korean emblem. Article 169 of 
the Constitution describes it as ‘the sacred mountain of 
the revolution’.33 It is now clear why the orphans of the 
war of independence suggested to Kim Il-sung Mount 
Paektu as the birthplace of Kim Jong-il. 

Unlike the revelations of Christianity and Islam, the 
juche revelation was not immediately publicised – the first 
time Kim Il-sung mentioned it was in 1955. Juche was not 
presented as a religious creed but as an ideology similar 
to communism, an improvement of communism. Like 
Scientology, which was not constructed as a religion 
but as a philosophy and ideology, juche was born in the 
1950s, in the post-World War II traumatised landscape, 
a period in which many philosophical theories about 
the origins and meaning of humankind blossomed. Also 
like Scientology, juche evolved into the faith of a sect – 
the North Koreans – when it became clear that this was 
the only avenue for the country’s long-term survival. 
Both Scientology and juche reset the clock of history 
according to revelation and, by doing so, drew a line 
under the traumatic past. The North Korean calendar, 
the juche calendar, starts with the birth of Kim Il-sung 
in 1912, while Scientology uses the AD abbreviation not 
for anno Domini, but ‘After Dianetics’, the first brick of 
L. Ron Hubbard’s new world.34 

The need to produce a new ideology most likely 
became a priority in 1953 when Stalin died. His death 
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led to an internal fight for succession and to the outbreak 
of Moscow and Beijing’s antagonism. Kim understood 
the urgency to produce juche to keep and maintain 
a distance from North Korea’s two big communist 
neighbours, to avoid being gobbled up by one of them. 
Hence, at the core of juche is the concept of self-reliance. 
By shutting off the world, North Korea was going to 
avoid once more being the prey of foreign powers and 
falling victim to a foreign ideology or being flattened 
once again by foreign military aviation. The key words 
of juche are chaju, which means political and ideological 
independence, especially from the Soviet Union and 
China; charip, which is economic self-reliance and 
self-sufficiency; and chawi, military independence and 
a viable national defence system.35 As we shall see, 
acquiring nuclear capability became paramount to 
fulfilling the latter.

Producing the new ideology took quite some time 
and could not have been easy. In fact it was only in 1972 
that juche was crowned North Korea’s national ideology. 
The North Korean Constitution stipulates in Article 3 
that the North Korean government ‘shall make the Juche 
Ideology of the Workers’ Party the guiding principle 
for all its actions’ and the Workers’ Party Charter states 
in a preamble that, ‘the Workers’ Party is guided only 
by Kim Il-sung’s Juche Ideology and revolutionary 
thoughts’.36 Over the twenty years of its formation, juche 
emerged from the progressive stripping of the tenets of 
Soviet and Chinese communism and their replacement 
with elements of Korean ethnocentric nationalism and 
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of Japanese racial theories. These were principles people 
could easily relate to because, like the concept of the 
purity of the Korean race, they had been ingrained in 
Korean culture during millennia of dynastic rule. Juche 
incorporated these elements of ancient mythology, 
superstition and racial theory and morphed them into 
North Korea’s modern nationalism.

In Italy, Mussolini created fascism from Italian 
parochialism, superstition and ancient legends through 
a similar ideological cleanse. But while Il Duce, as 
Mussolini was known, was able only to manufacture 
a successful cult of personality, Kim Il-sung achieved 
much more: he established in the twentieth century a 
blood dynasty and a religion.

It’s like a religion. From birth, you learn about the 
Kim family, learn that they are gods, that you must be 
absolutely obedient to the Kim family. The elites are 
treated nicely, and because of that they make sure that 
the system stays stable.37

In the aftermath of World War II and of a brutal 
colonisation, Koreans responded positively to juche. They 
had no problem believing in the exceptional, supernatural 
qualities of Kim and of his bloodline. Even today, North 
Koreans often use the expression Paektu hyultong or 
‘Paektu bloodline’ to describe Kim Jong-un’s legitimacy 
as their leader. ‘Korea will always emerge victorious in 
the future under the wise leadership of the respected 
comrade Kim Jong-un, who was born to continue the 
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line of “Mangyongade” revolutionary family’, explains 
a North Korean woman.38 We must remember that both 
the Confucian Korean dynastic monarchies and the 
Japanese empire were built on the assumption that the 
purity of the bloodline dictates who will rise and who 
will fall. Historically and culturally, therefore, Koreans 
had never experienced anything different! 

After 1972, the juche doctrine continued to be 
perfected to fit the needs of the new dynasty and to 
shape its bond with the new nation. In 1980 Kim Il-sung 
introduced the theory of the Immortal Socio-Political 
Body, which was incorporated into the juche doctrine 
and can be summarised as follows: the suryong (leader) is 
an impeccable brain of the living body, the masses can 
be endowed with their life in exchange for their loyalty 
to him, and the party is the nervous system of that living 
body. In other words, without the suryong, which is the 
brain, and the party, which is the nervous system, the 
masses will remain dead limbs because they are no more 
than arms and legs.39

In this scenario, God and communism become 
irrelevant; indeed, the transcendental God historically 
never existed in the North Korean mind while 
communism was instrumental only to the discovery of 
juche. At the core of the new religion is Kim Il-sung, 
a man with supernatural powers who is at the same 
time the creator of North Korea and the nation itself. 
As in the Christian trinity, Kim is one man and every 
North Korean man, woman and child at the same time. 
A people drenched in Confucianism who had in the 
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past brushed shoulders with Buddhism had no problem 
accepting the first juche dogma. 

Then there is the holiness of Kim’s bloodline, strong 
enough to be able to protect the nation and to prevent 
the outside world from enslaving its people again. The 
question of succession, as in any communist country, has 
never arisen in North Korea. The bloodline establishes 
the succession from Kim Il-sung to his son Kim Jong-il.40 
The only choice in the succession was which son was 
better suited to step into the shoes of the father, to act 
as the messenger of the eternal leader. The vicarious role 
of Kim Jong-il and of Kim Jong-un today sprang from 
yet another juche dogma: Kim Il-sung died but he will 
always be the eternal leader of North Korea, he lives on 
inside the body of the community.

‘For the everybody, no matter how educated they 
are, the regime is like a religion’, explains the European 
diplomat who spent four years in Pyongyang.

I asked someone I knew well and with whom I some-
time could have a profound discussion, I asked him if all 
those people that stand in line in front of the monu ment 
of the leader on those special day, if they truly believe 
that he is the eternal leader. He said, well, maybe five 
in one hundred not, but the rest yes. This is basically 
everybody. For me in four years the real hardship [of an 
expat’s life in the DPRK] has been the absolute lack of 
loyalty towards me and us as an institution, the people 
remain one hundred per cent religiously loyal to the 
regime, and this is the tough life for us foreigners. 
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A corollary of the dogma of the eternal leader refers 
to the immortality of North Koreans. Juche describes 
human beings as members of a socio-political community 
that is a living body, hence there is no individual apart 
from the community. As the community survives, there 
will be some sort of continued existence, a form of 
immortality for members of the community even when 
their bodies die.

Whatever one thinks of North Korea, it is remarkable 
and at the same time shocking that juche, a racial and 
nationalistic creed, was developed in the second half 
of the twentieth century, when racial theories were 
shunned elsewhere. In North Korea, on the contrary, the 
purity of the bloodline became a discriminating factor 
that inevitably led to the formation of a caste system, 
the songbun, and to the isolation of the nation to avoid 
contamination from the rest of the world. Even today, 
North Koreans are ranked according to family history; 
those whose grandparents fought with Kim Il-sung as 
well as the orphans are considered to have the purest 
blood. But loyalty to the government, that is, to the 
leadership, also plays a big role. 

Parents are required to register the birth of a baby, 
with information about the new citizen kept in three 
places: at the local town hall, with the police and 
with the secret police. The first thing a new-born gets 
from the state is its songbun  – one of the five social 
statuses allocated to all North Koreans. Depending on 
the status of the father, the infant will be classified as 
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either ‘special’, ‘nucleus’, ‘basic’, ‘complex’ or ‘hostile’. 
A policeman will stamp the songbun on the baby’s 
new file, establishing where this North Korean will 
be allowed to live, which university it will be able to 
enter, where it might work and whether it will be able 
to join the Korean Workers’ party.41

In the lowest classes are those with family roots in South 
Korea and Japan, which, together with the United States, 
are North Korea’s biggest enemies. Robert Collins, who 
has worked in South Korea for three decades for the 
Department of Defence, in his study of songbun, reported 
the following story: Mr Hong-il graduated from high 
school and was drafted into the air force. He did so 
well that his superior recommended him for entrance 
into Kim Il-sung Political College. However, it emerged 
that during the Korean War his father defected to the 
North from the South. Hence his songbun was not good 
to attend such a high-level college. He ended up being 
sent to work in the mines as a labourer.42

As in Scientology, the members of the juche com-
munity are considered exceptional and not every body 
can join in. Building on the historical ethno-nationalism 
of Korea, juche sanctions the superiority of North 
Koreans over their brothers and sisters in South Korea 
who have not embraced the juche revelation and have 
been contaminated by the Americans.43 Ultimately, the 
juche creed legitimises the existence of North Korea by 
instilling in its people the purest kind of ethnic pride. 
And this explains why not many people are leaving 
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the country: not because someone is guarding the 
borders, but because they cannot imagine living outside 
such borders.44

Even those who have moved out of North Korea look 
at juche with a mix of pride and nostalgia, as emerged 
from several interviews with North Koreans who have 
left the country. Research based on 100 structured 
interviews with North Korean citizens legally residing 
in China shows that nearly two-thirds of the respondents 
‘indicate that they are either “exceedingly proud” or 
“moderately proud” of the Juche idea’.45 The vast majority 
also supports unification for the purpose of promoting 
economic development in North Korea. North Koreans 
are not interested in the disappearance of their regime 
but in economic improvement. The respect for juche 
confirms that, for the North Korean, the legitimacy of 
the state rests on this religious/ideological construction 
more than on the collective memory of what North 
Korea once was, that is, part of the Korean kingdom.

Juche has been instrumental in maintaining a distinct 
sense of North Korean-ness, originally created by and 
continually reproduced through North Korea’s state-
nationalism. This religious glue has kept the nation 
united even when facing the frequent failures of the state 
to provide basic public goods. In a nutshell, this is the 
uniqueness of North Korean national identity, different 
from that of their relatives in the South.


