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Abstract

Political Dynamics of Change in
North Korea’s Economic Strategy:
Ideology, Conflict of Interests, and Economic Policy

Lim Soo-Ho

(Institute for National Security Strategy)

This study tries to infer the political dynamics that worked
in the process of forming and transforming North Korea's
economic strategy. It is the process of establishing the ‘heavy
industry priority line” in the power struggle with the pro-
USSR and pro-China faction, the ‘economy-defense parallel
line’ in the policy struggle with the Gapsan faction, the
compartmentalization of the economy and the creation of a
privileged economy in the process of power succession of Kim
Jong-il; And after the Cold War, it was a process of conflicts
of bureaucratic interests in which attempts to constrain the
privileged economy and opposition to them collide.

In socialist states, economic strategy is called capital

Abstract

accumulation strategy, and it consists of ‘investment priority
issue’ and ‘investment source issue.” The heavy industry
priority line and the economy-defense parallel line are related
to the former, and the process of their formation is closely
related to the process of establishing the ‘Great Leader System’
in North Korea. Therefore, these two lines belong to the realm
of ideology that cannot be changed, and they are ‘mother
lines’ that continue to exert strong influences even now.

The ‘real’ focus of the revolutionary economic strategy, the
military-first economic line, the economic-nuclear parallel
line, and the concentration of powers into the economic
growth line, which have emerged and disappeared in the post-
Cold War era, was to realign the sources of investment, though
they used the ‘cover’ of investment priorities issue. They were
attempts to restrict the privileged economy and readjust the
bureaucratic balance of interests favored it, formed in the
process of Kim Jong-il's power succession in the 1970s and
1980s, and the results of reactions against those attempts.
Recently, the concentration of powers into the economic
growth line has disappeared in North Korea's official
discourse, and it was confirmed that the economic-nuclear

parallel line was abolished at the 8th Party Congress in

117
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January 2021. However, the critical mind of two policies is
still continuing through horizontal re-centralization attempts
to restrict the privileged economy. If the economic difficulties
are alleviated in the future, North Korea will present a new
strategic line. However, whatever strategic line is adopted, it is
not an attempt to readjust the priorities of resource allocation,
but rather an attempt to readjust the source of investment or a
product of a conflict of bureaucratic interests triggered by the
oppositions. Due to the nature of the North Korean system,
there will be no reform or counter-reform attempts in the
resource allocation priorities that have already been promoted

to the realm of ideology.

Keywords

strategic economic line, strategy of capital accumulation,
ideologization of policy, institutionalization of policy,
bureaucratic conflict of interests,

vertical policy winning coalition
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