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In one or two words: 
En una o dos palabras: 

 
What do you think of  when you hear 

‘North Korea’? 
¿Qué piensas cuando escuchas Corea del 

Norte? 



Unraveling 

•  North Korea has long been a conundrum in the 
international community 

•  Aim to demystify North Korea, unravel the mysteries that 
surround it and provide a clear picture of what is really happening 

•  What keeps the regime in North Korea in power? 

 
•  Aim to uncover possible methods of strategic nonviolent action 

and unravel the pillars of support that prop up the regime 



Why do I care? 



History 

•  The two Koreas have a shared history that dates 
back to 2333 B.C. 

•  1392: They became united into what is now 
known as Korea, under the Joseon Dynasty 

•  Ruled under Confucian principles 

•  The Dynasty began to lose power throughout the 
19th century 

•  1910: Japanese took power and began to occupy 
the Peninsula  



Japanese 
Occupation 
(1910-1945) 

•  Forced Labor 

•  Torture/Massacres for 
dissenters 

•  Comfort Women for Military 

•  Removal of  Artifacts 

•  Attempts to change Korean 
history 

•  Japanese made the official 
language 

•  Land takeover 

•  Colonial assimilation 

•  Installation of  education system 



North Korea Formation 

•  After WWII  the Koreas were arbitrarily 
chopped in half  at the 38th parallel 

•  The U.S. had administrative control in the 
South and the Soviet Union in the North 

•  1948- North Korea declared statehood and 
Kim Il Sung named the leader; Syngman Rhee 
in the South 

•  Founded on similar principles as the Soviet 
Union, the first constitution borrowed many 
things 



Korean War 

•  1950-1953 

•  Both governments claimed sovereignty over 
all of  the Peninsula 

•  North had taken over almost all of  South, 
except Busan 

•  United States intervened and pushed North 
Korea back behind the 38th parallel 

•  Ended in armistice agreement, no peace 
treaty ever signed 

•  War never officially ended 



Juche Philosophy 

•  Philosophy of  self-reliance 

•  Replaced Marxism/Leninism in 1972 as the political 
philosophy 



Legal System 

•  Three Generation Law- “Seeds of  Dissent”  

•  Lawyers and judges are chosen based on their loyalty to the 
regime; they are there for the state and to “educate” the 
“client” to confess 

•  Some laws are not followed, regime wants take precedence 

•  Laws are often created after the fact or changed to fit the 
regime’s desires 



Human Rights 
Violations 
•  Unable to travel outside of  

your own city 

•  No Free Speech 

•  Famine, unequal ration system 

•  Total Control Zone Prison 
Camps and Reeducation 
Prison Camps (estimated 
200,000 currently in camps) 



Total Control Zone Prison 
Camps 

•  Work until death 

•  Not taught Juche or about the Kims 

•  Began in 1950s 

•  Constantly near starvation (40% die 
from malnutrition) 

•  Torture 

•  Possible execution, in public 

•  Many don’t know why they are there 

•  Horrible living conditions 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=znjDD8HOhuA 



So why isn’t there a 
humanitarian intervention? 



The Big Picture 

•  5 Major Global 
Economies 

•  4 Nuclear Weapon 
States 

•  3 UN Security 
Council Veto Powers 

•  2 Global 
Superpowers 

•  1 Regime Hell-Bent 
on Survival 



Foreign Actors 

Six-Party Talks- aim for a peaceful resolution to the security concerns 
of  North Korea’s nuclear program (ended in 2009) 

 
•  North Korea 

•  South Korea 
•  China 

•  United States 
•  Russia  

•  Japan 

 



China 

•  Has the most influence over DPRK, but still overestimated 

•  Provides 80% of  DPRK energy and 66% of  their trade and 
investment 

•  Focused on DPRK’s weaknesses 

•  In a regime collapse they worry: 
•  Influx of  DPRK refugees 

•  U.S. military will be at their back door 

•  Agreement to humanitarian intervention for HR violations could 
lead to the eventual look at their HR violations 



United States 

•  Uses hard-line approach with North Korea 

•  Worried about their strengths (i.e. nuclear program) 

•  Does not appear concerned with the Human Rights 
violations 

•  Has the most to gain and the least to lose in a regime 
collapse 

•  Maintains many sanctions on North Korea 



South Korea 

•  Most complex relationship with North Korea – same race, 
same language 

•  Desire for reunification but do not want to bear the 
economic burden of  this; they enjoy their new lifestyle 

•  Worry of  60 year separation 

•  Only member of  six-party talks to feel truly concerned over 
HR violations 

•  Most to gain and most to lose in the event of  regime 
collapse 



Japan 

•  Their power in the talks is minimal 

•  They are involved to seek a confession for abductions of  
citizens in the 1970s and 1980s 

•  Possible worry that nuclear missiles could hit them in the 
future 



Russia 

•  Their power in North Korea diminished greatly after the fall 
of  the Soviet Union 

•  Boost their influence in Northeast Asia 

•  Worry of  flow of  refugees in the event of  regime collapse 



Beyond the humanitarian 
nonintervention: 

What keeps the regime in 
power? 



Pillars of  Support 



The “Arduous March” 

•  A famine that began after the fall of  the Soviet Union 

•  Food aid reliance shifted to China, but China had its own grain 
shortages in 1993 

•  Estimates range from 240,000 to 3,500,000 deaths; most researchers 
think about 2,000,000 

•  The regime was near collapse 



Civil Servants 

•  Coveted job, given by showing loyalty 

•  Not just mindless bureaucrats 

•  During the 1990s famine, many people, including civil 
servants left Pyongyang for the countryside 

•  These actions were illegal without permission 

•  In tough times they have showed disobedience 



Party Members 

•  Have many privileges others do not 

•  Better food rations, apartments and amenities; access to luxury 
goods 

•  Very loyal 

•  Only likely to go against the regime in the event of  a complete 
regime collapse 

•  Possibility of  mutiny or power struggle against Kim Jong Un 



Ideology 

•  Juche Philosophy is embedded in the culture 

•  The idea of  Juche or self-reliance changed during the 
“Arduous March” 

•  If  the government cannot provide you must rely on yourself  

•  This concept moved many to sell and buy food on the black 
market during famine 

•  Possibility that Juche could work against the regime if  they 
cannot provide 



Information 

•  All media is state-controlled, very censored 

•  “Arduous March” brought cracks to the propaganda 

•  Escapees learn new information even if  repatriated 

•  Kaesong District and Geumgangsan resort put North 
Koreans in direct contact with South Koreans  
•  The Sunshine Policy may have been too slow-moving for some 

but it put many cracks in the information pillar 



Security Forces 

•  Have some access to outside 
information 

•  Military First Policy 
•  Over 1 million in military 

•  190,000 security troops 
•  Thousands of  police 

•  Arduous March also put cracks 
in Security Forces 
•  Had to scavenge for food as 

well 
•  Willing to accept bribes at the 

borders 



China 



China 

•  Has most influence on DPRK 

•  Must view a regime collapse as less problematic as 
maintaining the status quo (unlikely now) 

•  Repatriation agreement with DPRK 
•   possible legal leverage from South Korea and international 

community 
•  Could reroute international aid to South to help with refugee 

problem 



International Food Aid 

•  Keeps regime in power: rarely reaches the people who need 
it most 

•  Reinforces a genocidal system 

•  Leverages food for control 

•  In the 1990s North Korea received a lot of  international aid, 
enough to feed its population, yet over 2.5 million starved to 
death 

•  The Arduous March taught us that North Koreans will 
resist in times of  hunger 



Past/Present 
Forms of  

Resistance 

•  Black markets for food 
•  Propaganda balloons 

•  Escapees 

•  LiNK organization 
•  Shift Organization 

www.shiftinnorthkorea.com 



Conclusion 

North Korea is able to be understood 
 
 

Nonviolent Strategic Action can be 
explored at a grassroots level to 

weaken the regime’s power 
 
 

Applying this analysis to other 
“hopeless” cases can reveal entry 
points for grassroots movements 

 
 
 
http://libertyinnorthkorea.org/media/ 


