
SURYONG’S DIRECT RULE 
AND THE POLITICAL REGIME 

IN NORTH KOREA UNDER KIM JONG IL*

Kap-sik Kim

The political system in North Korea has been characterized
as a “Suryong Dominant Party-State System.” Since the mid-
1980s, however, its political system has displayed two interest-
ing aspects. Formally, the broad “Suryong System” has been
maintained; in practice, however, the Workers’ Party of Korea,
the Korean People’s Army, and the government have come to
acquire respectively different and considerably strengthened
roles. Under this new regime, Kim Jong Il (Suryong) directly
rules over the party, the government, and the military. Mean-
while, the political-ideological base, the military base, and the
economic base are administered respectively by the party, the
army, and the government. Interestingly, while the power of the
party still overwhelms that of the military and the government,
the party’s means of influence has changed from giving direct
orders to providing provisions or encouraging policy outlines.
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Introduction

The political system in the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea (DPRK or North Korea) has experienced significant
changes since the death of its longstanding leader, Kim Il Sung,
in 1994. No plenary meeting of the party’s Central Committee
(PCC), the highest leadership body of North Korea, has been
held since December 1993. In addition, two significant political
institutions, the presidency and the Central People’s Committee
(CPC), were abolished by the constitutional revision that took
place in 1998. Specifically, the abolishment of the CPC weakened
the consulting channel between the Workers’ Party of Korea
(WPK) and the government. These changes, in turn, reinforced
the roles of the cabinet and the Korean People’s Army (KPA),
both previously controlled by the WPK. In other words, under
the rule of Kim Jong Il, “the cabinet responsibility system” on
which the administrative-economic apparatus is concentrated, is
actively operating, and the “military-first politics,” or Songun
policy, has become the central theme of North Korean politics.
This makes the KPA the driving force of economic development
and national security.

Previous literature on the political system in North Korea
has shown different findings regarding the Suryong (great leader)
system, Suryong’s direct rule, party-government relations and
party-military relations in the eras of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong
Il. Specifically, most studies are divided into two perspectives
regarding the core issue of socialist political systems, party con-
trol. Some scholars argue that similar to the era of Kim Il Sung’s
rule, the WPK under Kim Jong Il exercises guidance and leader-
ship over the government and the KPA. This is so even though
he has bolstered the status of the KPA and the autonomy of the
cabinet.1 Meanwhile, other scholars point out that because of the
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development of military-first politics and the cabinet responsi-
bility system, previous relations among the party, government,
and KPA have significantly changed, or at the very least, the for-
merly direct control the WPK once had has been weakened dur-
ing the Kim Jong Il era.2

If so, why were previous studies on socialist political systems
concentrated on relations between the communist party, the gov-
ernment, and the military? According to Schurmann’s seminal
study,3 socialist political systems, especially the Chinese commu-
nist system in the 1960s, can be analyzed by focusing on the hier-
archical structure among the Chinese Communist Party, the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army, and the government. That is, the power
structure in socialist countries is characterized by the communist-
party dominant pattern within a strict power triangle that consists
of the communist party, the government, and the military.4 Thus,
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Schurmann’s study implies that for the analysis of socialist politi-
cal systems, we need to scrutinize the identity of supreme power
and its relations with other actors. In this regard, North Korea is
not so different from the other socialist political systems. When
North Korea developed its party-state in 1945, North Korea pro-
claimed “the three lines of the establishment of a party, a state,
and an army.” Also, during the 1990s North Korea presented “the
three-base theory of socialism,” focusing on its political-ideologi-
cal base, military base, and economic base, and “the theory of
three pillars of a powerful state,” which gave priority to ideology,
the military, and science and technology.

However, the aim of this article is to show that the political
system in North Korea is considerably different from other socialist
countries. Specifically, it argues that unlike the other systems,
the relations among the WPK, the government, and the KPA
cannot be properly analyzed without considering the supreme
power of Suryong over decision making in North Korea.5 In other
words, because of the role of Suryong in decision making, the
WPK, the government, and the KPA do not play the roles of poli-
cy makers, but rather the roles of policy implementers. Since the
hierarchy among the WPK, the government, and the KPA can
vary according to the will of Suryong, this article analyzes the
political system in North Korea by focusing on the interactions
between these four players. In so doing, this article differentiates
the formal relations among the WPK, the government, and the
KPA from the actual relations among them.6 From the perspec-
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tive of the formal and ideological relations, the political system
in North Korea can be understood as a “Suryong-Dominant
Party-State System” (SDPSS). From the perspective of actual poli-
cy implementation, the political system in North Korea can be
understood as a regime of role division among the party, the
military, and the government. Through this differentiation, this
article finds that the SDPSS has been maintained under Kim
Jong Il, but the new role division has been created simultaneously.
Therefore, contrary to previous analyses of the political system
in North Korea, this article shows the complicated relationships
among Suryong, the WPK, the government, and the KPA, and
thus is expected to improve understanding of the system to be
more consistent with the structural changes that have occurred.

The Suryong-Dominant System and Role Division

In general, socialist countries are constructed based on a
party-state system. Under this system, the communist party has
the autonomous and final authority over most policies as the van-
guard of the people as a whole and the fountain of political wis-
dom. The communist party controls the government, the army,
and working people’s organizations.7 Similarly, the North Korean
system is also a party-state system because the North Korean con-
stitution promulgates the party’s guidance over the government
and the WPK’s rules stipulate the party’s guidance over the KPA.
For example, article 11 of the North Korean constitution declares:
“The DPRK shall conduct all activities under the leadership of the
WPK.” In addition, article 46 of the party rules defines the role of
the KPA as the WPK’s revolutionary armed forces. However, the
North Korean system is significantly different from other socialist
countries in that it established the “Suryong-Dominant Party-State
System” in 1967 under which Suryong’s role supersedes those of
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the WPK, the government, and the KPA. This system is known as
“Suryong’s Monolithic System of Guidance.” Interestingly, the
theoretical support for this system was not established until
North Korea began to experience political and economic crises in
the mid-1980s.

The two most prominent theoretical foundations for this sys-
tem are “the theory of a socio-political organism,” introduced in
1986, and “the Juche outlook on the revolution,” espoused in 1987
by Kim Jong Il himself.8 The original theory of a socio-political
organism in the mid-1980s consists of three entities: Suryong as
the brain, the WPK as the blood vessel linking Suryong and the
masses, and the public as the biological organism.9 However,
later theoretical development defines more concrete roles for
various actors under the system of the socio-political organism.
Suryong is the great leader of the masses and the laborers, and
plays the role of uniting the people. The WPK is an autonomous
nucleus of the sociopolitical organism implementing Suryong’s
ideas and guidance.10 The government is a comprehensive trans-
mission belt, which administers the WPK’s lines and policies. The
KPA, as a part of the masses,11 is the armed organization that
supports the three entities of the sociopolitical organism.12 There-
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fore, the SDPSS, as part of the sociopolitical organism, is a com-
prehensive system, including Suryong as the great leader of the
revolution and social construction, the WPK as the general staff of
the revolution, the government as the transmission belt of the
WPK and the masses, and the KPA as the WPK’s revolutionary
force.

More importantly, it should be noted that the other theoreti-
cal foundation for the SDPSS, “the Juche outlook on the revolu-
tion,” provides the fundamental logic that makes the SDPSS
conform to the “regime of role division among the party, the
military, and the government.” “The Juche outlook on the revo-
lution” comprises “the outlook on Suryong,” “the outlook on the
organization,” “the outlook on the masses,” and “the outlook on
morality.” It is worth noting here that it stipulates “the outlook
on the organization” rather than “the outlook on the party.” Use
of the term “organization” stems from two facts. First, Suryong
and the WPK cannot be separated because Suryong plays a cen-
tral role in the WPK. In this respect, if the phrase, “the outlook
on the party,” were to be used, it would logically include both
“the outlook on Suryong” and “the outlook on the party organi-
zation.” However, since “the outlook on Suryong” is the most
important and separate part of “the Juche outlook on the revolu-
tion,” the phrase “the outlook on the party” would fail to repre-
sent the proper objectives.

Second, building the separate “outlook on Suryong,” the
Juche outlook on the revolution requires consideration of the
outlook on the various organizations, including party organiza-
tions and other sociopolitical organizations, all of which are con-
trolled by Suryong. A reasonable solution to this problem was to
construct “the outlook on the organization.”13 Even though party
organizations are significantly different from other sociopolitical
organizations in that they make up the autonomous nucleus of
the sociopolitical organism implementing the Suryong’s ideas
and guidance,14 differentiating the outlook on Suryong from the
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outlook on the organization in the Juche outlook on the revolu-
tion allows us to understand the supreme rule of Suryong over
the WPK (and more precisely, the party organizations within the
WPK), the government, and the KPA, as well as the role of Sury-
ong in coordinating the three bodies.15

The development of the role division among the WPK, the
KPA, and the government in North Korea resulted from the the-
oretical requirement of conformity to the SDPSS and the empiri-
cal need to overcome the political and economic crises in the
1990s. Of what did the crises consist? First, the political environ-
ment during the period reinforced the siege mentality in North
Korea.16 As the collapse of the socialist countries and the spread
of market economies continued, the core props of North Korean
development, such as military confrontation between the West
and the East and hostility toward the United States, crumbled.17

Consequently, the North Korean economy was seriously ham-
pered. Second, North Korea’s planned economy deteriorated
because of the “politicization of the economy,” under which ide-
ological orientation overwhelmed economic efficiency and led to
the failure to progress in technical development.18 Third, Kim
Jong Il’s distrust of the party cadre was another component of
the crises. For example, during a secret meeting held in Decem-
ber 1996, Kim Jong Il strongly criticized the cadre of the PCC,
saying: “The main cause of the crisis stems from the failure of
the party organizations on revolutionary works.”19 Therefore,
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the role division has emerged from Kim Jong Il’s intention to
renovate the WPK itself and address the problems resulting
from the “politicization of economy” by the WPK.

Institutional Features of Role Division 
under Suryong’s Direct Rule

Institutional reform during the 1990s in North Korea result-
ed in the development of role division and the fortification of
Suryong’s direct rule. Kim Jong Il acquired the status of “Suryong
for the 21st century” by succeeding to his father’s supreme posi-
tions in the WPK, the government, and the KPA. He started to
conduct direct rule over North Korean society as the general sec-
retary of the WPK, chairman of the National Defense Commis-
sion (NDC), and supreme commander of the KPA.20 The devel-
opment of role division among the three institutions in the 1990s
was based on a historical process of institutional reform. The
introduction of “military-first politics” and the “cabinet responsi-
bility system” strengthened the roles of the KPA and the govern-
ment. Also, “the three-base theory of socialism” and “the theory
of three pillars of a powerful state” were proclaimed. In addition,
the “Kim Il Sung constitution” was established through constitu-
tional revision in 1998. Through these processes, the WPK, the
KPA, and the government came to have their respective authori-
ty over the administration of the political-ideological base, the
military base, and the economic base placed under Suryong’s
direct rule. In this regard, strengthening Suryong’s direct rule in
the 1990s can be understood as equivalent to developing the role
division.

The System Under Kim Il Sung

A detailed explanation of the institutional changes between
the eras of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il will help to avoid poten-
tial confusion about the role division under Suryong’s direct
rule. At first, this article differentiates the formal role of each
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administrative body from the operational or practical role it
plays. During the era of Kim Il Sung, the formal roles of the
WPK, the government, and the KPA were very similar to the
current system, but the operational aspects of their roles differ
significantly from those during the Kim Jong Il era. In particular,
it is worth discussing two important governing bodies under the
control of Kim Il Sung. One was the presidency, an institutional
body filled by the president of the DPRK. By taking this posi-
tion, the president represented national sovereignty, directly
ruled the CPC and the Administrative Council (AC) of the CPC,
and acted as both the supreme commander of the KPA and the
chairman of the NDC.21 The other is the CPC, the highest stand-
ing leadership body when the Supreme People’s Assembly
(SPA) was not in session. While the CPC was also headed by the
president of the DPRK, its aim was to carry out Suryong’s guid-
ance by controlling all three legal authorities concerning legisla-
tion, administration, and justice, as well as the military.22

With respect to the relationship between the CPC and the
WPK, the personnel composition of the CPC and its relationship
with the politburo of the PCC in fact show that the WPK led the
CPC in the process of administering policy implementation even
though the two bodies formally have separate roles. At first,
because most members of the CPC were the top political elites of
the WPK, the directions on how to implement policies inside the
CPC depended on the WPK’s initiative.23 Second, the WPK’s
policy lines and manner of policy implementation were delivered
to the CPC by a joint conference of the politburo of the PCC and
the CPC. These were held frequently between 1978 and 1989,24
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with almost one a year.
This system shows that although Kim Il Sung gave direct

orders to the government and the KPA, he basically ruled North
Korea through the PCC. For example, with regard to “About the
DPRK’s Socialist Constitution,” and “About the Plans for the
Economic Development of North Korea,” Kim Il Sung had reso-
lutions on them passed at the fifth session of the fifth plenary
meeting of the PCC. Then he passed the first at the first session
of the fifth SPA in December 1972, and the second at the second
session of the fifth SPA in April 1973.25 Figure 1 illustrates the
political regime during the era of Kim Il Sung. As it shows, the
political regime during the Kim Il Sung era was controlled by
the WPK (through the left side of the arrow). Meanwhile, the
roles of the government, including the KPA, were connected to
the WPK’s initiatives through the joint conference between the
WPK and the CPC.
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The Kim Jong Il System

The role division under Suryong’s direct rule in the 1990s
began to develop from the constitutional revision undertaken in
1992, through which the NDC became a more powerful body
than before. The revision provided the NDC, one of the commit-
tees of the CPC during the era of Kim Il Sung, with equal or
greater power than the CPC. In addition, the NDC took control
of “work on the building of the people’s armed forces,” which
the AC, directed by the CPC, had been responsible for during
the Kim Il Sung era. Moreover, Kim Jong Il was appointed chair-
man of the NDC, “the highest military leading organ of state
power,” in 1993. The new regime is also based on a surprising
change in an organizational aspect of the KPA. That is, while the
1972 constitution before the revision in 1992 stipulated that the
president of the DPRK automatically becomes the supreme com-
mander of the KPA, Kim Jong Il, who was not the president at
the time, was appointed as the supreme commander of the KPA
in December 1991.

The next step in the development of the role division under
Suryong’s direct rule was the appointment process of Kim Jong Il
as the general secretary of the WPK. According to article 24 of
the WPK’s rules, the plenary meeting of the WPK’s PCC should
elect the general secretary of the PCC. However, Kim Jong Il
was appointed as “the general secretary of the WPK,” not as
“the general secretary of the PCC,” in October 1997. In addition,
this appointment was made not during the plenary meeting of
the PCC, but by “the WPK organizations of the KPA, provinces,
ministries, national institutions and other bodies with the func-
tion of provincial party organization at party conference.”26 This
appointment process was possible in two respects. First, there
was a revision of the WPK’s rules in 1982 in which the Military
Commission of the PCC achieved a status equal to that of the
PCC and changed its name to “the Party Central Military Com-
mission” (PCMC). Second, it was difficult to hold the plenary
meeting of the PCC and the party congress during those times.
In these regards, the appointment process implies that Kim Jong
Il became the general secretary of the WPK, controlling both the
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PCC and the PCMC.
The development of the role division was, in particular,

based on the introduction of “military-first politics” and the
“cabinet responsibility system.” Military-first politics is defined
by the political line in which military work comes first in
sociopolitical decisions, which is very different from standard
Marxism-Leninism in which the laborer and the farmer are the
main forces for revolution.27 According to this line, the KPA
leads the socialist revolution and construction as the driving
force of revolution, and thus the KPA administers economic
development as well as national security.28 Specifically, we can
find the significantly increased role of the KPA in four respects.
First, North Korean society is inspired by the ideas of “the revo-
lutionary spirit of soldiers,” “an army-people unity,” and “the
spirit of support for the army.” Second, as an indirect representa-
tive of the political hierarchy, the military cadre ranks highest in
ceremonies. Third, Kim Jong Il presents this emphasis on the
KPA by visiting KPA barracks more often than Kim Il Sung had.
Fourth, a separate chapter concerning “national security” was
included in the 1992 constitution and was more specifically
defined in the 1998 constitution by adding certain articles regard-
ing the issues of “national security.”

The cabinet responsibility system, replacing and reinforcing
the role of the AC, represents the administrative structure in
which the cabinet has centralized authority over economic issues
and is responsible for the implementation of economic policies.29

The previous “Tae-an Work System” institutionalized the WPK’s
engagement on economic issues. While the Tae-an work system
still works under the cabinet responsibility system, cabinet autono-
my has been greatly enhanced as the WPK’s initiative on economic

Suryong’s Direct Rule and the Political Regime in North Korea      99

27. Jae Ho Kim, Kim Jong Il Gangseongdaeguk Geonseoljeonryak (Strategies of
Constructing the Powerful State in the Kim Jong Il Era) (Pyongyang:
Pyongyang Press, 2000), p. 26.

28. Kim, Kim Jong Il Janggunui Seongunjeongchi, pp. 27, 38, 43, 120.
29. Young Wha Lee, “Gyeongjee Daehan Gukgaui Jungangjipgwonjeok

Tongiljeok Jidoneun Sahoejuui Gyeongjegangguk Geonseolui Geunbon
Dambo” (The Consistent Control over the Economy by Centralized
Authoritarian Countries as the Fundamental Basis for the Construction
of Powerful Economies in Socialist Countries), Economic Studies, No. 3
(1999), p. 11.



issues has weakened.30 First, economic business has been carried
on with much more specialization as the decision-making author-
ity of the WPK’s local cadres came to be shared somewhat with
the chief managers or engineers at each company.31 Second, since
the late 1990s, many of the economic offices of the WPK have
been abolished or integrated. The institutional consequence of this
reform has been the reduction of the WPK’s engagement on eco-
nomic issues and an increase in the cabinet’s involvement. Third,
as the PCC has rarely met since the abolishment of the CPC, the
government has taken over official authority over economic issues.
This change can be observed from the fact that the SPA became
the main administrative body dealing with issues concerning the
tasks of the cabinet, and “an enlarged meeting of the cabinet ple-
nary meeting,” consisting of both central and local technocrats,
was held quarterly to reach decisions on economic issues.

The establishment of the role division under Suryong’s direct
rule stems from the 1998 “Kim Il Sung Constitution.” The new
constitution has several features worth noting. First, it abolished
the previous two governing institutions, the presidency and the
CPC. Second, it strengthened the roles of the NDC, the SPA pre-
sidium, and the cabinet. In particular, a new state management
system was created with “the principle of military precedence”
supported by the NDC.32 Under this principle, the status of the
NDC ascended significantly by designating it as “an organ for the
general control of national defense,” in addition to its previously
assigned role as “the highest military leading organ of state
power.” Moreover, following this principle, Kim Young Nam, the
president of the SPA presidium, proclaimed that the chairman of
the NDC has comprehensive authority over the military, politics,
and economy.33
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The SPA presidium authority was also reinforced by pro-
viding it the duties to ratify or abrogate treaties concluded with
other countries, to decide on and publish the appointment or
recall of diplomatic envoys accredited to foreign countries, and
to grant general amnesties or special pardons. The cabinet was
expanded, taking on the roles of “administrative and executive
body of the highest organ of state power” and “general state
management organ.” Through these processes of developing the
role division, Kim Jong Il came to conduct direct rule over the
WPK, the government, and the KPA as the general secretary of
the WPK, the chairman of the NDC, and the supreme commander
of the KPA.34 Moreover, the WPK, the KPA, and the government
can take charge of the political-ideological base, the military
base, and the economic base, respectively, when they implement
relevant policies.

So far, this article has provided details of the institutional
development of the role division under Suryong’s direct rule.
However, this institutional development does not guarantee that
it operates as designed. Kim Jong Il’s early political career may
provide a simple answer to the question of why this is the case.
It seems clear that Kim Jong Il controls the WPK because he and
his associates have led the WPK for over forty years, since the
1960s. In addition, several examples show that the KPA is also
under his control. For example, he said at a meeting with several
chief executive members of the South Korean press in August
2000 that he can deliver direct orders to the KPA with respect to
the establishment of direct air travel between the North and the
South.35 His commitment might be confirmed by North Korean
literature that has frequently pointed out that the KPA is under
the control of the supreme commander.36
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35. Hankyoreh (Seoul), August 14, 2000.
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Kim Jong Il’s political career, thus, shows that he seems to
control directly the WPK and the KPA. But, how about the govern-
ment? To show Kim Jong Il’s direct rule over economic issues, this
article focuses on the problem of who actually takes charge of the
economic base and how the government is organized. At first, it
is not clear in the three-base theory of socialism who is in charge
of the economic base, even though the other two bases, the politi-
cal-ideological and the military, are evidently assigned to the
WPK and the KPA. Through the introduction of the cabinet
responsibility system, the cabinet could be a candidate to deal
with the economic base. But, in reality, the cabinet alone does not
seem to be capable of taking on the role because most economic
decisions are implemented with the help of Kim Jong Il, as the
chairman of the NDC, through his field guidance. This implies
that the economic base is controlled not by the cabinet itself, but
by the government, including the cabinet and Kim Jong Il in his
role as the chairman of the NDC.37

This direct rule of Kim Jong Il over the economic base is
supported by the organizational structure of the government as
prescribed by the 1998 constitution. According to the constitu-
tion, the SPA is the highest organ of state power, with supreme
authority over decision making. However, in reality, it does not
exercise substantial power because it is held only once a year
and the meetings are limited to one or two days. Instead, most
of time the NDC may have higher authority over issues regard-
ing national defense and security, and the SPA presidium may
deal with other issues.38

Kim Jong Il’s words and the structure of the constitution pro-
vide the strongest evidence for the paramount role of the NDC.
Kim Jong Il gave an order that issues of national defense should
be dealt with first while governing authority must be divided into
the issue of national defense (and security) and that of national
control. Moreover, in the constitution, the NDC comes earlier
than the SPA presidium. Because of the NDC’s roles as the highest
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standing leadership and administrative body, it can give orders
to the military departments as well as to most other institutions
concerning the economic base in North Korea.39 These roles of the
NDC imply that Kim Jong Il, working as the chairman of the
NDC, controls the government with the cabinet as an affiliated
institution and thus directly rules the economic base.

Figure 2 illustrates the structure of role division under Kim
Jong Il’s direct rule. As it shows, the abolishment of the CPC by
the constitutional revision in 1998 implies that the WPK’s power
is weakened to some extent, which results in the development of
a much more independent relationship between the WPK, the
government, and the KPA. This institutional reform strengthened
Suryong’s direct rule over the WPK, the government, and the
KPA, and solidified the role divisions among the three bodies.
However, while the power of the WPK still overwhelms that of
the KPA and the government because of the maintenance of the
SDPSS, the role orientation of the WPK puts more emphasis on
suggesting or encouraging general policy than was previously the
case, when orders or directions were provided more directly. For
example, the WPK focuses on economic development and social
construction rather than on ideology and revolution as before.
Also, the main focus has shifted from “the politicization of the
economy” to “the economization of politics.”40

Regarding the relationship between the government and the
KPA, Figure 2 also shows that both organs developed a very
close interaction by providing mutual aid even though they
have their own independent roles regarding their respective
bases. In addition, since Kim Jong Il occupies the supreme posi-
tion in both organs, he rules them directly. When the govern-
ment tries to help the KPA, it mobilizes the cabinet and the
masses by order of the NDC. When the KPA tries to support the
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economic work of the government, it calls for the KPA by order
of the supreme commander. Representative examples of the
order of the supreme commander would be “the order of urging
the quick construction of the power plant at Mt. Kumkang in
January 1995” and “the order of asking the KPA to take respon-
sibility for cultivating the soil in April 1997.” Also, representa-
tive of the orders of the NDC would be “the order of fortifying
the rear areas by constructing a shelter for residents in April
1999” and “the order of encouraging the construction of a large-
scale hydropower plant by mobilizing the WPK, the KPA, and
the masses as a whole in January 1999.”41

So far, this article has covered the institutional and operational
features of the role division under Suryong’s direct rule. One inter-
esting remaining issue is why the WPK comes before the KPA and
the government in the institutional hierarchy. In fact, the hierar-
chical order represents the relative importance among them in
the political system of North Korea. In North Korea, the WPK is
regarded as playing an inevitable role as the institutional appara-
tus for internal integration. In addition, the WPK’s construction of
political and ideological bases is considered to be central regarding
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Figure 2. The Political Regime in the Kim Jong Il Era



core national interests such as the survival of the socialist country.
In this regard, the WPK stands first in the regime’s hierarchy.
Meanwhile, the KPA is located on the second tier because North
Korea considers security issues more important than economic
ones and emphasizes the army-first ideology.

Potential Changes in the North Korean Political System

Expectations concerning the future of the North Korean
political system require consideration of changes in the political
and economic environments, and Kim Jong Il’s personal will in
Suryong system.42 The role division under Suryong’s direct rule
has been established in response to the political-economic crises
during the Kim Jong Il era. The current development of the
regime shows that the government and the KPA strengthened
their roles based on the “cabinet responsibility system” and
“military-first politics.” In addition, the WPK’s previously
strong initiative was weakened even though the WPK still leads
North Korean society.

Based on the current development of the role division, the
author expects that the future direction of institutional reform
may take place in three steps (see Figure 3 below). The first step
would be to consolidate the current regime by clarifying and
reinforcing the role division between the WPK and the govern-
ment. This consolidation of the role division depends on the
extent to which the future institutional development removes
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the current remaining roles of the WPK on economic issues. In
this regard, it is urgent that North Korean technocrats should
show their capacity to deal with current economic problems and
thus create a consensus on the future direction of institutional
reform from among the other political elites.

The second step, given the consolidation of the role division,
would weaken the excessive influence of the KPA and military-
first politics. This would be possible through the improvement of
both inter-Korean relations and DPRK-U.S. relations. If these
changes occur, the role division could be replaced by one in which
economic issues would be considered more important than mili-
tary issues. Even in such a case, however, Kim Jong Il’s direct rule
would probably continue because Kim prefers to rule through his
associates rather than through the official governing institutions.43

The final step expected to develop is the emergence of a trian-
gular regime consisting of the party, the government, and the
people’s congress, similar to the regime structure in China. Under
this regime, the author would expect four institutional features.
First, the role of the WPK would be completely separate from the
government. Second, the SPA would be able to gain substantial
power independent of Suryong and the government. Third, the
principle of checks and balances among the WPK, the govern-
ment, and the SPA would work properly. Thus, political elites in
the government would take responsibility for the personnel of the
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Figure 3. A Theoretical Expectation of the Transitional Paths 
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WPK and the SPA.44 Fourth, the KPA would not function as a
main revolutionary force, but as a professional army.

Despite this theoretical three-step expectation, it is hard to
predict whether or not it might be realized in the near future.
One plausible answer could be derived from the consideration
of political incentives of relevant actors in response to develop-
ments. The first and second steps seem to be easily achievable
relative to the third step. Because the first and second stages of
development do not change the power structure of North Korea,
they would be possible depending on Kim Jong Il’s own will and
favorable international political and economic environments. On
the other hand, because the third step would, in fact, have an
influence on the political status of Kim Jong Il and the KPA, it
seems highly unlikely since neither of them has any incentive to
accept such changes. If Kim Jong Il agrees to move toward the
third step, it in fact means the skeletonization of the Suryong sys-
tem. In conclusion, although certain changes in the future North
Korean regime can be expected, how far the North Korean society
can go depends on the political will of and incentives for Kim
Jong Il and his military associates.
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