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In 2018 the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea — or DPRK — celebrated 70
years. This is no mean feat, given the challenges it has faced. These include Japanese
imperialism, United States imperialism, and what they call the ‘arduous march’ of the
1990s, when the web of connections with the Communist Bloc of Eastern Europe and the
Soviet Union collapsed. Through all this they have persevered through what they see as a
struggle, for they define the transition period of socialism as a long process of struggle.

I was fortunate enough to visit the DPRK for the second time in early October of
2018, soon after the celebration of 70 years of struggle. We managed to catch a late episode
of that unique creation, the ‘mass games’ which were in this year called ‘The Glorious
Country'. It recounted through dance, music, song and gymnastics, the history of struggle
and achievement. The experience, along with an intense week of in-depth engagement at
many levels, has led to an effort to understand the DPRK within the longer Marxist
tradition. It begins with the tension between old and new, in which a revolution is meant
to usher in a qualitatively new society that at the same time stands in a complex
relationship with what has gone before. This leads to the second topic, which concerns the
relationship with the Marxist tradition, which may now be seen in its own way as an
element of the old. In this case, the DPRK has been undergoing a process of claiming a
distinct autochthony and gradually dispensing with reference to the tradition. Third, I
investigate this development in light of anti-colonialism, which had an initial emergence
within the Soviet Union but took on a whole new phase on the Korean Peninsula. Here the
desire to rid this part of the world of foreign interference runs strong, so much so that
Korean independence and sovereignty not only determine the nature of socialism in this
part of the world, but also the drive towards reunification. At the same time, I remain

intrigued by a unique feature of DPRK socialism, which is the role played by the
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leadership. It is very clear that the glue of the Korean project is the Kim family with its
socialist succession and that the majority of people in the DPRK genuinely believe in the
power and tradition of the family. How to understand this feature? I want to suggest that it
ties in closely with the constituent feature of inheritance, according to which the actual
figure of the revolutionary leader is embodied in the son and grandson of Kim Il Sung.
Finally, I approach the whole situation in light of the ‘Western’ Marxist trope of the

qualitatively different nature of socialist society.

Between Old and New

A constituent feature of revolutionary movements like Marxism is a tension
between the old and the new. A revolutionary seizure of power is predicated on
dispensing with the old and beginning the process of constructing a new society. The
particular modulations of such a construction — the stages of socialism and communism,
the use of contradiction analysis in the new situation, the development of new
philosophical positions in light of circumstances, and so on — are merely part of this more
fundamental question.

From the Russian Revolution inwards, this tension appears. Thus, in what became
the Soviet Union, we find a significant push to discard all that had gone before, for it was
part of the corrupt and exploitative old order of autocracy and nascent capitalism.
Everything was to be destroyed and the new constructed from the ground up. On the other
side were those — such as Lenin and Lunacharsky — who felt that this was impossible. It
was not only that socialism had many precursors that it would be foolhardy to dismiss, but
also that a dialectical relationship with what had gone before should be taken up and
transformed in the context of the new. All that was best of the past should be appropriated
and thoroughly sublated through the process of socialist construction. The second
approach ended up becoming the basis of the Soviet Union’s construction of socialism,
although it was always in tension with the desire for creatio ex nihilo.

Let us move forward to the second great communist revolution of the twentieth
century. In China, the reality of a complex and very long pre-history was far greater than in
Europe or Russia. How to deal with this old tradition? While Mao Zedong argued for the

need to make Marxism concrete in Chinese conditions, running all the way from
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Confucius to Sun Yat-sen, and while he deployed much from this tradition in his own
thinking and action, he tended towards a desire to begin anew. Perhaps the most
significant manifestation of this tendency was during the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution, when the whole tradition that had gone before was to be wiped out. That the
excessive trauma of this period runs deep in China even today is witness to the presence of
a strong sense that one needs to engage dialectically with the past.

How is all this relevant for Korean socialism? In this case we find not so much a
continuing tension, with now one and now the other approach coming to the fore in
relation to constructing socialism. Instead, the DPRK is a qualitatively new society, unlike
any other country on earth. The challenge is to understand this different in light of the
Marxist tradition. This means that the old is understood at two levels. The first is in terms
of imperialism and colonialism, which Korean experience has been and continues to be
capitalist imperialism. At the same time, the ‘old’ is very much present through the
internal tension with the south of the peninsula and the continued occupation of United
States troops. In response, the DPRK has set itself in stark contrast to the capitalist south.

The second level in which the old operates is a rather unique development, for it

concerns the Marxist tradition itself.

The Marxist Tradition

With its 200 year history, Marxism has developed a rich tradition, full of
experiences in seeking power and exercising state power. On this road, the philosophical
developments have become significant indeed. How does the DPRK relate to this
tradition? Curiously, the Marxist tradition has come to be seen as part of the old. Thus,
there has been a steady process of stressing the originality, if not the autochthonous
nature, of Korean socialism. If we study the extensive writings of Kim Il Sung — a 50-
volume ‘Works’ exists, but the ‘Complete Works’ is still under way, with who knows how
many volumes — we find a clear identification with the Marxist-Leninist tradition. Texts
are cited, names mentioned, core elements of the tradition are developed further. Indeed,
on one of the earlier monuments in Pyongyang devoted to the construction of socialism,

one can still find the inscription ‘Uphold Marxism-Leninism’.
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However, Kim Il Sung also stressed other features and floated the beginnings of an
alternative terminology. So we find the first mention of ‘Juche’, that human beings are
masters of their destiny, as well as a core principles of reunification, which is to be
undertaken independent of foreign powers. These and other ideas would provide the
seeds for his successor, Kim Jong Il, to stress more and more the autochthonous nature of
his father’s thought. Juche’ began to replace Marxism-Leninism, and the new security
policy of ‘Songun’ was seen as originating with Kim Il Sung. Gradually, more and more of
the traditional Marxist vocabulary began to disappear. The latest casualty — I am told — is
the term ‘dialectics’. To be sure, they still speak of the stage of constructing socialism as
one of struggle, which will eventually lead to communism. And one notices many features
that come from earlier experiences of constructing socialism, such the planned economy
(although there is a careful shift underway to a socialist market economy), education,
socialist culture, and the history of art. The latter is intriguing: after the revolution and
liberation of Korea, one finds first a period of socialist realism that then becomes Juche art,
or realism with social features.

At the same time, if one studies the literature from the late 1990s until now, one
finds less and less of the conventional Marxist terminology. Indeed, one may gain the
impression that the socialism in question was created by Kim Il Sung and elaborated later.
Indeed, under Kim Jong Un (since 2011), there has been a further shift, speaking of
Kimilsungism and Kimjongilism as the body of theory and practice.

So we find a gradual and studied move from the old to the new — to keep the
terminology I have been deploying. Korean socialism may have begun with a clear
awareness of its debts to the old, maintaining close links with countries in the Communist
Bloc. But it has moved ever more clearly into the new, stressing the sheer autochthony of

this socialism.

Anti-Colonialism

As I have elaborated elsewhere, I am not inclined the deploy a ‘betrayal narrative’,
especially since such a narrative is a Western European product with heavy debts to the
biblical story of ‘The Fall'. Instead, I seek to understand this relationship to the Marxist

tradition.
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An important factor in this shift to an autochthonous Korean socialism is the anti-
colonial project. The connection between socialism and anti-colonialism was initially
made — theoretically — in the Soviet Union. In the immensely creative 1930s, they began to
realise that the internal affirmative action policy in relation to minority nationalities
(sometimes erroneously called ‘ethnic groups’) had implications for anti-colonialism. If
the internal policy was to foster such nationalities at all levels so that they gained
autonomy within the Soviet Union, then the same applied to other places in the world
seeking to throw off the colonial yoke.

The intrinsic connection between Marxism and resisting capitalist imperialism
appeared again and again in Africa, Asia, Latin America and elsewhere. Practically, this
meant substantial support — albeit not without occasional friction — from the Soviet
Union. Politically, it meant that some newly independent countries established
themselves on a socialist basis. We see this situation clearly in China, where even today
the anti-colonial project unfolds with extraordinary consequences. Think of the Belt and
Road Initiative, the heavy investment of China in African infrastructure and economic
development, as well as the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and the Asia
Infrastructure Investment Bank.

In Korea, the anti-colonial struggle was initially directed at Japan, which had
unilaterally annexed the peninsula in 1910. Brutal was the regime and intense was the
struggle. The effort to develop a united front against Japanese imperialism meant that
‘patriotism’ was often the key determining factor. For example, in Kim Il Sung’s writings,
we encounter all manner of groups and individuals who were not necessarily communists.
Some were of a religious background, others were not, but as long as they worked to
overthrow Japanese domination, they were seen as part of the same project.

Soon after the defeat of Japan, with the crucial role of the Soviet Red Army after it
had defeated Hitler, a new imperialist force appeared on the peninsula. Keen to get a
foothold on the Asian landmass, United States troops scurried to occupy part of the
peninsula. Ignoring Korean requests to determine their own future, the United States
Commander installed the well-known anti-communist hitman, Syngman Rhee, as the ruler

of the south. A state was quickly declared in the south (with the north reluctantly
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following with it sown declaration), tens of thousands of people were slaughtered in
crackdowns on uprisings, and United States troops remain on the peninsula.

For the DPRK, the Korean War — or what they call the Fatherland Liberation War —
was an effort by the United States to impose its imperialism on the whole peninsula.
Resisting this effort was an extraordinary achievement at an extraordinary cost. Twenty
percent of the population was slaughtered, every building and piece of infrastructure
destroyed, with more napalm and biological weapons used on the north than in Vietnam.
Everything one sees in the DPRK today had to be built again or, very often, anew.
Pyongyang is perhaps the best example of a completely new city. One or two former

buildings (such as Chilgol Church) might have been rebuilt, but the city as a whole has

been built from -



