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{Abstract)
The Nation and Society in North Korea: Is the Civil
Society Theory Applicable?

Woo Young Lee (Korea Institute for National Unification, Sociology)

An increase in the interest toward civil society theory is fundamentally
tied to the expansion of a nation since this expansion leads to the withering
of civil society. Under this circumstance, Western capitalism, based on an
ideology of liberal democracy, places emphasis on civil society for the purpose
of reinforcing - liberalism. The re-democratization of Third World countries,
collapse of national socialism in the East European bloc, and emergence of a
new social movement in Western FEurope revived the argument of the
meaning and role of civil society in social progress. Civil society theory is a
theory developed basically from a capitalist system perspective. However, civil
society theory was used for the analysis of the socialist bloc during the
collapse of national socialism. From the perspective of civil society theory, the
collapse of national socialism mainly emphasizes the existence of social sectors,

which existed independently from the nation.
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There are several standards to gauge whether North Korea is a civil
society, based on the explanation of the collapse of natiopal sociglism. They
are as follows: '

First, is there a private sector in Notth Korea, particularly a civil society
organization, in addition to the existing party system?

Second, is there any historical experience that may positively influence the
formation of a civil society in North Korea?

Third, to what degree has industrialization in North Korea progressed, and
is there any sign of the North entering into an industrial society?

Fourth, is there any possibility of cultural influix in North Korea to
promote the formation a civil society?

Fifth, how setious is the degree of inefficiency in the North Korean
regime?

Strictly speaking, there are several problems when applying civil society
theory to North Korea. North Korea is a country that is controlled by a
party system and a private sector that is based on a traditional concept that
has no foundations. In addition, there have been no historical or cultural
experiences that have allowed for a civil society or the allowance of a liberal
social organization free from political control. North Korea’s strong closed
policy and anti-Western political socialization prohibits the influx of foreign
culture in fear of bringing with it liberal values. Although regime efficiency
hit a low due to the food shortage, North Korea still maintains its political
legitimacy and social integration.

Nevertheless, we cannot eliminate the possibility of the existence of a civil
society in North Korea. Above all, industrial development inevitably forms

the basis of a civil society. The emergence of a new genetation does not

248 HURHAT 2001 -4F 12



simply signify that a new generation will be institutionalized. Intentions
shown by writers of the fourth generation in North Korean culture are
obviously different from cultural directivity shown by the former generation
of revolutionists. Although industrialization led by a nation will not lead to
the organization of a new expert group, it cannot fundamentally block the
formation of technology-centered practical experts. Moreover, it is necessary
to pay attention to the fact that the crisis in North Korea inevitably forces
its regime to be part of a wotld system. Although North Korea is still very
cautious about the influx of capitalist culture through a so-called mosquito
net, it would be difficult to contain the introduction of capitalist culture.
Furthermore, North Korea’s opening, forced by the urgency to overcome the
existing regime’s crisis, will be inevitably accompanied by its regime reform,
and this could be another condition for establishing a civil society. New
social groups organized in the 1990s, such as the Association of Baduk
Lovers and Association of Barbers, will become more distant from the closed
society and social groups made up of intellectuals, such as the existing
Literate Union, will possibly have independent opinions of their own by
experiencing a new world point of view.

From a long-term perspective, although it would be helpful for North
Korea to promote reform and opening to overcome its crisis, which is mainly
caused by economic difficulties, and to ultimately consolidate its power
structure, it might also result in another kind of regime crisis with the

establishment of a new civil society.

Key words: North Korea, Civil Society Theory, Social Change.
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