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(Abstract)
North Korea's Military-First Policy and Its Political Meaning

Jin Wook Choi(Korea Institute for National Unification)

Today’s North Korean political system can be best characterized by its
Military-First Policy under which the military plays a prominent role and the
status of the military has been greatly enhanced. It is generally believed that
the role of the party in guiding the military has been maintained in spite of
the Military-First Policy, but questions still remain whether the Milicary-First
Policy has had an impact on North Korea's policy directions. This paper tries
to answer this question by analyzing continuities and changes in the traditional
relations between party and military.

Changes in party-military relations can be attributed to two major factors :
decision-making is highly centralized in the person of Kim Jong I, and he
tends to bypass the party to control the military directly. Consequently, the
military elites seem to have more chance to talk with Kim Jong Il to
influence his decision, although the military as an institution has a certain
limitation in strengthening its role in the decision-making process.

When a single paramount leader dominates the decision-making process,
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decision-making bodies do not operate properly. Since the input of formal and
informal institutions in the decision-making process is extremely limited, the
outcomes can be unpredictable, irrational, and sometimes even dangerous.
Military-First Policy seems to contribute to the stability of the North
Korean system, but it may lead to instability within North Korea in the
long-term. The party’s control over the military can be maintained as long as
Kim Jong Il is in power. Abrupt absence of Kim Jong Il may weaken the

party’s control and encourage the military to seize power.

Key Words : Military ~First Policy, party -military relations, policy implications,
Kim Jong Il
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