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{Abstract)

Military-First Politics in North Korea :
Continuity and Change in Party-Military Relations

Kap Sik Kim (The Institute of Korean Political Studies, Seoul National University)

This article analyzes Sonkun Jongchi(military-first politics) in North Korea in
order to find out the features of the party-military relations under the Kim
Jong 1l regime. Essentially, military-first politics, introduced during the crisis in
the 1990s, means that the Korean People’s Army (KPA) holds a higher
position than workers and farmers in society and comes to be a main force of
the revolution. Accordingly, the KPA becomes more responsible for national
security and development of the country.

Military-first  politics has an influence not only on the North Korean
political system, but also on the party-military relations. As the KPA comes
to fore, the influence of the Korean Workers Party (KWP) on North Korean
politics, in relative terms, diminishes. In line with this, it is often reported
that the traditional North Korean party-military relations are now being
reversed. Nevertheless, North Korea continuously emphasizes the KWP’s

leadership over the People’s Army, at least nominally and symbolically. This
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could be regarded as evidence of the fact that the traditional party-military
relations are still maintained in North Korea, regardless of the new politics.

It would be too much to conclude that the military-first politics has
brought on a fundamental change in the North Korean political system and/or
party-military relations because the new politics encompasses both ‘change’ and
‘continuity’. However, military-first politics, indeed, is now spurring significant
change in the North Korean political system and the party-military relations,
and, moreover, may become a powerful driving force for substantial changes in

the near or distant future.

Key Words : North Korea, military-first politics, party-military relations,
Korean People’s Army
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