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(Abstract)

The Limit of the KPA's Political Role in North Korea
under Kim Jong I

Dae Keun Yi(Kyunghyang Shinmun)

Recent studies covering the political role of North Korea’s People’s Army
(KPA) assert the weakening of the Korean Worker’s Party’s(KWP) hegemony
and the strengthening of the KPA’s political influence. They allege that the
KPA, now the most powerful group in North Korea, have acquired a new
status as ‘state-ruler’ by assuming many of the functions once ateributed to
the party. The purpose of this study is to deny such arguments and assertions.

The increasing rise in political influence of North Korea’s “military-first
politics” — like the increase in the number of military leaders within Jusokdahn
(participants  of official ceremonies), the rise of the Defence Council,
concentration of Kim Jong II's field instructions on military camps, and
up-grade of the KPA’s socioeconomic role—are, for some scholars, a testimony
the KPA’s supreme status. Even though, under the Kim Jong Il regime, the
number of military leaders within Jusokdahn is as high as it was in the

1960s, their rate of participation in the Politobureau is the lowest ever.
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Hence, the strengthening of the KPA’s political influence does not necessarily
accompany its strengthened political role.

Currently, most South Korean researchers and North Korea itself describes
the Defense Council as a strong state apparatus that controls North Korea
society. However, the Defense Council does not exert such substantial powers
as military strategy leadership and personnel administration in the KPA.
Consequently, the Defense Council has risen not because of the strengthening
of the KPA’s political influence but because of its usefulness as the Kim Jong
Il regime’s succeeding apparatus.

In addition, the military does not exert any autonomous influence over the
military policy-making process. Central political administration also functions
effectively as the core control mechanismm over the KPA. This indicates that
the KPA’s political role has structural limitations as well.

In conclusion, the Kim Jong Il regime strengthened the KPA’s political
role, but did not beef up its political influence. The KPA’s role is symbolic.
The weakening of the party’s hegemony does not mean it has lost its physical

control or power. As a controlling institution, the party operates well.

Key Words : political role of military, KPA, party-military relations, Defense
Council
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