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A Study on Changes in North Korea's Heroic
Politics and Its Factors:
A Historical Institutionalist Analysis

Song, Hyeonjin (Ewha Womans University)

The purpose of this study is to elucidate the historical process and
factors contributing to the formation of, continuation of, and changes in
North Korea’s heroic politics. To this end, an integrated approach based
on historical institutionalism is used to analyze the effect that
structures-institutions-actors have on each respective period of North
Korea’s heroic politics. The results of the study are as follows. First,
heroic politics can be classified by period: 1945~1966 can be termed the
formative period of heroic politics, 1967~1994 a transition period,
1995~2011 a strengthening period, and 2012~2021 an adjustment
period. Second, though there were certain elements of change, namely,
to the function of heroic politics and the addition of institutions, the
basic institutional identity and essence remain unchanged and show

path dependence. On a whole, institutional changes were introduced



through the addition of certain elements to existing features, and partial
elements of transition and adjustment were also evident. Structural
factors (war, division, etc.) contributed to the formation of institutions
like the Suryong (supreme leader) system, planned economy,
collectivism, and Juche ideology. Within this institutional context,
heroic politics has undergone change through the interests and choices
of actors like the supreme leader and the successor. This research aims
to explain the changes and continuity in North Korea’s heroic politics
in diachronic fashion, while providing an integrated analysis of the
factors contributing to this phenomenon. It is particularly meaningful
in that it confirms that heroic politics is an important mechanism

within the North Korean socialist system.

Keywords: North Korea’s heroic politics, change, structure, institution,

actor, historical institutionalism
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