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Abstract

The Self-Reliance Line of North Korea and the
Transformation of Biology In the 1950s and
1960s

Hak-moon Byun(Program in History and Philosophy of Science, Seoul

National Univ.)

In North Korea, research activities in biology are much more active
than those in other natural sciences. Because biology is regarded as the
most important natural science for agriculture and light industry, main
topics of biological researches are focused on solving urgent tasks such
as improvement of agricultural productivity, recovery of natural environ-
ments, and use of natural resources. This article tries to explain when
and how such characteristics of biology in North Korea were formed.

Until the middle of the 1950s, biology was a mere sub-science of
agricultural sciences, that is, biology for agriculture. There were several
reasons. First of all, there were few specialists in biology. Second, politi-
cal leaders of North Korea believed that natural sciences had to contrib-
ute to improvement of productivity. Third, North Korean biology was

deeply influenced by Lysenkoism which was a kind of agricultural biol-
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ogy and the ‘official biology’ of the Soviet Union.

But, in the latter half of the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s,
two major changes occurred in biology: differentiation of biology from
agricultural science and dissemination of self-reliance ideology through
the field of biology. As for the former, two factors led the
differentiation. One was the department of biology at Kim Il Sung
University, which supplied scientific contents peculiar to biology and
specialists in biology. The other was the national research project named
“Survey of Natural Resources” for self-reliance in raw materials. To ach-
ieve the project’s goal, biologists looked for and carried out researches
on raw materials which could be used for not only agriculture but also
light industry.

The dissemination of self-reliance ideology was deeply related to do-
mestic and foreign affairs at the time. After the Korean War, the Soviet
Union and other communist countries gave economic aid to North
Korea, resulting in the intervention of those countries in the domestic
affairs of North Korea. Political leaders of North Korea decided to de-
velop their country for themselves. In other words, they established new
economic policy for self-supporting economy. In the field of biology,
it proceeded in two areas. One was ideological area correlated with
Lysenkoism which the political leaders of North Korea regarded as an
obstacle to Juche-orientation of biology. The other was practical area
connected with researches for self-reliance in raw materials.

In the middle of the 1960s, those changes in biology were brought

to a conclusion. In the practical area, succeeding the Survey of Natural

182 SCHSSIoiF 2007 - 10 35



Resources, researches for practical use of natural resources were actively
advanced. In the ideological area, after a tacit struggle between the po-
litical leaders and some biologists, Lysenkoism was officially discarded
in 1966. Finally, these two changes were reflected on the policy for

development of ‘the North Korean style’ biology in 1966.

Key Words: The self-reliance line of North Korea/ The North Korean
style biology/ Biology for agriculture/ Biology for light
industry and agriculture/ Survey of Natural Resources/

Lysenkoism
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