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Political Class System and Intergenerational
Status Succession in 1980s North Korea:

Focusing on the Mechanism of Status Attainment

Kim, Whasoon (Sungkonghoe University) -
Choi, Bong Dae (University of North Korean Studies)

This study examines how one’s family background and class origin
determined his/her social status by analyzing the job careers of 14
North Korean youth who changed jobs after they got their first jobs in
the 1980s. To this end, a retrospective survey of the then young people
who were born in the 1960s was conducted and the relationship among
the workplace, job status achievement, and their ‘class experiences’ was
analyzed. In view of the Songbun socio-political classification system, a
status attainment-social mobility model which relates to the family
background and class origin is constructed. The study finds that the
mechanism of status attainment in the political class system works
differently for the basic masses and the complex masses. The job
trajectories of the basic masses show upward/horizontal/downward

mobilities, whereas the mobilities of the complex masses are only
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horizontal — or downward — directed. Thus, ascriptive factors such as
family background and class origin work as insurmountable barriers for
the complex masses and an upward social mobility is allowed for the
basic masses with some achievement factors. This seems to be related
to the prominence of the occupational hereditary tendencies in the
complex masses. This shows that the dual class discrimination policy

operated in 1980s North Korea.

Keywords: Songbun(birth origin), political class system, occupational
hereditary succession, status, social mobility, inter-
generational status succession, mechanism of status

attainment
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