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Abstract: North Korea’s Juche Idea is often portrayed as Stalinist, Maoist or
even both, despite the fact that the Juche Idea contradicts even the fundamental
outlook of Marxism. In this paper, I first want to show that neither Marxism nor
a Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist world outlook plays a large role in Jucheist
anthropology, but that Juche’s people-centered world outlook is of pre-Marxist
nature and that the Great Leader Principle is not a Stalinist but a Confucian
feature. As such, I will argue that Oh Sei-chull’s proposal of classifying Juche
as Stalinist and Maoist with feudal characteristics is not accurate, but that North
Korea is a feudal monarchy and that Juche de facto does not build on a Marxist-
Leninist tradition in whatever form.
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Marxist or Stalinist?

The Juche Idea is often portrayed as Marxist-Leninist or Stalinist in nature. Oh Sei-
chull, for instance, calls it “Stalinism and Maoism with Feudal Characteristics™' (Oh 2012).
But in fact Juche explicitly rejects the Marxist path. As North Korean author Kim Song Kwon
has written, “The rise of Marxism was a turning point. It closed the door of destined fate after
smashing the chains of capital, but failed to open the door of true shaping of the destiny” (Kim
2014, 1). Of course, the theories of Marx are discussed in North Korean works. For instance,
Kim points out that

[t]hanks to Marxism, the exploited working masses got free from religious
illusion and idealistic fiction and came to understand that their misfortunes
come not from their fate or revelation of God but from the exploitation of the
capitalist class and the capitalist system that defend it. [...] The founders of
Marxism divided society into the material and the spiritual. And they
produced concepts that the material belongs to social being and the spiritual

! Sadly, Oh does not give an actual definition of what he understands as Stalinism and Maoism. He equates
Stalinism with Marxism-Leninism in his article at first, and later draws a parallel between the “People’s
Revolution,” which was a bourgeois “Maoist revolution in China,” according to him, and the North Korean
principle of “People’s Democracy” as “forced from above by Stalinism.” So does Oh Sei-chull regard Maoism
as a Chinese form of Stalinism? I cannot answer this question for sure, although it seems to me that Oh sees
Stalinism as the Soviet paradigm and Maoism as the Chinese paradigm for Marxism-Leninism, with the Chinese
one building or relying on the Soviet one. Thus, each exists on its own but is not separated in nature. I do not
want to dive here into the question whether Maoism is really Stalinist at all or shares a common nature since this
is a question on its own and goes beyond the scope of this article.
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belongs to social consciousness. They clarified the starting principle that
social being defines social consciousness. Since Marxism regarded man as a
component part of productive forces, man belongs to the concept of social
being, according to Marxist philosophy. This concept does not mean that
man is the only social being. In other words, man is in the same position with
the material conditions of social life and economic relations (Kim 2014, 23,
53 f).

As such, North Korea’s ideology adopted the religious critique of Marx and his Historical
Materialism (but only on the surface, as we will see) and discusses the social role of human
beings within a society; however, it rejects any straightforward relationship between human
beings and the economy, and therefore does not draw a direct connection between human
misery and the economic misery caused by modern capitalism, i.e., exploitation through the
accumulation of the means of production in the hands of a few. Misery already existed on an
anthropological level because Korea had a caste system in the past, and, therefore, the rank in
which one was born determined one’s possibilities. As such, North Korean intellectuals argue
that it is not the economic situation of the slave, for example, but the “being of a slave” which
is responsible for the misery of the slave, as long as the slave remains an object of history and
does not turn into a subject by overcoming slavehood and shaping one’s destiny on one’s own.
In contrast, Marx’s anthropology, according to North Korean intellectuals, focusses on human
beings as a component part of the productive forces, and thus on their economic situation;
however, Juche denies the idea that human beings are part of the productive forces (cp. Kim
2014, 54).2 Also, Marxist-Leninist ideology is not in the foreground in Juche, despite North
Korean publications calling it a “universal truth,” as Kim Il-sung said: “When we study the
history of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, the history of the Chinese revolution, or
the universal truth of Marxism-Leninism, it is entirely for the purpose of correctly carrying out
our own revolution” (Kim Il-sung, cited after Sin & Kim 2014, 11). Sin & Kim point out
Lenin’s October Revolution as a great historical example (Sin & Kim 2014, 61 f.), but do not
really go into Lenin’s political theories or political activism. Furthermore, there is not a single
mention either of Stalin or of Mao in the first volumes of Exposition of the Principle of the
Juche Idea.? So North Korean intellectuals do not comprehend Juche in a Marxist-Leninist or
Maoist tradition, but accept Marx and Lenin as historical forerunners of revolutionary thought.

A new era of independence?

The Juche Idea teaches a “new era of independence” in which the people as subjects
(the literal meaning of “Juche”) are the masters of their own destiny and create history on their
own, while in the past a dominant class was oppressing and humiliating them, making them an
object (and not the subject) of history (Juche Idea Lesson 1). Because Juche places the people
in the center as masters who shape their own destiny, they are the source of construction of the
country and inherit the power to drive the revolution (DPRK Today).* As such, the Juche Idea
is explicitly a people-centered thought “which illuminates the road for the masses of the people
to realize complete independence” (Juche Idea Lesson 1). As an ideology which explicitly

2 Instead of being part of the productive forces, “man” is a social being who is in social relations in Juche,
according to Kim (2014, 54). However, it was already pointed out by Marx that a human being is in relation to
others within a society, and therefore this idea is nothing new.

3 Referring to Vol. 1 & 3.
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centers on an anthropological view in which human beings should make decisions on their own
and should be free from being dominated, the Juche Idea would seem to have more in common
with some form of anarchism or individualism than with communism (Schmitz 2017). In fact,
the very key of Juche must have been thought individualistic by the founding elite, but was
soon appropriated by Kim Il-sung in a collectivist-understood manner in which independence
became the quest for national rather than individual independence (ibid.). (And “man” became
a generic term free from individual needs.) As such, it is no surprise that the theory is embedded
within the aim of the Korean Revolution, which was not focused on liberating the individual,
but on the anti-imperialist struggle against Japanese occupation (1910-1945) as part of the
revolutionary history of the DPRK and the national liberation movement (cp. Juche Idea
Lesson 1). The goal of Juche is to fulfill an anti-feudal democratic revolution as a response to
the needs of the Korean people (ibid.). Needless to say, if Juche were focused on granting civil
rights to individuals so that they could shape their own destiny, then it would indeed be a
democratic concept, but through the collectivization of the ideology, which is embedded within
the Korean Revolution and the Korean Worker’s Party (KWP) as sole representative of the
revolution, the practical outcome is not democratic at all (Schmitz 2017). Furthermore, Juche
emphasizes self-reliance and condemns the fact that many groups within the national liberation
movement sought help from other nations (Juche Idea Lesson 1). This includes both pro-
Communist movements and other political factions, as is described for instance in the memoirs
of Kim Il-sung (1994, 41), where Kim calls the petition by Kim Kyu Sik and others, presented
at the Paris Peace Conference (1919), to lobby for Korea’s independence of Japan, based on
the Wilson doctrine of self-determination of peoples, shameful and condemns the effort to rely
on a foreign force.

The impossibility of an individual effort?

Ri Kwang Il explains that “Marxism clarified that man’s emancipation cannot be
achieved through individual effort, and that the strength of the united working class is the only
means for liquidating exploitation and oppression of man by man realizing genuine freedom
and equality of man” (Ri 2022 11). This common credo in DPRK propaganda, however,
ignores the important factor of individualism within Marxist thought as pointed out by
Vitantonio Gioia:

In fact, Marx (especially in his youth) developed an original analysis of
individualism, rooted in the structure of modern society. He set himself in
continuity with the reflections of the great thinkers of the Enlightenment
(Rousseau, Condorcet, Kant, etc.), while criticizing Hegel and many
representatives of the ‘Hegelian left’. Nevertheless, it remains true that in the
Marxist view the role of the individual has always been pushed towards the
background, in order to emphasize the relevance of economic and collective
factors (classes, state, political parties, etc.) for explaining social change
(Gioia 2019, 1).

Ri is correct to argue that Marx appeals to the collective for revolution’s sake, but the goal in
the end is the freedom of every particular individual, who has equal means. However, Ri comes
to the conclusion that Marxism failed to put man in the center, when he writes that “all the
factors restricting their destiny were not eradicated even though the groundwork for socialism
has been provided” (Ri 2022, 13). Thus, Juche reduces the masses to the individual human
being (Schmitz 2017), who has the power to apply his effort, without realizing that Marxism
tries to do the same through class awareness: the individual has to become aware of one’s class
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standpoint to realize the necessity for overcoming classes. The human being as master of one’s
destiny also has no other choice in Juche than joining the masses to push forward the Korean
Revolution. Thus, here we find only a superficial opposition to Marxism: while Juche on the
one hand promotes “man” as an individual human being to be in the center, unlike Marx, who
focused on a mass movement by laborers to gain control of the means of production, DPRK
propaganda transformed “man” into a generic term within Juche, equating the word “man” with
“people” or “human beings” in general, instead of referring to a particular person. And as such,
there is no longer a focus on the individual in fulfilling the revolution, but a mass of people and
thus, once again, a mass movement or, in the Leninist sense, a vanguard party to oversee the
revolution, which, unsurprisingly, is the KWP in the DPRK: “It can only be created by a great
leader who can have a correct understanding of the demands of the times and give a
comprehensive answer to them” (Ri 2022, 14). Yet, Juche explicitly wants to understand itself
as a new ideology that is more advanced than Marxism and therefore distances itself from
Marxist doctrine insofar as Juche claims to be people-centered, while Marxism is not.’> But in
fact, this criticism of Marxism cannot hide that Juche is nothing new at all. Kim Jong Il said,
“When we say that we look at people as the center and grasp the attributes of people by that,
we mean to capture people as being distinct from animals and other beings” (Kim Jong Il, cited
after Oh 2012).

Oh Sei-chull rightly points out that Kim Jong II’s people-centered focus can even be
found in Feuerbach, who clarifies human beings as rational beings over others, and, thus, Juche
is not new or innovative at all (Oh 2012). “After all, the ‘person-centered’ world-view and the
so-called human (attribute) theory are not new rational elements absent from Marxism that
emerge along with the ‘development of the times’. They are nothing more than an ‘irrational
element’ that Marx had already learned from Feuerbach in the 1840s and criticized and
discarded with the development of his own ideas” (ibid.). Even further, the human being in a
Jucheist view becomes an abstract and metaphysical being (ibid.). Concerning Stalinism, Juche
at least stands indirectly in an opposition to it by pointing out that the Third International failed
(Ri1 2022, 14). It is also wrong to assume that the DPRK was a Soviet Stalinist satellite state,
since the DPRK relied on China in the Korean War.

The Great Leader Principle

The Great Leader Principle is neither based on Stalinist nor on Maoist values, but is
indebted to the dynastic principle of the god-like Heavenly Emperor in Confucianism. Oh
points out that “Just as mediaeval scholastic philosophy saw its absoluteness in God, and Hegel
saw it in the absolute spirit, the Juche idea sees it in the Great Leader” (Oh 2012). However, I
would understand the Jucheist leader principle as equating spirit and God, which means that
Kim is understood as a living God whose spirit has a superhuman capability, despite the fact
that Juche officially proclaims a materialist outlook and shuns Idealism as a wrong worldview
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(Schmitz 2022). Thus, particularly given that both the Stalinist and Maoist factions were purged
in the 1950s (Lankov 2002; Hong 2004, 220 f.),° I cannot agree with Oh’s conclusion that
Juche is Stalinist and Maoist. Concerning Confucianism, we find the Jiwon principle — founded
by Kim Il-sung’s father Kim Hyung-jik, who was a nationalist and traditionalist — as well as
the Iminwichon doctrine in the Juche idea. The Iminwichon doctrine is the Confucian
relationship between the emperor and his people (Schmitz 2022). Concerning the first, the
Jiwon principle can be understood as an element of reformed Confucianism, emphasizing both
one’s personal need to aim high (the Confucian ideal of learning) and the national self-
determination as a result of Japanese occupation. As such, Kim Hyung-jik, following patriotic
ideals, appealed to the national liberation movement to set high aims in liberating the nation
from the Japanese occupation and restoring the Korean nation’s dignity (Kim 1994, 16-31;
Kim 2016, 87-93). He explains that this can only be done by relying on one’s own nation and
not on others, something which was later adopted into Juche. However, Jiwon and Iminwichdon
are not essential features of the Great Leader; the Great Leader exists independently from them,
but absorbs these Confucian values in ideology, despite not living them practically, since
Iminwichon presupposes a fundamental respect for the people but, in fact, the Great Leader
demands that the people respect him and stay loyal to him to the utmost.

Socialism or Neo-Feudalism?

It is also noteworthy that Aybala Lale claims that “it would be appropriate to say that
the North Korean state tradition has socialist thought. As a matter of fact, shortly after Kim
came to power, he made efforts to continue his administration of the country with socialism”
(2019, 79; my translation with help of Google Translate), and proposes that Juche was
influenced by “Marxism-Leninism, Confucianism, Maoism and national Korean traditions”
(2019, 78; my translation with help of Google Translate). First, I would argue that the principle
of socialism existed in North Korea only on paper and was never actively present. Lale herself
points out that the state form increasingly separated from the Soviet Union and China, adopting
a “socialism in its own way.” But this new “socialism” was never socialist at all, which can be
demonstrated by the overwhelming influence of Confucianism. As she points out herself, “The
most important contribution of Confucian thought, one of the most fundamental elements of
the Korean political past, to Juche ideology is the disregard of individual interests and the
foregrounding of community interests. It is aimed for the society to be together and act as a
whole in the light of Confucian principles” (2019, 78; translation mine). This strongly
disregards the common principles of socialism in which everyone is equally free. Since North
Korea never built its system on Marxism-Leninism or Maoism in practice and already chose
its own way in the 1950s, purging Soviet and Chinese influences, Socialism in whatever form
never effectively made it into Juche. The best proof of this is the Great Leader principle and
the hierarchical structures within Juche which are neo-feudalist rather than socialist.

® Though it is noteworthy that Lankov (2002, 77) suggests that Soviet Stalinism was exchanged for a form of
national Stalinism, I think that this is contestable, since the purge of supporters of Soviet Stalinism did not only
lie in the fact that they were pro-Soviets, but that they were Stalinists, as I suggest. For instance, in 1955, Kim
[l-sung addressed in his speech On Eliminating Dogmatism and Formalism and Establishing Juche in
Ideological Work the need for paving an ideological path suitable for the Korean nation. The Maoists in the
DPRK had the same fate as the Soviet faction. The Pro-Chinese (Maoist) Yan’an faction was purged in 1956
(cp. also Lankov 2002, 90 ff. on the incidents surrounding this purge).
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Conclusion

Juche explicitly rejects Marxism already on the most fundamental basis. Despite
praising Marx’s Historical Materialism, Juche established its own metaphysics in which the
human being becomes a collective, abstract, metaphysical being which is necessarily bonded
to the Great Leader and his will. As such, he is officially called the subject of history to fulfill
an anti-feudal democratic revolution within the Socialist spirit (where Marx and Lenin are
praised as forerunners), but de facto the human being becomes the subject of subjugation and
a quasi-feudal object within the nation state, which is devoted solely to the leader. The Great
Leader Principle elevates the leader to a position equal to God, thereby legitimizing his power.
Given this fact, Juche is not a means for liberating the people, but a means to justify a dynastic
feudal monarchy. Even though Stalin and Mao Zedong established their respective cults of
personality, the North Korean personality cult does not have its roots either in Stalinism or in
Maoism, but in Korea’s feudal monarchism. As such, the government even misuses doctrines
of reformed Confucianist movements (and progressive Confucianists), coining Confucian
terminology in its own way to reinforce the regime’s authoritarian rule. To put it in a nutshell,
it can be said that the DPRK is not a Socialist state at all (either in a Marxist or a non-Marxist
tradition) and does not follow a Leftist tradition, but rather a dynastic feudal monarchy (Kim
dynasty) based on Korean nationalism, continuing the ancient feudal reign that was interrupted
by the Japanese occupation.
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