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CHAPTER 1

State-Centric Challenges
to Human-Centered Governance

Brendan Howe

Abstract This chapter introduces the key organizing theme of the vol-
ume as being structural impediments to the transition from prioritizing
the security, development, and rights of the state to prioritizing those of
the citizen in East Asian states. It notes that East Asian polities continue
to give undue primacy to the state in their governance. Furthermore,
there are embedded structural obstacles to achieving human-centered
governance objectives in the region. These relate to the role of the mili-
tary in countries in East Asia, historical authoritarian legacies, and new
authoritarian trends. A brief overview of the theoretical framework and
East Asian operating environment is followed by a chapter overview of
the six paradigmatic case studies of National Security, Statecentricy and
Governance in East Asia: North Korea, Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia,
Timor-Leste, and Lao PDR.
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INTRODUCTION

This volume assesses structural impediments to the transition from
prioritizing the security, development, and rights of the state, to pri-
oritizing those of the citizen in East Asian states. In talking about the
“Future of Power,” Joseph Nye identifies two salient features of tran-
sition: a shift of power among states, which is largely from West to
East, and a shift of power from states, West or East, to non-state actors
(2011a, b, p. 2). The book examines both these phenomena as they
relate to governance in East Asia (broadly defined to include the sub-
regions of Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia). The increased impor-
tance of Asian countries and models of governance in this, the “Asian
Century,” and the extent to which non-state actors can pursue an
agenda independent of, or even in opposition to those championed by
the state and the elites who govern them. The rise of Asia (or perhaps
more accurately the resurgence of Asia given its historic importance)
has been extensively documented. Nevertheless, despite pressures from
above (the international community) and below (internal constituen-
cies), the findings are that in many cases, of which the ones represented
in this volume are perhaps the paradigmatic examples, East Asian poli-
ties continue to give undue primacy to the state in their governance.
Furthermore, there are embedded structural obstacles to achieving
human-centered governance objectives in the region. These relate to the
role of the military in countries in East Asia, historical authoritarian leg-
acies, and new authoritarian trends.

Historically, in many of the countries in the region, national security
projects (including but not limited to the role of the military), as well
as national economic development projects have been championed by
authoritarian forces as being in the interest of the whole of society. There
are several implications of this prioritization. First, the interests of minor-
ities may be sacrificed on the altar of conformity or in the interests of the
supposed collective good. Second, the national projects may themselves
provide reservoirs of power and patronage for authoritarian elites. Third,
national projects may serve as diversionary activities and rallying points
to divert publics from questioning elite domination. Finally, and perhaps
most devastatingly, security and development interests at the human level
(particularly those of the most vulnerable sections of society) may be
undermined through the pursuit of the national variants.
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Meanwhile, new and growing authoritarian challenges to govern-
ance are reflected first, in the impact of inherited reservoirs of power and
authority which distort democratic governance structures, and facilitate
elite capture of the commanding heights of government, the economy,
and society; and second, the further concentration of power in the hands
of central political figures. No matter how enlightened an elite is placed
over the common people, it is unlikely that they will give equal consid-
eration to interests that they do not share and which are not represented
by their number. This may not necessarily be because of any callous dis-
regard, but merely due to the pressure of time and the complexities of
government. Thus, for the wishes of all to be represented, the people
must rule and exercise power. The more power is concentrated in the
hands of the clite, and the smaller the number of the enabled elite, the
greater the authoritarian challenge.

The case studies examined in this volume highlight how, despite some
grounds for optimism, the ongoing primacy of the state, as manifested in
security, development, and governance policy-making, limits the extent
to which non-state actors, civil societies, and global humanitarian and
democratic norms can transform East Asian polities. Indeed, there is evi-
dence that at least some of the cases are experiencing an authoritarian
backlash, resurgence, or consolidation.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

East Asia is a region deeply affected by conflict. Colonial, ideological,
and national wars have left their scars and legacies, including disputed
borders and divided loyalties. Perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, states
in the region have looked to minimize the worst manifestations of
interstate conflict through emphasizing nonintervention, and domes-
tic governance has emphasized national interest and strength in terms
of security and economic growth. Indeed, they remain among the most
ardent champions of Westphalian sovereignty (Acharya 2003, p. 9). As
a result of colonial experience and postcolonial state-building, security
threats have generally been identified from the perspective of the state
(Nishikawa 2009, p. 217). Several of the cases examined in this volume
stand out as what Martin Smith has described as preeminent examples of
postcolonial states subsumed in what development analysis describes as a
“conflict trap” (Smith 2007, p. 3). Facing diverse challenges, including
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ethnic insurgencies, disputed borders, and the remnants of colonial
and/or Cold War experiences, successive governments in the region
have adopted state-centric national security policies with an emphasis on
national sovereignty, territorial integrity and national unity (Tin 1998, p.
392).

The region is not immune to the impact of important interna-
tional and transnational physical and normative developments. The
Communication and Information Technology (CIT) and humanitar-
ian revolutions have had important consequences for governments and
their leaders. The end of the Cold War, combined with increased media
penetration and dissemination capabilities, did much to render “amoral”
policy-making increasingly subject to scrutiny and potentially untenable.
Therefore, the governing dictates of that time may be seen as no longer
suitable for the regulation of national and international politics, national
interest as no longer a sufficient normative guide for action, and even the
normative value long attached to the sovereign state open to question.

The new millennium has seen a proliferation of international commit-
ments to normative, or ethical, diplomacy. These include the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs), which were developed out of the eight
chapters of the United Nations Millennium Declaration, signed in
September 2000; the successor Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
adopted at the UN Sustainable Development Summit September 25-27,
2015; and the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) which grew out of the
December 2001 International Commission on Intervention and State
Sovereignty (ICISS) report, but has since been reinforced by repeated
United Nations (UN) General Assembly (GA) and Security Council (SC)
resolutions, each of which has received almost universal backing, includ-
ing from all East Asian states present at the summits involved.

In the security field, there has been a similar shift from state-centric to
non-state-centric perspectives. Hence the human security paradigm sug-
gests that international security, traditionally defined with its territorial
emphasis, does not necessarily correlate with the concept of security for
the individuals who comprise the state, and that an overemphasis upon
state security can be to the detriment of human welfare needs (Howe
2013, p. 18). Ultimately, this shift recognizes that traditional concep-
tions of state security may constitute a necessary but not sufficient condi-
tion of human welfare (Newman 2010, p. 79). The complexity of threats
in people’s daily lives now involve transnational dimensions and have
moved beyond national security, which focused solely on the threat of
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external military aggressions. Such threats range from poverty, unem-
ployment, drugs, terrorism, environmental degradation and social disin-
tegration (UNDP 1994, p. 11). The international community has also
begun to see security threats not only between, but also within states,
and focus on people in addition to states (WHO 2002, p. 218).

The commitments made under this evolving international humani-
tarian regime have been significantly policed, and operationalized,
through the democratization of information brought about by the CIT
revolution. International organizations, nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), domestic and international media organizations, and even the
citizens of almost all countries now have access to information concern-
ing the domestic and international policies of governments, the com-
mitments they have made, and whether they are following through with
their obligations. It is increasingly difficult for regimes to govern in man-
ners unacceptable to their people. But it is now also more difficult to
carry out unethical policies without being exposed and subject to both
domestic and international condemnation.

In an interconnected world, with heavy penetration of states by new
media, and high levels of personal contact between the peoples of dif-
ferent states, ideas and norms are now able to diffuse much more rap-
idly, and state monopoly control of knowledge and opinion-forming is
increasingly undermined. The contributions of the CIT revolution can
be seen in pressure for humanitarian interventions, the WikiLeaks con-
troversy, and the rise and coordination of non-state actors committed
to humanitarian causes and issues, and to impacting governments and
corporations. Through the new media, these activists have linked with
international bodies and fellow activists in other countries for coordina-
tion and support, so that governance is increasingly a two-level game
(Putnam 1988).

East Asian countries feature prominently in lists of the most inter-
connected societies on the planet, and this democratization of infor-
mation also has important implications for governance in the region.
Civil society groups in many Asian countries are increasingly vociferous
in condemning unjust privilege and prioritization, whether regarding
caste, ethnicity, religion, age/generation, or gender. Furthermore, with
democratization of the media, it has become harder for governments to
perpetrate, cover up, or turn a blind eye to inhumane practices within
their jurisdictions or within those of fellow Asian states. Hence David
Shambaugh (2008) has noted that the unprecedented interconnectivity
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of societies in East Asia has reached the level of a manifestation of
Putnam’s two-level game model. “New Preachers,” NGOs and civil soci-
ety community activists, have sprouted in many countries in the region
to uphold humanitarian causes, and to pressure governments and cor-
porations (Chanda 2008, p. 307). These activists have also linked with
international bodies and fellow activists in other countries for coordina-
tion and support. Thus, the authoritarian state’s efforts to maintain its
power are challenged by the mutually reinforcing trends of the constant
diffusion of information and the rise of civil society activism (Chanda
2008, pp. 308-309).

According to Freedom House, source of one of the most recognized
datasets concerning freedom under different manifestations of govern-
ance, the Asia-Pacific region (of which East Asia forms a dynamic core)
has been the only one, in recent years, to record steady gains in politi-
cal rights and civil liberties: “Although it is home to China, where over
half the world’s Not Free population lives, and North Korea, the least
free country in the world, a number of Asia-Pacific countries have made
impressive gains in the institutions of electoral democracy—elections,
political parties, pluralism—and in freedom of association” (Freedom
House). At the turn of the millennium, a CIA publication analyzing
global trends, noted that the “networked global economy will be driven
by rapid and largely unrestricted flows of information, ideas, cultural val-
ues, capital, goods and services, and people” and that “this globalized
economy will be a net contributor to increased stability in the world”.
“Emerging Asia” was highlighted as the fastest growing region, led by
breakout candidates China and India, whose economies (at that time)
already comprised roughly one-sixth of global GDP (CIA 2000, pp.
5-25).

Economic freedom is on the rise in the region, combined with high
levels of modernization being achieved throughout East Asia. First
Japan, then the Asian Tigers, (South Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan and
Singapore) and finally China itself and the Asian Tiger Cubs (Thailand,
Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and more recently Vietnam) have
become increasingly developed and integrated into the international
economy. Even some of the more economically challenged countries
in the region, such as Laos, Cambodia, Timor-Leste, and Myanmar
are aspiring to middle-income status. A 2011 study by the Asian
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Development Bank (ADB) on realizing the Asian Century found that
it Asia continues to follow its recent trajectory, by 2050 its per capita
income could rise six fold in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms to
reach contemporary European levels, making some 3 billion additional
Asians affluent by current standards. “By nearly doubling its share
of global gross domestic product (GDP) to 52% by 2050, Asia would
regain the dominant economic position it held some 300 years ago,
before the industrial revolution.” [Asian Development Bank (ADB)
2011, p. 3].

Economic freedoms are seen by many as precursors to additional
political freedoms. Whitehead has identified “how an almost universal
wish to imitate a way of life associated with the liberal capitalist democ-
racies of the core regions (the wish for modernity) may undermine the
social and institutional foundations of any regime perceived as incompat-
ible with these aspirations” (Whitehead 1996, p. 21). The great liberal
hope for the region is that as China continues its phenomenal economic
progress, a natural and inevitable by-product will be the emergence of
a true Chinese civil society that in turn will press for political liberaliza-
tion. Lowell Dittmer predicts “under such circumstances, previous expe-
rience suggests that a full-blown civil society—albeit still with distinctive
Chinese cultural characteristics—is apt to emerge as quickly as bamboo
shoots after a spring rain” (quoted in Nau 2002, p. 165). Zbigniew
Brzezinski agrees, noting that: “It is impossible to envision a long-term
process of increasing economic pluralism without the appearance of civil
society in China that eventually begins to assert its political aspiration”
(ibid).

East Asian governments have also, however, focused on national eco-
nomic development for its own sake; for the potential benefit it can bring
to national security, and for the well-being of the citizens of a country.
The underlying assumptions are that improvements in the general econ-
omy will benefit all participants in that economy, and that economic
policy, particularly government economic policy, should therefore focus
on the general macroeconomic environment first and foremost. It is also
associated with economic models which give tax breaks and other incen-
tives to high-earning individuals and corporations in the hope that they
will generate wealth for all either directly, or through a “trickle-down”
effect. The concept of a “rising tide lifting all boats” can also be used
however, about the supposedly “win-win” economic policies associated



8 B.HOWE

with neoliberalism including liberalization of financial markets, privati-
zation, fiscal austerity, deregulation, the enhancement of the role of the
private sector, export-driven economic development measures, and the
promotion of free trade (Howe 2016, p. 107). At various times, all gov-
ernments in the region have pursued one or both policy agendas. Barry
Buzan and Gerald Segal have coined the term “econophoria” in refer-
ence to economic governance prioritization in East Asia whereby the
solution for all society’s ills is sought through economic development
and growth (1998, p. 103). Kenneth Christie and Denny Roy have also
highlighted the prioritization of macroeconomic development in the
region, noting that it “has assumed cult-like status” in East Asia (2001,
p.5).

Thus at first sight it would appear that East Asian “good governance”
is on an upward trajectory. Yet good governance means different things
to different people depending on their disciplinary, cultural, and organi-
zational background. Indeed, it is an essentially contested concept with
no single and exhaustive definition, nor a delimitation of its scope, that
commands universal acceptance. From a neoliberal institutional perspec-
tive, good governance refers to efficiency in the provision of services and
economic competitiveness, comparing ineffective economies or political
bodies with viable economies and political bodies (Agere 2000, p. 1).
For instance, historically, “the IMF’s main focus has been on encourag-
ing countries to correct macroeconomic imbalances, reduce inflation,
and undertake key trade, exchange, and other market reforms needed
to improve efficiency and support sustained economic growth” (IMF
1997). Likewise, the World Bank has emphasized that overall economic
growth is crucial for generating opportunity, and that market reforms
can be central in expanding opportunities for poor people assuming ade-
quate mechanisms are in place to create new opportunities and compen-
sate the potential losers in transitions (World Bank 2000, p. 7).

The World Bank further stresses, however, that “[a]ccess to market
opportunities and to public sector services is often strongly influenced
by state and social institutions, which must be responsive and account-
able to poor people” (World Bank 2000, p. 7). Contemporary interpre-
tations of good governance, as opposed to merely efficient governance,
refer to that set of policy prescriptions and practices which prioritizes
the interests of the most vulnerable sections of society, and to the belief
that the most foundational interests of these individuals can be found
in entitlement rights covered by the newly emerging human-centric
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discourse in the fields of both security and development (Howe 2012,
p. 347). These are the areas of governance where polities in East Asia
experience the gravest challenges. In fact, all is not well in the region.
Freedom House lists Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan as the
only “Free” states in East Asia. The Economist Intelligence Unit finds
only Japan to be a “Full Democracy” in the East Asian region, but adds
Indonesia, the Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan, and Timor-Leste as
Flawed Democracies. Polity IV considers Japan, and Taiwan to be “Full
Democracies” with a score of 10, whereas East Timor (7), Indonesia (8),
the Philippines (8), and South Korea (8) are considered “Democracies.”
The CIA World Factbook refers to Indonesia, Japan, the Philippines,
South Korea, Taiwan, and Timor-Leste as democracies. Furthermore,
as will be developed in this volume, there remain many governance
challenges in all East Asian countries, including those perceived as
democracies.

Perhaps more alarming are the apparent new trends and pressures
contributing to authoritarian challenges to good governance in Asia.
Buzan and Segal note, for instance, that while East Asian econophoria
has contributed to remarkable patterns of economic growth, it has also
seen the rise in importance of challenges to human well-being in both
absolute and relative terms (Buzan and Segal 1998, p. 107). The genera-
tion of wealth can be used by elites to prop up their positions through
patronage, as a form of palliative reform involving various economic free-
doms, to divert the attention of society from political aspirations, and as
an excuse for further violations of individual human rights. The state-
building project has often been used to explain the need for democratic
and humanitarian reforms to be delayed. The new angle on this per-
spective, however, identifies how liberal, humanitarian, democratic, self-
determining and/or reformist forces, pose a threat to the state-building
project, and therefore suppression of such forces can be justified.

The volume will be unique, therefore, in examining not only the most
obvious instances of military domination of governance in the region
(North Korea with its “Military First” philosophy, Thailand since the
2014 coup, and Myanmar with its long history of military rule), but also
less well known examples of the influence of conflict legacies upon gov-
ernance in Cambodia, East Timor, and Laos. It will evaluate the ongo-
ing impact of structural impediments to democratic and human-centered
governance in the region, but also the emergence of new reservoirs of
power and resources for the forces of authoritarianism.
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CHAPTER OUTLINE

The first half of the book focuses on those case studies where the ongo-
ing prioritization of the supremacy of the state is most apparent, where
the central role of the military remains overt, and where the challenges
of authoritarian structures and reservoirs of power to human-cen-
tered governance and well-being are primarily traditional in nature. It
includes the paradigmatic case study of North Korea, the renewed mili-
tary authoritarianism of Thailand, and the militarized and authoritarian
legacies of post-transition Myanmar (Burma). The second half of the
book examines the new authoritarian imperatives and disappointments
of the supposed success stories of Cambodia, East Timor (Timor-Leste)
and Laos (Lao PDR). Between them these six cases highlight not only
the dangers of painting the whole region with the “East Asian Miracle”
brush, but also the dangers of complacency regarding the inevitability of
progress, or the “end of history” in the region.

In Chap. 2 Daniel A. Pinkston explores the complexities of govern-
ance in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, which is of course
neither democratic, nor governed in the interest of the people. Policies
in North Korea such as juche (self-reliance) and somgun (military-first),
make this case study perhaps the most obvious example of the dangers
of continued state-centric policy-making in East Asia. Furthermore, the
acknowledged failure of these ideological foundations to produce what
they promised for the citizens of North Korea itself could contribute to
internal paranoia and insecurity as well as making North Korea a greater
threat to its neighbors. Indeed, according to Brian Reynolds Myers,
while North Korea’s outward projection is “like a fascist’s guess of what
communist propaganda should look like,” the inward self-perception is
that “virtue has rendered them as vulnerable as children to an evil world”
(2010). Paradoxically, in some ways it is the country’s weakness rather
than growing military that threatens the security of the neighborhood.
Furthermore, the development of nuclear weapons and missile delivery
systems, while posing a state security threat to the neighbors, also impose
tremendous human security costs on the citizens of North Korea

Paul Chambers continues the military primacy theme in Chap. 3. This
chapter examines authoritarianism in Thailand since the 2014 putsch as a
challenge to good governance. It argues that any trends in Thai democ-
ratization have always been absorbed by the interests of Thailand’s “par-
allel state,” as led by the monarchy and military. This parallel state has
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distorted democratic governance structures and ensured that monar-
chical elites (and those entwined with them) capture the commanding
heights of the Thai polity, economy and society. Where elected politi-
cians have governed, the monarchy and military have succeeded in
remaining insulated from democratic control. When elected govern-
ments have challenged aristocratic interests, military rollback of democ-
racy has occurred. The regularity of military coups, combined with
severe political divisions in Thai society, has contributed to a political
culture of acquiescence to military interference in Thai politics—when
the king endorses it. This study explores Thailand as a country where
neo-monarchism, persistent democratic rollback, the authoritarian usage
of mega-projects for material gain, and acquiescent political culture have
all helped elites to persevere in dominating the country at the expense of
the collective needs of the people.

Myanmar (also known as Burma), is the third extensively militarized
case study of this volume, and it is explored in detail by Alistair Cook in
Chap. 4. Despite an apparent ongoing transition from military to civilian
and democratic rule, culminating in the victory of the National League
for Democracy (NLD) in 2015 elections generally regarded as free and
fair, it remains, currently, a mixed system of civilian and military govern-
ment. While the 2015 elections illustrated a commitment to the inclu-
sion of political opposition in taking the reins of government, with the
international election monitors’ stamp of approval, the formal role of
the military remains intact. Cook identifies three significant challenges
to achieving human-centered governance in Myanmar: (1) trust-build-
ing with the military to cede power and oversight to those democrati-
cally elected to implement the platform of change upon which they were
elected; (2) building bureaucratic capacity to fulfill election promises and
establish the rule of law at the national and local levels; and (3) devel-
oping an effective and united National League for Democracy party to
effectively oversee parliamentarians under the NLD banner to implement
its election promises. He concludes that the military’s enduring political
and economic dominance, and the structural weakness of political par-
ties, mean that there are few reasons to suspect the transition to democ-
racy will be complete in the near future, and that any transition to a
more human-centered form of government will be incremental in nature.

In Chap. 5, Sorpong Peou examines the case of illiberal coalitions
versus liberal aspirations in Cambodia. He notes that despite substan-
tial international investment in the process of governance in Cambodia,
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initial grounds for optimism, and a number of elections, it is fair to say
that the political opposition has been kept at bay and may even grow
weaker in the face of political repression. Civil rights in Cambodia
remain limited, some civil liberties have also been suppressed, crack-
downs often turn violent, and the elites look to assert control over civil
society actors by seeking to keep them either weak or subordinate to elite
interests. Alternative avenues of power, authority, and influence, such as
Buddhist organizations, the judiciary, the military, economic interests,
and international actors, have effectively been co-opted by the leader-
ship. Peou acknowledges that Cambodia is not in fact a one-party state,
but is effectively under the control of a single, unified, elite grouping.

Chapter 6 assesses the other case of apparently successful United
Nations intervention and state-building in the region, East Timor (also
known as Timor-Leste). Yuji Uesugi examines the inherent dilemma,
that the UN executive authority was not at all “democratic” or “liberal,”
because there was little room for the voices of the local inhabitants. The
UN remained involved as an advocate and a guarantor of liberal democ-
racy in Timor-Leste, by identifying the country as a fragile state, but
often at the expense of undermining the local ownership and encroach-
ing national sovereignty. At the same time, Timorese leaders shared
“indigenous” authoritarian traits and in some cases a militarized mind-set
from the independence struggle. In other words, the autocratic method-
ology of post-conflict international peacebuilding contributed the emer-
gence of a neo-authoritarian regime in Timor-Leste.

Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), constitutes the
final case study in this volume. In 2013 Laos joined the World Trade
Organization, is now ranked a lower-middle income economy by the
World Bank, with a GNI per capita of $1730 in 2015, and is one of the
fastest growing economies in the East Asia and Pacific region, averag-
ing over 7% GDP growth per annum over the last decade (World Bank
2016). Kearrin Sims notes in Chap. 7, however, that also in 2015, it
was ranked 141 of 185 countries in the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) Human Development Index, with an average life
expectancy at birth of only 66.2 years. He seeks in this chapter there-
fore, to contribute to the problematizing of “smooth transition” nar-
ratives by bringing attention to the relationship between persistent
socioeconomic challenges and Lao PDR’s poor track record on human
rights and democratic reform. Specifically, he challenges the “econo-
mism” or “econophoria” perspectives by arguing that (1) privileging
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economic growth over political freedom is a threat to sustainable pov-
erty-alleviation, (2) the common myth that economic liberalization will
lead to democratic reform is unlikely to materialize in Lao PDR and (3)
attempts by foreign donors to “render technical” or “depoliticize” com-
plex, politically-informed, socioeconomic inequalities have served to bol-
ster a regime that is responsible for intolerable human rights abuses. In
other words, new developments have bolstered rather than undermined
authoritarianism.

The concluding discussion will seek to bind together the analysis of
these case studies, highlighting the extent to which, despite all the pro-
gress and talk of an Asian Century, human-centered governance in East
Asia remains profoundly challenged by the state-centric role of the mili-
tary, historical authoritarian legacies, and new authoritarian trends.
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CHAPTER 2

Kimism in Son’gun Korea: The Third
Generation of the Kim Dynasty

Daniel A. Pinkston

Abstract North Korea is considered the world’s most autocratic
country. Established in 1948, the DPRK is now governed by the third
generation of the Kim family regime. Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-il, and Kim
Jong-un have utilized institutions and ideology to consolidate power.
Each period of power consolidation has been marked by extensive purges
and the reduction of the winning coalition. Repression is exercised
through the ruling party, the military, the state, and mass organizations,
which have prevented the development of civil society. State projects,
particularly the nuclear program, reward the winning coalition but result
in poor governance and opportunity costs borne by the North Korean
people.
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INTRODUCTION

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK or North Korea)
is considered one of the most autocratic countries, if not the most
autocratic country, in the world (Economist Intelligence Unit 2017;
Puddington and Roylance 2017). When Korea was liberated from
Japanese colonial rule in 1945, Kim Il-sung, the young leader of a small
band of anti-Japanese guerillas, parlayed Soviet support and personal
skills into what later would become an “almost perfect dictatorship” that
has effected two dynastic leadership successions. Kim Jong-un, represent-
ing the third generation of the Kim family cult, now has consolidated
his power and appears to have eliminated any potential challengers to his
rule.

Some authoritarian regimes have introduced liberal economic reforms
or have relaxed political control without giving up power, but in the
North Korean case there is no sign of political liberalization. The politi-
cal science literature has explored a “new type of authoritarianism”
whereby autocratic leaders grant opposition parties and societal groups
limited space to operate, but the Kim family regime has not compro-
mised on its political and social control. On the other hand, “hybrid sys-
tems” representing the “new authoritarianism” hold elections and permit
limited deliberation in legislative bodies, while also permitting some
media presence and social media activities. This limited competition
can be viewed as a mechanism for distributing rents (Wintrobe 1998),
an effort to broaden mass support for the government (Gandhi and
Przeworski 2007; Myerson 2008), or a channel for the regime to elicit
information (Magaloni 2008). Myanmar is a recent example of partial
liberalization (Cook Chap. 4), and even nominally communist China and
Vietnam have elements of semi-competitive hybrid systems (Shirk 1993).

All political leaders—both democrats and autocrats—need a minimal
base of support to seize and maintain political power. However, their
methods for building their coalitions are different; democrats stand for
free and fair elections, and they tolerate an opposition. On the other
hand, autocrats do not tolerate an opposition; they use force or the
threat of the use of force to construct a winning coalition. Members
of the autocrat’s coalition have an incentive to delegate authority to a
single individual to surmount collection action problems. However,
the bargaining process is beset with credible commitment problems as
well as the control of coercive instruments and assets that are needed
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to buy loyalty. Finally, autocratic regimes are often roiled by the dicta-
tor’s incentive to reduce the size of its coalition to increase the share of
rents for each member (Wintrobe 1998; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003;
Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 2011).

The Kim dynasty offers a case study in the establishment of an anach-
ronistic neo-monarchy with showcase state projects that not only result
in poor governance and the misallocation of scarce resources, but also
threaten international peace and security. This chapter examines how
the Kims rose to power and consolidated their rule to establish a per-
sonalistic family dictatorship along with its project to construct a Korean
“nuclear state.” In the process of seizing and consolidating power, Kim
Il-sung, Kim Jong-il, and Kim Jong-un all began with a relatively broad
coalition of support, but over time each Kim reduced the size of his win-
ning coalition through purges that were effected by manipulating ideol-
ogy, and by creating and transforming institutions.

BACKGROUND AND THE RiISE oF Kim IL-SuNG

The DPRK was established in 1948 as a social reconstruction project
to replace Japanese colonialism (1910-1945) and the Choson dynasty
(1392-1897). The result is a regime that exhibits all the characteristics of
a totalitarian system: a charismatic leader, a single party, myths surround-
ing the nation and the leadership, an official ideology or belief system,
and well-developed institutions to reward regime loyalists, and to deter
and punish regime enemies—real or perceived (Friedrich and Brzezinski
1965). Kim Il-sung, an anti-Japanese guerrilla fighter, was instrumen-
tal in transforming a Soviet proto-satellite state into the world’s most
authoritarian system.

During the 1930s, Kim Il-sung led a group of guerrilla fighters in
Manchuria, commanding about 200-300 men against the Japanese
(Kim 1932; Minnich 2005; Buzo 1999; Cumings 2004, pp. 103-127).
However, by the winter of 1940-1941, Japanese counter-insurgency
operations pushed Kim and his cohorts into the Soviet Far East where
Kim was integrated into the Soviet Army’s 88th Special Brigade. While
Kim was in exile, he was unable to participate in the Korean domestic
communist movement, which had moved underground due to Japanese
surveillance and repression. During the colonial period, Korea had a pro-
visional government located in Shanghai and later in Chonggqing, but
upon liberation in August 1945, Korean nationalists in Korea formed
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the Committee for the Preparation of Korean Independence. At the
same time, numerous political groups sprung up around the country as
Soviet and American occupation forces were deploying to the peninsula
(Cumings 1981, pp. 68-100).

Four days after the atomic bombing of Nagasaki, Soviet troops
crossed into northeastern Korea to occupy the area around the port of
Rajin. When Japan surrendered on August 15, Douglas MacArthur,
Supreme Commander of Allied Forces of the Pacific, issued General
Order No. 1, which addressed the surrender of the Japanese military in
Korea. The order provided for a temporary Soviet occupation of the area
north of the 38th parallel, while the US military occupied the area south
of the 38th parallel.

Kim Il-sung did not arrive in Korea until September 19, 1945,
aboard a ship in Woénsan harbor on the east coast. The following day,
Stalin issued an order to establish a central administrative authority and
to support the establishment of party organizations. That work began
in October, but the Korean Communist Party (FAffLpE %) already had
been established in Seoul on September 11, 1945, by domestic com-
munists in the South under the leadership of Pak Hon-yong. Therefore,
the Soviet military authorities convened a meeting in October with com-
munist figures in the North and established the “Northern Branch of
the Korean Communist Party.” In December, the name was changed
to “North Korean Communist Party (NKCP)” with Kim Il-sung as a
secretary; however, the first secretary position went to Kim Yong-bom
(Chong 2011, p. 75; KINU 2016, pp. 27-28).

For Kim Il-sung, Soviet support was important for obtaining an
appointment as a secretary of the NKCP. Kim was only 33 years old and
the leader of what appeared to be the weakest faction, the Ppalch’i-san
group of guerrilla fighters. Kim’s faction had to compete against four
main domestic factions as well as the Soviet faction and the Chinese-
supported Yonan faction. In August 1946, the NKCP merged with the
New Democratic Party (#7[K#) to form the North Korean Workers
Party (JL#AfFEHE) (Han 2011, p. 56)! as part of a “united front” to
co-opt noncommunist nationalists. Stalin felt that a strong party would
be necessary to guide the establishment of a new state, so he decided
that Kim Tu-bong, a senior member of the Yonan faction, should lead
the party (KINU 2016, p. 28). In the South, the Korean Communist
Party merged with the Korean People’s Party and the South Korean new
Democratic Party to form the South Korean Workers Party in November
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1946. The two parties then merged to create the Korean Workers Party
in June 1949 (Chong 2011, p. 75; KINU 2016, pp. 76-78).

As the various political factions were jockeying for position in
Pyongyang, Kim sent guerrilla loyalists into the provinces to support
networks with workers, farmers, and intellectuals, and to build capacity
in what later would become the mass organizations, which still play an
important role in the regime’s control of society (Han 2011, pp. 56-57).
Membership in the four main mass organizations is mandatory for essen-
tially all North Korean citizens. The four main mass organizations are
the Kimilsungist-Kimjongilist Youth League, the General Federation of
Trade Unions of Korea, the Union of Agricultural Workers of Korea,
and the Socialist Women’s Union of Korea (Song 2004; KCNA 2016a,
b). These organizations serve as a “non-state and nonparty transmis-
sion belt” for indoctrination and to provide party discipline for nonparty
members in society. North Korea’s mass organizations have prevented
the emergence of any civil society that could aggregate and channel the
interests of North Korean citizens.

In the realm of interim proto-state institutions, the North Korean
Provisional People’s Committee (Iﬂjﬁﬂﬁi]ﬁ)\§§/\ @) was established
in February 1946 with Kim as chairman (KINU 2016, p. 28).2 From
this position, Kim maneuvered into the position of cabinet premier when
the DPRK was established in September 1948 (Han 2011, pp. 57-59).
Using the Soviet Union as a model, the North adopted many popu-
list reforms that were broadly embraced by the public including a land
reform that broke up large land holdings, as well as laws for labor stand-
ards and gender equality. In June 1946, the North Korean Provisional
People’s Committee also adopted an election law that would determine
the way elections were held in August 1948, just before the official
establishment of the DPRK (Chong 2011, p. 75; KINU 2016, p. 83).
The rigged elections that followed surpassed Lenin’s innovative method
of expanding the nominal selectorate as much as possible by holding
elections for Supreme People’s Assembly (SPA) seats to represent the
South even though Koreans south of the 38th parallel could not cast bal-
lots. On August 24, 1948, a meeting was held in the North to elect 360
SPA members for the South. The following day, elections were held in
the North for 212 SPA members. The reported voter turnout in the
North was 99.97%, and the candidates were approved by 98.49% (Chong
2011, p. 84).



20  D.A. PINKSTON

According to selectorate theory, the likelihood of political survival
in autocracies is enhanced if the nominal selectorate is large and the
winning coalition is small, subject to the constraint of the leadership’s
available assets to pay off its winning coalition of supporters in exchange
for loyalty. Politicians have designed ingenious methods to artificially
expand and shrink the size of the selectorate and the potential win-
ning coalition. Historically, these constructs have been based on attrib-
utes such as birthplace or lineage; special skills, beliefs, or knowledge;
wealth; and gender or age (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, pp. 43-49).
With democratization, the trend has been to expand both the selector-
ate and the potential members who could be part of a winning coali-
tion. If the winning coalition is large, as in a democracy, the leadership
generally is unable to deliver private goods to so many coalition mem-
bers. Therefore, democrats are forced to compete in the realm of public
policy and the delivery of public goods. Autocracies, on the other hand,
have devised methods to shrink the winning coalition while erecting dif-
ficult entry barriers for anyone wishing to join it. Therefore, autocratic
dictators can remain in power with a winning coalition that represents a
very small portion of the population or nominal selectorate (Bueno de
Mesquita et al. 2003; Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 2011).

In the North Korean case, the nominal selectorate is all voters, or
practically all adult citizens, but those with a realistic chance of being
part of the winning coalition is very small. Since the leadership only
needs to reward the winning coalition to remain in power, it can provide
private goods to the members of the winning coalition. When the DPRK
was founded, the winning coalition included the Kim Il-sung’s Ppalch’i-
san faction along with the other factional groups that had formed a
united front under Soviet tutelage. Over the next 20 years, Kim continu-
ously purged his rivals to consolidate his personalistic dictatorship.

In 1948, members of Kim’s rival domestic and Yon’an factions held
most of the positions in the cabinet and the Supreme People’s Assembly
(SPA). However, Kim’s faction was predominant in the security services,
including the Ministry of People’s Security and the KPA. The Soviet
faction also held a significant number of positions in the KPA as it was
being built up into a modern military force (Han 2011, pp. 57-59).
Kim’s partisans along with Soviet advisers made up the core of the mili-
tary training schools and facilities that were created prior to the KPA’s
official establishment in February 1948 (KINU 2016, p. 29; Chong
2011, pp. 78-80).
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Early on, Kim and his loyalists took aim at rivals, accusing them of
“regionalism” and “factionalism.” However, the setbacks in the Korean
War gave Kim the pretext to launch methodical purges to eliminate
potential challengers. In December 1950, at the Third Plenum of
the KWP Central Committee, only weeks after the Chinese People’s
Volunteers entered the war to save the KPA from certain defeat, Mu
Jong, a KPA commander and senior Yonan faction leader, was purged
for the North’s collapse and retreat. During the Fourth Party Central
Committee Plenum in November 1951, Kim purged H6 Ga-iii of the
Soviet faction. With the Yonan and Soviet factions neutralized, Kim
turned his attention to his domestic rivals, purging Pak Hon-yong at the
Fifth Plenum in December 1952 for being an “American spy” among
other charges (Chong 2011, pp. 86-87). Pak had been the leader of the
South Korean Workers Party prior to the merger, and he served as Vice-
Premier and Foreign Minister. Pak’s fate was sealed when he had prom-
ised that a people’s insurgency in the South would bring certain victory
in the war, but it failed to materialize.

The Kim regime also developed an ideology on its path to power
consolidation. Over time, state ideology has been modified, particu-
larly by Kim Jong-il to ensure dynastic succession. In December 1955,
Kim Il-sung introduced the term chuch’e for the first time in a speech
before KWP agitation and propaganda workers (Kim Il Sung 1955).
The term did not become common until about a decade later when Kim
needed an ideology as an instrument in support of his final mass purges
for the establishment of an extraordinary personality cult (Myers 2015).
But first, Nikita Khrushchev’s “secret speech” in February 1956 sent
shockwaves throughout the communist world, including Pyongyang.
Khrushchev’s criticism of Stalin’s excesses emboldened some within the
KWP to criticize Kim and to suggest reforms for collective leadership.
While Kim was visiting Eastern Europe from June 1 to July 19, 1956,
a group of pro-Soviets North Koreans took action to criticize Kim for
his personality cult and leadership style. They confronted Kim when he
delivered his trip report during a KWP Central Committ