Here is a list of key books that will provide the reader with a good understanding of north Korea.

The Two Koreas:  A Contemporary History,  Oberdorfer, Don (Reading, Mass: Addison-Wesley, 1997).  This is a good overview for the laymen of the Post WWII history of the peninsula with some interesting, if somewhat provocative information on the 1994 “nuclear crisis.”  

Kim Il Sung: The North Korean Leader, Suh, Dae-Sook (New York:  Columbia University Press).  This is an outstanding book and a must read for anyone who wants to understand north Korea.  It is more than a biography of Kim Il Sung it is a history of north Korea since 1945 (as well as of Kim Il Sung’s life from the 1920’s when his family first moved to China).  In reading this book you will gain an understanding of how Kim Il Sung basically “captured” north Korea and then created the north Korean state in his image (yes that sounds “God-like” but as you will see, “Juche” the north Korean ideology is in effect the state religion.  I have had the pleasure of having dinner with Dr Suh.  He immigrated to the US and now teaches at the University of Hawaii.  He was studying in Seoul at what is now Yonsei University in June 1950 when the war broke out.  We discussed No Gun Ri and he said that Korea should make very much out of it because a war was going and by comparison the atrocities he personally witnessed in Seoul when the Inmun Gun came through were far worse.

The Guerilla Dynasty Politics and Leadership in North Korea, Buzo, Adrian (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1999).  This is more contemporary than Dr. Suh’s book.  The author is an Australian who actually served for 6 months as a diplomat in north Korea when the Australians opened a consulate there for only that short time in the 1970’s.  He is a Korea Scholar.  His book is brilliant and is often quoted by Mr. Stephen Bradner CINCUNC’s special advisor.  To give you an example of how this book will make you understand the north Korean regime here is one of the most important excerpts:

“In the course of this struggle against factional opponents, for the first time Kim began to emphasize nationalism as a means of rallying the population to the enormous sacrifices needed for post-war recovery.  This was a nationalism that first took shape in the environment of the anti-Japanese guerrilla movement and developed into a creed through the destruction of both the non-Communist nationalist forces and much of the leftist intellectual tradition of the domestic Communists.  Kim’s nationalism did not draw inspiration from Korean history, nor did it dwell on past cultural achievements, for the serious study of history and traditional culture soon effectively ceased in the DPRK.  Rather, DPRK nationalism drew inspiration from the Spartan outlook of the former Manchurian guerrillas.  It was a harsh nationalism that dwelt on past wrongs and promises of retribution for “national traitors” and their foreign backers.  DPRK nationalism stressed the “purity” of all things Korean against the “contamination” of foreign ideas, and inculcated in the population a sense of fear and animosity toward the outside world.  Above all, DPRK nationalism stressed that the guerrilla ethos was not only the supreme, but also the only legitimate basis on which to reconstitute a reunified Korea.” (p. 27) 

This single quote sums up why the north Korean people are almost inured to the hardships they are suffering and also provides the reason why Kim Jonng Il is not caught between the proverbial rock (ROK?) and a hard place.  To reform will go against the 50+ years of teaching this philosophy and will allow the population to see the outside world, thus causing the myths perpetuated by the regime to crumble.  If you read anything in this book though read the last two chapters (8&9) and you will understand the dilemma of north Korea and its prospects (or lack thereof) for long term survival.

Kim Il Sung’s North Korea, Hunter, Helen-Louise (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1999).  This is a great book to understand the life of the north Korean people from birth to death and covers every aspect of upbringing, health care, schooling, marriage, military service, family life, political indoctrination, etc.  Hunter was a CIA analyst and did the research for this in the late 70’s early 80’s but it is still timely because the system has not changed and again provides a perspective on why the north Korean people are able to endure.

Juche:  A Christain Study of North Korea’s State Religion, Belke, Thomas J. (Bartlesville, OK:  Living Sacrifice Press, 1999).  Like Hunter’s book an outstanding look at life in north Korea with a really good analysis of Juche by comparing it to Christianity.  Note that Belke is a Naval Reserve Commander.  He also wrote a fine article that I believe was published in Proceedings a couple of years ago called “The Spirit of Human Bombs” which was an analysis of the north Korean mindset and I commend that article to anyone studying north Korea (It is on the web at the University of Oregon Web Site).

Over The Line: North Korea’s Negotiating Strategy, Downs, Chuck Washington, DC:  The American Institute Press, 1999).  Downs is a former DOD official and has written probably the definitive analysis of the pattern of how north Korea has dealt with the outside world in its negotiations since 1945.  What is clear from this book is that the north Koreans have been extremely consistent over time and in fact are relatively predictable in how they will approach issues.  Great book.

Disarming Strangers: Nuclear Diplomacy with North Korea, Sigal, Leon V. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998).  Also a pretty good analysis of north Korea’s nuclear aims and ambitions (and remember north Korea’s nuclear program started in the 1950’s!).  He is somewhat naïve in my opinion when he says that north Korea has always bargained in good faith and that it is western (and particularly US) failures to understand north Korea that has caused north Korea to use the nuclear card as a tool for diplomacy and survival.  He asserts that it is the fear of aggression by the ROK/US that justifies the north’s development of nuclear capabilities and that until US troops withdraw from the peninsula the north will and should continue their development for self-defense.

North Korea:  Ideology, Politics, Economy,  Park, Han S., ed. (Endlewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1996).  This is a collection of essays about the subjects in the title.  Great short essays that provide an excellent foundation for undertsanding these areas of north Korea.  

