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Abstract

While the news of the execution of Jang Song-taek, the second-most highly ranked leader
in North Korea’s regime, surprised many outside the country, the event is unlikely to
presage dramatic changes within the country. Jang Song-taek was sentenced to death on
12 December 2013 after being arrested during a public debate of the North Korean
Politburo. His purge follows a major reshuffling of the army, the reorganisation of the
ruling party and the execution of Kim Jong-un’s former fiancée and a group of popular
artists.

Jang Song-taek was known to be very close to Beijing and an advocate of economic
reforms inspired by Chinese models. With Jang's execution, Kim Jong-un has reasserted
his leadership and sent a clear signal to his country’s closest – perhaps only – ally, China.

It does not seem that the purge was intended to suppress internal opponents. The
country is quiet, the armed forced have been weakened, and the execution of the only
credible alternative to Kim Jong-un makes the perspective of a putsch extremely unlikely
in the near future.
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1 Introduction

The second anniversary
of Kim Jong-il’s death has
provided Kim Jong-un
the chance to publicly
reaffirm his control of
North Korea.

On 17 December 2013, thousands of North Koreans 'spontaneously' gathered
to commemorate the second anniversary of Kim Jong-il's death. The North
Korean State Television broadcast the usual images of people depositing
flowers at Kim Jong-Il's monument. Military and party officials paid their
tribute to the 'Great Leader' in nearly religious silence before warmly greeting
Kim Jong-un when he mounted the podium for his commemorative speech.

Pyongyang's grand ceremony served to reiterate leadership of Kim Jong-un,
soon after he had removed his uncle, the powerful Jang Song-taek, from his
functions and executed the once-powerful figure. Following a familiar script,
North Korea's political and military elites publicly pledged their unconditional
loyalty to the young leader. In his opening address, the country’s formal Head
of State, Kim Jong-Nam, stressed that North Koreans 'should be warriors to
safeguard the party centre with our lives [...] with the conviction that we
know no one but the great comrade Kim Jong-un'1.

North Korea's propaganda relayed a clear message: the country's ruling elite
are united around leader Kim Jong-un following the execution of his uncle.

2 Life and death of a party leader
Kim’s recently executed
uncle, Jang Song-taek,
was considered the
mentor of the young
leader and the regime’s
number two leader.

Jang played a central role
in the succession of both
Kim Jong-il and his third
son, Kim Jong-un.

Jang Song-taek had been one of North Korea’s most influential political
figures. Born in 1946, the young Jang made a rapid career inside the North
Korea Worker's Party after marrying Kim Kyong-hui, the daughter of the
founder of the North Korean State, Kim Il-sung. Jang played a key role in
supporting Kim Jong-il’s rise to power and gained further influence once his
brother-in-law took over in 1994, after Kim Il-sung died.

Jang was also suspected of organising the smuggling of illicit goods by North
Korean diplomats posted abroad – a position which gave him access to funds
beyond state and party budgets2. Jang was temporarily removed from his
functions for three years (from mid-2003 until early-2006), probably because
he was suspected of having gained excessive power. Later rehabilitated, Jang
become one of the closest advisers to Kim Jong-il. The 'Great Leader' used his
relative's services to secure a smooth succession for his third son, Kim Jong-
un, and to appease Beijing's concerns about the stability of the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).

In 2010 Jang and his wife become Politburo members and were given the
rank of army general (O Kuk-ryol). The fact that Jang Song-taek stood
immediately behind his nephew during Kim Jong-Il’s funeral further
confirmed Jang’s central role in North Korean affairs.

Because Kim Jong-un was relatively young and inexperienced in state affairs,
he may have needed — and apparently received — the support of key

1 The Statesman, North Korea leader hears loyalty vows at anniversary meet (17 December
2013).
2 Oxford Analytica, Public purge in Pyongyang puts stability in question (10 December
2013).
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The attention devoted to
the demotion and
execution of Jang is
unusual for North Korea.

Online archives have
been destroyed to
remove any traces of
disgraced officials.

stakeholders, including Jang and Kim Kyong-hui, to assume power. Some
analysts speculated that Jang and his wife might act as de facto regents for a
few years, or at least as figures of high authority installed to guarantee a
smooth and peaceful transition3.

On 8 December 2013, Jang Sung-taek was expelled from the Workers' Party
of Korea (WPK) and stripped of all his duties. He was accused, inter alia, of
having 'led a dissolute and depraved life' and charged of corruption,
womanising and taking illegal drugs4. According to the North Korea
information agency, KCNA, 'Jang and his followers committed criminal acts
baffling imagination, and they did tremendous harm to our party and
revolution'. As a result, Jang was publicly arrested — with the event
broadcast on national television — during the Politburo's meeting of the
North Korea Workers’ Party Central Committee. Jang was then put on trial,
sentenced to death and executed on 12 December 2013.

In a move that recalls George Orwell's 1984, the country’s young leader then
ordered that the online archives of North Korean televisions and newspapers
be erased to remove any evidence of the life of disgraced top officials5.

3 Roberto Bendini (Policy Department Expo), ‘North Korea: The critical succession of Kim
Jong-Il’ (Febraury 2012).
4 The Washington Times, Kim Jong-un’s uncle dragged from political meeting, booted from
party (9 December 2013).
5 La Repubblica, ‘Pyongyang, la parata farsa del leader sanguinario’ (18 dicembre 2013).
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3 A Stalinist purge

Kim Jong-un is gradually
replacing top army
generals appointed by
his father with officials he
believes will be more
faithful to him.

According to the limited information that has been leaked from North Korea,
Jang's wife, Kim Kyong-hui, has been spared – probably because of her blood
ties to the North Korean ruler. Kim Kyong-hui did not take part in her
brother's commemoration in Pyongyang (held on 17 December 2013, a few
days after that the execution of her husband took place), although this does
not confirm her fall from grace; Kim Kyong-hui had already missed important
public ceremonies in the past only to reappear later.

The fate of Jang's other close friends and associates has been less benign.
Two of them were reported to have been executed in November 2013, and
others may follow in the coming weeks6. According to Victor Cha, a former
senior White House adviser on Korean Affairs, 'when you take out Jang,
you're not taking out just one person — you're taking out scores if not
hundreds of other people in the system'7.

The media coverage of Jang's demotion was atypical for the North Korean
regime. Purges in Pyongyang have been relatively routine, but were normally
carried out more discreetly. Officials simply retired or were replaced on the
grounds of poor health. In most cases, people simply disappeared, and their
jobs were given to new officials without explanation.

'Theatrical' purges – more reminiscent of Stalinist eliminations – were
relatively frequent in the 1950s, when Kim Il-sung and his supporters
liquidated all potential sources of opposition to the new regime, not only
ideological foes – such as the supporters of South Korea and those associated
with the Japanese – but also pro-USSR and Chinese communist factions that
were suspected of maintaining excessively close contacts with the DPRK's
two official allies. Similar methods were also applied in the 1960s to eliminate
any possible opposition to the transformation of the country to its current
form of 'hereditary monarchy'.

Kim Jong-un’s rule has been marked by a progressive replacement of top
army personnel and, to a lesser extent, top Party representatives. The
Defence Minister and the Chief of General Staff have been changed three
times in two years. Other officials holding key positions in the army have
been either demoted or forced to retire.

Recent purges have
involved Kim Jong-un’s
former fiancée and a
group of popular North
Korean performers.

The new leader has done more than replace influential military and civilian
representatives who had been loyal to his father's regime with his own hand-
picked followers. In August 2013, South Korean and Chinese sources
reported the execution of a dozen female singers and musicians, allegedly for
making and selling pornographic videos. The women included Hyon Song-
wol, Kim's former girlfriend and a singer with the Unhasu Orchestra.

6 They were Ri Ryong-Ha and Jang Su-Gil both deputy directors of the Party's administration
department under the direct orders of Jang.
7 Quoted in NBC World News, Execution of Kim Jong Un's uncle recalls grandfather's lethal
era (13 December 2013). Victor Cha is also the author of the book 'The Impossible State:
North Korea, Past and Future' where he makes an extensive analysis of DPRK and its
leadership.



North Korea: Kim Jong-un's great purge

7

According to these sources the performers were executed with machine-
guns in front of their relatives, who were then sent to labour camps.8

4 Closing ranks

The purge is intended to
reinforce the role of the
new leader at home and
abroad, and to send a
strong message to China.

Kim Jong-un's decision proceed with a public purge is not fortuitous. The
'tragedy' played in Pyongyang responds in facts to four fundamental
objectives:

1. Demonstrating to North Koreans that Kim Jong-un is fully in
charge and no longer requires the 'tutors' designated by his
father to ease his ascent to power.

2. Sending a strong message to China. Jang was considered to be
very close to Beijing and supported the establishment of some
economic reforms inspired by Chinese examples9. The role
played by China in the crisis that brought the two Koreas to the
brink of a war in early 2013 is still not completely understood. But
there is little doubt that Beijing has been deeply unsatisfied with
the unconstructive attitude of its North Korean 'protégé'. For the
first time, China has applied economic sanctions against the ally
it previously defended unconditionally10.

3. Making' room for the reforms (both economic and political)
announced by the young leader. It is not clear what kind of
reforms can be expected from the new North Korean regime.
Despite a relatively good harvest in 2013 (which reduced the
need to import food from third countries), the DPRK's economy
remains in shambles, and recent developments are unlikely to
attract more foreign investment. For political reasons, the new
leader may try to reduce the excessive power that the army
gained under his father's rule and to restore the role of the Party,
which has been significantly weakened in recent years.

4. Demonstrating to South Korea and its allies that the North
Korean regime is not only progressing on its nuclear and space
programmes11, but is also firmly in control of the country.

5 Not a real change

Despite a promising start,
Kim Jong-un has no
intention of changing the

The anointment of Kim Jong-un, a young man educated in Switzerland,
initially prompted some analysts to predict that one of the most reclusive
states in the world was ready for a change The new leader presented himself
relatively progressively. In addition to calling for extensive economic reforms,

8 The Telegraph, Kim Jong-un purges North Korea's army chief (30 August 2013).
9 Jang was also responsible for the development of two economic zones at the border with
the PRC that are currently inactive.
10 For more details on the early 2013 military escalation and on the role played by China in
the crisis, please refer to the DG Expo country briefing on Republic of Korea (published in
November 2013)
11 Under Kim's leadership, North Korea has successfully placed a satellite in orbit and in
February 2013 conducted its third and most powerful nuclear test.
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repressive system he
inherited.

Kim was pictured with his wife — Ri Sol-Ju, dressed in a fashionable and
‘Western’ manner – and was even filmed watching a performance with
Disney characters. Kim Jong-un did not immediately make the sort of military
and terrorist provocations that his predecessors had made to assert their
prestige or blackmail the international community. In February 2012
Pyongyang even signed a deal with the US committing to halt its nuclear
programme in exchange of food and oil supplies12.

But Kim Jong-un’s ‘progressive streak’ did not last long. The recent nuclear
and missile experiments and his recurring recourse to traditional, aggressive
rhetoric against the South and its allies suggest that the new leader will not
modify the line followed by his predecessors and does not intend to
abandon the political, economic and military foundations of the North
Korean regime.

6 Outlook
The North Korean state does not appear on the brink of collapse. For a
number of reasons13, the political system created by Kim Il-sung has proven
rather resilient.

There is no evidence that the purges mandated by Kim Jong-un conceal
factional infighting at the top of the North Korean hierarchy, and the country
does not display signs of instability. On the contrary, the extensive turnover
among the army’s high ranks and the execution of Jang Song-taek have
probably further reduced the slim chances of an internal putsch. And even if
a military coup were to occur and succeed, it could also prove very
dangerous for its organisers and could ultimately lead to the disintegration of
the regime. This is not a risk that the North Korean elites seem prepared to
assume. A coup could only be organised with external support – which is to
say, from China – but Pyongyang has done its utmost to avoid giving Beijing
a real chance to intervene in North Korean affairs.

The violent drift taken by the DPRK’s regime has obviously been criticised by
the international community. The execution of Jang notably displeased
Beijing, which has lost a precious interlocutor in Pyongyang. The removal has
also prompted South Korea and the US to warn North Korea’s young leader
that any new and provocative act might well bring his relatively recent rule to
a rapid end.

The EU expressed its deep concern for the deterioration of relations
between the two Koreas and severely criticised the Pyongyang's nuclear
and space programmes. In 2013 the EU imposed further sanctions on North
Korean in response to the DPRK nuclear tests and has limited his assistance
to mere humanitarian aid.

12 Roberto Bendini, North Korea agrees to suspend its nuclear programme (9 March 2012)
13 Cfr. footnote 3 at para 6 ('A resilient system')


