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North Korea’s Alliances and the 

Unfinished Korean War
Avram Agov

This article examines the Korean Armistice from the viewpoint of North Korea’s 

relations with the international Socialist system. The analysis focuses on the 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)’s changing relationships with 

the Soviet Union and China, and also includes an assessment of North Korea’s 
diplomatic ties with Eastern Europe, a region often overlooked in studies of the 
DPRK’s international linkages. The article explores North Korea’s relationships 

with the Socialist alliance system between 1945 and the early 1970s in order to 
better comprehend long-term trends in the history of the system. The formation and 

evolution of the Sino-Soviet alliance and its role on the Korean peninsula was an 

arena for both cooperation and competition between the two Socialist powers. North 

Korea’s alliances played a critical role in helping the regime withstand the extended 

crisis caused by the Korean War. At the same time, tensions, which emerged in North 
Korea’s relations with its main allies during the Korean War, later evolved into more 
forceful efforts by the DPRK leadership to assert its autonomy in its bilateral and 

multilateral relationships with the Communist world. The article thus addresses 

the dynamics of the DPRK’s integration into, and divergence from, the Communist 
world, an important dimension of the regime’s foreign relations, which holds a key to 
understanding North Korea’s ability to sustain its social and political system.

Historically, North Korea has celebrated the anniversary of the Korean Armistice 

as Victory Day and as its second liberation day. The regime’s “victorious history 
in war” has passed over several generations to the new North Korean leader, Kim 
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Jong Un (Kim Chŏngŭn), whom the Nodong Sinmun describes as “the symbol of 

eternal victory of the Korean people.”1 According to the regime’s modern polemics, 

the legacy of July 27, 1953, the day of the signing of the agreement, “cannot always 
remain in history alone. The struggle to build a thriving country is accompanied with 
fierce class struggle. We should always be ready to fight a do-or-die battle against the 
United States and the South Korean puppets. Invincible history and tradition should 
be continued under the ever-victorious banner of Sŏn’gun.”2 Behind this triumphant 

and combative rhetoric, however, is an acknowledgment of something unfinished. 
The Korean War is an open wound—a metaphor of North Korean history since 1948.

The Armistice Agreement was indeed a victory of sorts in North Korea’s battle 
of survival after its failed bid to forcefully unify the peninsula, but the victory was 
pyrrhic and the Armistice only reaffirmed the division of the Korean peninsula. 
The current propaganda surrounding the Armistice is fundamentally consistent 

with the regime’s evaluation of the agreement in 1953. One day after the signing of 
the Armistice, Kim Il Sung (Kim Ilsŏng) made a speech proclaiming the “histori-
cal victory” of North Korea after three years of “heroic battle.”3 The North Korean 

leader accused the American imperialists of attempting to colonize the country 

and enslave the Korean people in order to create a “strategic military base” against 
the Soviet Union and China. Kim paid tribute to the role of the Chinese People’s 
Volunteer Army (CPVA), as well as assistance from the “socialist and democratic 
camp” during the “Fatherland Liberation War.” Kim Il Sung pointed out that the 
Korean People’s Army (KPA) and the CPVA had dealt “a decisive blow” to the 
“aggressors,” which compromised their plan to “ignite [a] Third World War” 
through “war fever,” and had thus secured peace for East Asia and the world.4 Kim 

Il Sung’s description of the Korean War outlined North Korea’s world vision, the 
contours of the emerging Socialist system, and the special role of the DPRK as the 
Communist world’s frontier of security and peace. Kim Il Sung blasted the “trai-
tor” Syngman Rhee (Yi Sŭngman) for opposing the Armistice, attempting to sabo-

tage the cease-fire by unilaterally releasing North Korean prisoners of war (POWs), 
and advocating a “northern strike.” Kim vowed that the DPRK would continue to 
strive to achieve “permanent peace.” The Armistice was the first step in reducing 
international tensions and represented a move toward “peaceful unification” of the 
peninsula.5 The cease-fire or temporary peace, however, has remained the crux of 
the Korean problem ever since the signing of the agreement.

Endogenous and exogenous forces intertwined in defining post-Liberation 
Korea. Cutting the Gordian knot of the Korean peninsula in late 1945 produced 
two states, each of which became part of a global system set on confronting 
each other. The evolution of the two Koreas, within these mutually antagonistic 
systems, laid the groundwork for their diverging historic trajectories. The deci-
sion to cut the knot into two halves did not resolve the perceived strategic or 
economic dilemmas on the peninsula; rather, it created more intractable prob-

lems with tragic and deadly consequences. The reunification of the peninsula 
has been an existential problem ever since the division of the peninsula, but after 
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the Korean War the superpowers refused to support any further Korean effort to 
unify the peninsula and the temporary solution became a lasting one.

The DPRK was born under occupation and survived the Korean War. The 
establishment and affirmation of the North Korean state, however, are insepa-

rable from the country’s system of alliances with the Soviet Union, China, and 
other Socialist countries. North Korea’s alliance system is, in turn, inseparable 
from the civil conflict on the Korean peninsula. At the same time, the Social-
ist alliance system was an integral part of the Cold War’s regional and global 
architecture: the division of the two sides and the inception of two rival states 
was part of an international setting as well. In short, it is virtually impossible to 
separate the civil and international dimensions of the Korean conflict.

The internal and international aspects of the Korean War can be viewed as a 
relationship between the content and form of the conflict. Similarly, the Armistice 
can also be considered in the context of this dual character of the Korean conflict. 
Without underestimating the significance of the civil conflict on the Korean pen-

insula as foundational to the roots of the Korean War, this article will focus on the 
international dimension of the conflict and, more specifically, the formation and 
evolution of North Korea’s alliance system. In order to better evaluate the alliance 
system, we will examine the roots of the international Socialist system after 1945, 
its formation during the Korean War, and its evolution in the postwar period. We 
will extend our chronological framework into the 1970s to better identify trends 
and patterns in the development of North Korea’s alliance system.

Despite its inconclusive ending, the Korean War gave birth to an international 
Socialist system encompassing a vast territory within Eurasia (and later beyond). 
North Korea was a double frontier zone of the Socialist world: first, in the global 
Cold War divide between capitalist and Socialist countries and second, in the 
competition between the Soviet Union and China in the intra-Socialist Cold War. 
This article examines the Korean War and its aftermath from the perspective of 

North Korea’s unique position in the international Socialist system. The Korean 
War shaped North Korea’s alliances and established patterns for their integration 

into, and divergence from, the domestic and foreign policies of the Soviet bloc 

and China. I argue that the DPRK was more integrated into the system than its 
nationalist rhetoric and isolationist image might imply. Since the DPRK’s alli-
ances are closely tied to the formation of the international Socialist system, we 
will start the article with the rise of the international Socialist order in the post-
World War II era. This background is important in understanding the longer-
term history of the Armistice and its relationship to North Korea’s alliances.

THE BIRTH OF A SOCIALIST ALLIANCE SYSTEM

The division of Korea along the thirty-eighth parallel was part of a wider series 
of Soviet/American agreements emerging out of the Second World War, but the 
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subsequent breakdown in the big power negotiations over Korea made perma-

nent what was supposed to have been a temporary division of the peninsula. The 
ascendance of the Cold War and the creation of the Soviet-led bloc was the first 
phase in establishing an international Socialist system. The Chinese Communist 
victory in China and the creation of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 
1949, as well as the 1950 Sino-Soviet alliance treaty, were the next steps in the 
formation of the international Socialist network. The Sino-Soviet alliance fur-
thered revolutionary momentum in Asia and that, in turn, played a critical role 

in both North Korea’s decision to launch the unification war and in the Soviet 
Union’s decision to support the DPRK in the conflict.

North Korea’s integration into the Soviet system during the Soviet occupation 

of northern Korea from 1945 to 1948 was both internal—involving the creation 
of compatible political institutions—and external—revolving around mutual 

economic cooperation. The internal integration began in 1946 and was finalized 
by the creation of the DPRK and the adoption of a Soviet-style constitution in 
1948. Bilateral Soviet–North Korean trade, which began in 1946, increased to 614 
million rubles in 1949 and constituted around 90 percent of the DPRK’s foreign 
trade.6 In 1948 and 1949 the Soviets pulled North Korea further into the Soviet 
sphere of influence through establishing diplomatic relations with East European 
countries. On an inter-party level the Korean and Chinese Communists cooper-
ated closely with each other during the Chinese civil war, as thousands of Koreans 
filled the ranks of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. North Korea also served 
as an important rear base for the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which helped 
the Chinese Communists to withstand Nationalist military pressure and begin 
the takeover of Manchuria, a vital component of the Chinese military campaign.7

The victory of the CCP in the Chinese civil war dramatically changed 
regional and global politics. The momentum of a world-wide Communist revo-

lution seemed unstoppable. The Sino-Soviet alliance became the backbone of 
the international Socialist system and played a significant role in the formation 
of North Korea’s alliance system. That is why the establishment of the Sino-
Soviet alliance deserves special attention. Despite Stalin’s initial skepticism 
and suspicions of Titoism in Mao’s revolution, he embraced the opportunity to 
reshape Asia’s political landscape. Mao later claimed that the Soviets did not 
give the Communist forces a single gun or bullet, “not even a fart”8 during the 

Chinese civil war, but this was an expression of his grudge against Moscow 
after the Sino-Soviet split. It is true that Stalin had urged Mao to join negotia-

tions with Chiang Kai-shek in August 1945 as part of an effort to preserve the 
1945 Soviet–Nationalist China Treaty of Friendship and Alliance, which con-

firmed the independence of Mongolia, Soviet influence in Xinjiang, and gave 
the Soviets concessions in Dalian, Lushun (Port Arthur), and Changchun. But 
the beginning of Soviet assistance to the Chinese Communists in the late sum-

mer of 1945 also helped the CCP and affected the outcome of the civil war,9 and 

despite his initial ambivalence toward the CCP, Stalin supported the Chinese 
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Communists, particularly after 1948, as the situation on the ground started to 
shift in favor of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA).

Liu Shaoqi’s visit to Moscow in July 1949 not only mapped out the coop-

eration between the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union (CPSU) but also outlined future interstate cooperation. One 
important outcome of the meeting related to Korea was the division of labor 
between Moscow and Beijing in the Communist movement. While the USSR 
would remain the center of the international proletarian revolution, the PRC 
would be responsible for promoting revolution in Asia. Stalin even declared that 
the “center of revolution is moving to the East and China,”10 even though revo-

lutionary momentum and inter-party (and ultimately inter-state) relations did 
not necessarily overlap. Although the North Korean revolution was tied to the 
Chinese revolution and part of that center, North Korea was a notable exception 
to the Sino-Soviet division of responsibility in the revolutionary movement. In 
1949 and 1950, for instance, the CCP hosted delegations of Communist parties 
in Asia for political training (learning from Chinese experience), but the Korean 
Workers’ Party (KWP) did not send representatives on either occasion.11 North 

Korean statehood emerged and shaped under the Soviet occupation. In the early 
postwar era the DPRK leadership tended to favor the USSR over the CCP. It was 
not by chance that the North Korean leadership relied on mostly Soviet support 

for unification plan.
Chinese premier and foreign minister Zhou Enlai and Soviet foreign minister 

Andrei Vyshinsky signed the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and 

Mutual Assistance on February 14, 1950, at the end of Mao’s two-month stay 
in Moscow. The treaty provided a lifeline for China in the form of a $300 mil-
lion loan, fifty industrial projects, and military assistance. The Sino-Soviet alli-
ance created the backbone of the new Socialist world order, stretching across 
Eurasia from East Berlin to P’yŏngyang. A common ideology and perceived 
shared interests pushed the Soviet Union and the CCP toward each other. The 
Sino-Soviet alliance was anti-American, but it was possible because the US-led 
capitalist world was antagonistic to communism, according to Marxist ideology. 
The Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China had taken different paths 

to socialism and were at different stages of Socialist-building at the time of their 
alliance—the Soviet Union’s urban-based bureaucratic socialism mixed uneas-

ily with rural China’s revolutionary socialism. These differences combined with 
diverging interests and competition for leadership in the international Commu-

nist movement in the late 1950s and led to the Sino-Soviet split.12

No doubt the “naked” military-political interests and stress on power poli-
tics played a role in the Sino-Soviet alliance and the Chinese decision to enter 

the Korean War.13 But we should not overlook the significance of revolutionary 
ideology. It was not by chance that Mao formulated the famous CCP’s foreign 
policy line of “leaning on one side”14 toward the Soviet Union in a speech from 
June 1949. The chairman’s main point was related to the “people’s democratic 
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dictatorship under the leadership of the working class (through the Communist 
Party) and based upon the alliance of workers and peasants. This dictatorship 
must unite as one with the international revolutionary forces. This is our for-
mula, our principal experience, our main program.”15 Therefore, internal inte-

gration (revolutionary transformation and building Communist institutions) and 
external integration (cooperation with the Soviets and their alliance system) were 
closely intertwined in the creation of the international Socialist order. The Sino-
Soviet alliance would have been nearly impossible without the ideological bond 
between the CPSU and the CCP, despite their disagreements before and after the 
Second World War. In a study of the Chinese decision to enter the Korean War, 
Chen Jian recognized the importance of ideology and notes that without Mao’s 
leadership role, China’s response to the Korean crisis could have been different. 
Mao’s revolutionary ideology, though, was also “interwoven with Chinese eth-

nocentrism and universalism.”16

SOVIET AND CHINESE SUPPORT TO NORTH KOREA

The tense situation on the Korean peninsula after the withdrawal of Soviet and 
American forces, the superior North Korean military capability and revolu-

tionary momentum, and the bellicose South Korean posture, led Kim Il Sung 

to believe that only armed unification was possible. In 1949, when American 
forces left South Korea, the North Koreans claimed that the Republic of Korea 

(ROK) was responsible for 1,863 incidents of military provocations across the 
thirty-eighth parallel.17 However, according to an account by Yu Sŏngch’ŏl, a 
former head of operations in the General Staff of the KPA, North Korean gener-

als started to draft war plans against the South as early as 1947.18 Koreans from 

the PLA returning to North Korea in 1949 were bound to a mission to “unify the 
country.”19 An eyewitness from Hoeryŏng in North Hamgyŏng Province pointed 
to state efforts at war mobilization in the spring of 1950 as many soldiers moved 
southward. The regime’s war propaganda became more active, portraying sol-
diers as heroes and claiming that the people in the South were ready to rise up 
when given a signal.20

In 1949, Stalin wanted to preserve the status quo on the Korean peninsula 
and avoid conflict with the United States. In the spring, the Soviet leader wor-
ried about an attack from the South once the American forces left the Korean 

peninsula. On April 17, 1949, he instructed the Soviet ambassador to the DPRK, 
Terentii Shtykov, to verify a report that the South was planning a sudden strike 
against the North in June.21 In his reply Shtykov expressed concern about the 

low combat readiness of the KPA and observed “systematic” violations from the 
southern side, along the thirty-eighth parallel, after the withdraw of the Soviet 
forces from North Korea. The Soviet ambassador further reported that the South 
Korean army had increased from 53,600 to 70,000 troops in the first quarter of 
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1950; the engineering, mechanical, and special forces had increased between two 
and four times. There was also a concentration of ROK forces near the thirty-
eighth parallel, where 41,000 troops seemed poised to attack P’yŏngyang. As 
of June 1949, the North Korean forces were unprepared to respond to attack, 
according to Shtykov. The KPA had three divisions and one brigade against six 
ROK divisions. Only two brigades or a total of twelve North Korean battalions 
defended the border with the South. Nevertheless, in October Stalin warned 
Shtykov not to help North Korea stage active operations against the South. In 
another report drafted in January 1950, Shtykov referred to Seoul’s prepara-

tions for a “decisive blow” against the North and the unification of the penin-

sula, despite insufficient American support.22 Even if the reports exaggerated 
the threat from the South, ROK war preparations were an important element in 
both North Korea’s decision to attack and in Stalin’s decision to agree to provide 

Soviet materiel and operational assistance.
The shifting international environment in late 1949 and early 1950 changed 

the strategic dynamics on the Korean peninsula and provided momentum for 

North Korea’s aspirations for armed unification. The USSR became a nuclear 
power in 1949, thus raising Stalin’s confidence about projecting Soviet influence 
globally. But more compelling factors for Stalin’s decision to support Kim Il 
Sung’s plan to unify Korea came from the Communist victory in China, the 

Sino-Soviet alliance, and the ambiguous American commitment to South Korea. 
Mao’s support for the offensive was critical, for without it Kim could not start the 
war. Before the war began the Chinese sent tens of thousands of Koreans, who 
had served in the PLA during the Chinese civil war, to North Korea.23

Kim Il Sung spent almost the entire month of April 1950 in Moscow and met 
Stalin three times. The Soviet leader referred to “the changed international situ-

ation” that made “more active actions” on Korea’s reunification possible. At the 
same time, Stalin asked Kim Il Sung to secure Chinese support for the liberation 

war. He also made it clear that North Korea could not count on direct Soviet 
involvement. Stalin wanted to be “absolutely certain” that the Americans would 
not get involved in the conflict. Kim remarked that the United States would not 
risk going to war in the face of the Sino-Soviet alliance. The discussions between 
Stalin and Kim Il Sung also touched on specific issues of the war plan. Sta-

lin proposed a three-stage operation: (1) a concentration of the KPA along the 
thirty-eighth parallel, (2) a DPRK initiative for peaceful reunification, and (3) 
the eventual rejection by Seoul of the peace initiative and the launch by the KPA 

of an offensive against the South. Stalin noted that it was preferable to strike 
first at the Ongjin peninsula, since the front could expand easily after a southern 
counterattack. Such an operation would also “conceal the fact” of who started 
war operations first. The war should be “lightning” fast, not giving the enemy 
a chance to gather themselves.24 The Soviet Union could expand its influence 
in Asia through the Korean unification war at a relatively low cost, and Stalin’s 
calculation of reduced cost and risk in 1950 played a decisive role in supporting 
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North Korea. This decision provided the Soviet–North Korean alliance with a 
new practical dimension which solidified the Soviet influence in the DPRK and 
increased chances of a Communist victory on the Korean peninsula.

Kim Il Sung visited Beijing in May 1950 and, according to Chinese sources, 
Mao promised help in the event that North Korean territory came under attack. 
This explains why Kim did not reveal to Mao specific offensive plans, which 
were worked out with the help of Soviet advisors. But in late 1949 and in the first 
half of 1950 Mao was preoccupied with other matters, and the Korean peninsula 
was not a priority. Significantly, the Chinese did not even have an embassy in 
the DPRK before the war. North Korean officials formally informed the Chinese 
leadership about the war situation on June 27, two days after the KPA launched 
its attack across the thirty-eighth parallel. After American involvement in the 
war, the Chinese leadership believed that China was the next target of the United 
States.25 Russian sources suggest a somewhat different version of the content of 
the Sino–North Korean meeting in Beijing. Even though the Chinese and North 
Korean sides did not discuss specific military operations, Mao fully supported 
the three-stage war plan, which had been discussed between Kim Il Sung and 
Stalin in Moscow. Mao even advised the North Korean leader to avoid attacking 
cities in the South because such attacks would be time-consuming and to con-

centrate instead on annihilating enemy forces. The chairman also raised the issue 
of possible Japanese and even American involvement in the war, which Kim 
deemed unlikely.26 Kim and Mao did not discuss the specific date of military 
operations, but the Chinese were aware of North Korea’s plans.

There were tensions within the Communist triple alliance, but there was tacit 
consensus among Kim, Stalin, and Mao that there was a new revolutionary situ-

ation in East Asia, and that they could use this momentum to expand the revolu-

tion. Mao might have wanted different timing for the North Korean offensive, 
given his regime’s preparations to take over Taiwan and complete China’s unifi-

cation, but he could not oppose a revolutionary war. Yet the USSR and the PRC 
were in a state of disagreement on the brink of China’s entry into the war, which 
contributed to delays in the dispatch of Chinese troops to Korea. Much has been 
written, for instance, on the Sino-Soviet disagreement over the Soviet air-support 
during the war. Despite Stalin’s lack of commitment for full air-support in order 
to avoid direct Soviet confrontation with the United States, Mao decided to enter 
the war. Obviously, Mao saw that the stakes (of Chinese involvement) were high. 
Still, the Soviets started to provide air cover at the rear of the CPVA a week after 
the Chinese troops crossed the Yalu River. The Soviet 64th Air Corps consisted 
of three air divisions that engaged in numerous fights with the American air 
force in northwestern Korea, known as the MiG Alley. The air battles between 
the American and Soviet planes in North Korea continued until the very end of 

the war. Furthermore, the Soviets helped to strengthen the Chinese and North 
Korean air forces by providing fighter jets and training during the course of the 
war.27
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Kim Il Sung’s reluctance to accept Chinese assistance between June and Octo-

ber 1950 was a contentious issue among the allies. It was not until the Soviet 
refusal to assist North Korea during the advance north of UN forces that Kim 

decided to seek direct Chinese involvement in the war. In April 1950, Kim told 
Stalin that Mao promised to help the DPRK, including sending troops, after the 
civil war in China was complete. The Koreans, however, preferred to rely on 
their own forces and believed in their success.28 Zhihua Shen points to Kim’s 

excessive confidence in a favorable military outcome and to the long history of 
Chinese interventions in Korean affairs as possible reasons for Kim’s reluctance 

to request Chinese intervention.29 Stalin had opposed the dispatch of Chinese or 

other international troops to Korea between June and October 1950, so Kim had 
agreed with Stalin’s stance. Stalin was concerned that Chinese entry into the war 
would complicate the situation in East Asia, thus he viewed Chinese involvement 
as a last resort.30 This diplomatic and military maneuvering on the part of Stalin 

and Mao over Korea can be interpreted as one of the first signs of Sino-Soviet 
competition over the peninsula. Although Stalin wanted, as an insurance policy, 
the Chinese to consent to Kim’s plans for launching its unification war, he prob-

ably was not initially inclined to share Soviet influence in North Korea with the 
Chinese. Another plausible reason for North Korea’s preference for Soviet over 
Chinese assistance was the paramount role the Kremlin had played in estab-

lishing the DPRK and its integration into the Soviet system. Furthermore, the 
military capabilities of Soviet arms and tanks were an important strategic and 
military reason for North Korea’s reliance on the Soviet Union. The Soviet deliv-

ery of T-34 tanks, for example, allowed significant KPA superiority (five to one 
ratio) over the ROK army in offensive capabilities, something that played a criti-
cal role in the first phase of the North Korean offensive. Also, as part of the prep-

aration for North Korea’s attack against the South, the Soviet Union delivered a 

large amount of weapons to the DPRK in March 1950.31 China’s influence over 
the North Korean leadership increased as a result of CPVA’s entry in the war.

Chinese involvement was critical in saving the North Korean regime, and 
because of this, the Sino–North Korean alliance was not as smooth as it might 
have appeared on the surface. On the contrary, North Korea’s sudden and over-
whelming dependency on China and historical legacy of unequal relations 
burdened the relations between the two allies. Despite China’s military preemi-
nence in the conflict, Chinese officials had limited political influence over North 
Korea, partially because Mao was reluctant to interfere in the internal affairs 
of the DPRK.32 The KPA was badly battered and unable to stop the northward 
advancement of the UN forces after their landing in Inch’ŏn on September 15, 
1950, so the North Korean forces had to be integrated, to Kim Il Sung’s chagrin, 
into the overall CPVA command in order to regroup and continue to operate after 

November 1950. Stalin endorsed Mao’s plan for a unified command. As a result, 
Kim met Mao in Beijing in early December 1950 and the two sides started to 
work out the details for a Sino–North Korean command structure.33
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Major disagreements between the CPVA and the North Korean leadership 
occurred in the area of military strategy. The first major dispute between the two 
allies emerged over the “southward” strategy in early January in the wake of the 
Third Phase Offensive, which started on New Year’s Eve and led to the recapture 
of Seoul on January 4, 1951. Kim Il Sung advocated an immediate advance south, 
while Peng Dehuai, the commander of the unified CPVA-KPA command, insisted 
on a two-month rest for the exhausted Chinese and North Korean troops after 
Peng halted the offensive four days later on January 8, 1951. Mao and Stalin had 
to weigh in to persuade Kim to step back.34 This disagreement led North Korean 

officials to suspect that the Chinese wanted to halt the war at the thirty-eighth 
parallel, instead of pursuing the complete “liberation” of the peninsula.35 Kim put 

pressure on his main military ally, just as Rhee did in the South, for a conclusion 

to the war. One can speculate that the Chinese rejection of the UN proposal for a 
cease-fire on January 13, 1951, which the United States had reluctantly accepted, 
was an indication of China’s commitment to the strategic goal of driving Ameri-
can forces out of the peninsula. And this Chinese objective would be in harmony 
with the North Korean aspirations. But it seemed that the Chinese rejection was 
linked mainly to Taiwan, because the PRC demanded UN representation as a con-

dition for negotiations. Thus, it is difficult to separate China’s revolutionary ratio-

nale from its strategic interests in helping North Korea and managing the war.
In a change of tactics partly influenced by a Soviet cease-fire initiative, in July 

1951 China and North Korea responded positively to UN Commander Matthew 
Ridgeway’s cease-fire proposal and agreed to enter a stage of “talking while 
fighting.” The two allies decided to end the war through negotiations.36 Tensions 

arose, however, on how to pursue this strategy. DPRK Foreign Minister Pak 
Hŏnyŏng told Peng Dehuai in January 1951 that “Korean people throughout the 
country require peace and don’t want to continue the war. If the Soviet Union and 
China think that continuation of the war is beneficial, the Central Committee of 
the Korean Workers Party (CC KWP) can overcome any difficulties and main-

tain the current position.”37 Even though Pak did not express the official North 
Korean leadership’s position, his statement might have been a way to ask for 
more assistance. It also reflected the mood among the North Korean leadership. 
It appears that Kim Il Sung supported either a more aggressive campaign south, 

as advocated by the regime in early January 1951 and in the summer of 1952,38 

or a cease-fire and peace, stated more than once after July 1951. Passive defense 
was unacceptable due to the huge losses incurred without reaching the regime’s 
objective of unifying the peninsula. In the spring of 1951, when US forces started 
their counteroffensive, the Chinese military leadership in Korea was inclined to 
pursue a “positive defense” designed to regroup its forces, while Kim wanted to 
organize a serious counteroffensive.39

The management of the northern railway system was another source of the 
dispute between the two allies. Chinese military officials wanted to control the 
railway network, giving priority to military supplies over civilian ones, while 
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the North Koreans opposed Chinese military control of the railway system. The 
negotiations to iron out a unified management of railway transportation lasted 
for months and resulted in the establishment of the Sino-Korean Joint Railway 
Transportation Command in Shenyang on August 1, 1951, and the Frontline 
Transportation Command in Anju in November.40 In almost all disputes between 
the Chinese command in Korea and the North Korean leadership during the war, 
Beijing and Moscow exercised concerted pressure on the North. Stalin played the 
role of arbiter in the disputes but always sided with the Chinese. Although Mao 
had constant communication with the North Korean leadership, he controlled the 
Armistice negotiations and regularly consulted with Stalin. Hence, Kim played 
a secondary role in the negotiation process, as Mao decided to only occasionally 
familiarize Stalin to Kim’s opinion.41

NEGOTIATING THE ARMISTICE: TALKING WHILE FIGHTING

Kim Il Sung had been the driving force behind his government’s unification-by-
force strategy, thus dragging both the Soviet Union and China into the war. Both 
neighbors had ideological and strategic interests in Korean unification, but the 
war exposed cleavages between them and the North Koreans. After the Armi-
stice talks started, Kim wrote Stalin in July 1951, complaining that the nego-

tiations did not make headway on the agenda, while the enemy was inflicting 
colossal material damage. Kim requested reinforcement of anti-air defenses and 
help to move the negotiations forward and achieve peace.42 In November 1951, 
Mao wrote to Stalin that the Chinese may “achieve a cease-fire this year.” At the 
same time, he added, “we are making necessary preparations in case the negotia-

tions drag on and breakdown.” Mao reasoned that the negotiations would last for 
six more months to a year.43

By the end of 1951 the adversaries reached an agreement on issues like the 
demarcation line as a result of a decision by the Communist side to drop their 

opposition against using the current front line as the demarcation line rather than 

the thirty-eighth parallel. After January 1952, however, disagreements between 
the Chinese and the UN sides on the repatriation of Communist POWs delayed 

the conclusion of the Armistice by almost a year and a half. Moscow backed the 
Chinese position at the expense of the Koreans. This was an important moment 
in which Socialist assistance to the DPRK during the war mixed with tensions in 
the alliance. Soviet ambassador in the DPRK, V. N. Razuvaev, reported in Febru-

ary 1952, “Kim Il Sung does not see any benefit in prolonging the negotiations 
because the American Air Force is causing horrendous losses to the Democratic 
People’s Republic.”44 In the same month, the North Korean leader blatantly told 

Mao that he had “no desire to continue the war.”45

At the same time, Mao hardened his position somewhat in the 1952 negotia-

tions. In July, he wrote to Kim Il Sung that it would be disadvantageous to accept 
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the enemy’s proposal at a time when the enemy was conducting massive bombard-

ments. The chairman further noted: “Rejecting the enemy’s proposal would cause 
only one harm—continued losses for the Korean people and Chinese people’s 

volunteers.”46 Mao also remarked that the Korean people “stood on the frontline of 
defending the peace camp in the world,” and their sacrifice helped in “protecting 
North Korea and Northeast China.” As a result of the war, China and North Korea 
increased their power, which “inspired peaceful peoples around the globe.” While 
the American imperialism was “pinned down and suffers endless losses in the 
East,” reckoned the Chinese leader, the Soviet Union—“the stronghold of world 
peace”—could enhance its own development and “impact the revolutionary move-

ments all over the world.” Another “positive side,” according to the chairman, was 
that “the people of Korea and China, and particularly their armed forces, had a 

chance to toughen and gain experience in the fight against the American imperial-
ism.”47 In his response, Kim Il Sung raised the issue of assistance to North Korea 

and the need to enforce military operations, because if it “continue[s] a passive 
defense the enemy would not take our forces seriously and would continue severe 
bombardments in order to exercise military pressure.”48 Kim apparently felt that 

the passive approach was only causing enormous losses and that the Communists 
should either end the war or conduct a more active military campaign.

While the repatriation of the POWs was not an insignificant matter, it alone 
was not the main reason for delaying the conclusion of the Armistice. The Chi-
nese government’s firm stance on the POW issue, which was supported by Sta-

lin, revealed broader strategic interests at work. In his meeting with Stalin in 
August 1952, First Premier of the PRC, Zhou Enlai, accused the Americans of 
playing a “tricky game” in order to create a wedge between the North Koreans 
and the Chinese on the POW issue.49 He acknowledged the existence of Sino–
North Korean disagreement on the issue. The Americans proposed to return 
83,000 POWs—76,600 North Koreans and 6,400 Chinese. The North Korean 
leadership was ready to agree to the American proposal, even though the repa-

triated prisoners would be 19,400 fewer than the total number (96,600) of the 
North Korean POWs held by the UNC. Zhou informed Stalin that the North 
Koreans wanted to achieve peace quickly, given the destruction of the country.50 

The Chinese premier explained to Stalin the Chinese government’s firm posi-
tion for the “repatriation of all 116,000 POWs, including 20,000 Chinese.”51 If 

the Americans agreed to return less POWs the Chinese would consent only if 
negotiations for the rest would continue. Stalin clearly supported the Chinese 
position, stating that

Mao Zedong is right. This war spills American blood. The North Koreans lose noth-

ing, except for the victims in the war. The Americans realize that this war is disad-

vantageous for them and must finish it, especially after it became clear that our forces 
will remain in China. There must be self-possession and patience. Of course, we must 
understand the Koreans—they suffered many losses. But we have to explain to them 
that this matter is larger.52
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Stalin praised China’s “vanguard role in this war,” by containing the American 
advance in Korea, which he claimed would block the start of a world war by fif-
teen to twenty years. Also, Stalin continued, “the Chinese comrades must know 
that if the Americans did not lose this war, the Chinese would never get Taiwan.” 
The war undermined American power and prestige because they “cannot deal 
with small Korea already for two years.” Zhou expressed the Chinese position to 
extend the negotiations in P’anmunjŏm, noting that “the war could continue for 
two to three more years.”53

Li Kenong, the chief Chinese negotiator at the talks in P’anmunjŏm, reasoned 
that without mobilizing international opinion and preparing for prolonged strug-

gle, the Sino–North Korean side could not force the Americans to make conces-

sions. Mao instructed Li, “You must make a firm and persevering stand. Only 
such a stand can win initiative for you and force the enemy to back down. To 
achieve such a goal, you should be prepared to maneuver with the enemy for a 
few more months.”54 The dispute about the repatriation of prisoners remained 

the main stumbling block between the adversaries in 1952.55 The POW issue was 
important in the negotiations, but the firm stance of the Chinese indicated their 
readiness to continue to fight. Moreover, the CPVA began a military buildup in 
Korea in preparation for a major offensive in 1953.56

We also need to view the Chinese participation in the war through the con-

text of China’s domestic politics. While the war was not a goal of the Chinese 
leadership, once the Chinese troops entered the conflict, it became a propa-

ganda vehicle for consolidating the power of the Communist Party in China. 
The Great Movement to Resist America and Assist Korea was accompanied by 
the movement to suppress counter-revolutionaries, land reform, and the Three 

Anti (party purification) and Five Anti (class struggle) campaigns. Wartime 
mass mobilizations set the stage for key movements in the 1950s, including the 
anti-rightist campaign and the Great Leap Forward. In addition, the Chinese 
involvement in the war marked the emergence of China in the global political 
arena—a resurgence of the “Central Kingdom.”57 China had much to lose as 

well. According to Russian historian Torkunov, China was isolated and sur-
rounded by American military bases as a result of the war; Taiwan became an 
“unsinkable aircraft carrier” pointed at the PRC. The PRC had to rely on the 
Soviet Union and accept the role of “younger brother” during the war, which 
contributed to the Sino-Soviet split.58

The extended conflict worked in favor of Soviet policy objectives, as long as 
the Soviet Union avoided a military confrontation with the Americans. Although 
Stalin approved North Korea’s attack on South Korea, he seemed not to have 

ruled out American military involvement. What is more, the Soviet leader may 
have even prodded the Americans into the conflict. In a cable to the Czechoslo-

vak president Klement Gottwald on August 27, 1950, Stalin revealed that the 
USSR deliberately abstained from the critical United Nations vote that declared 

North Korea as an aggressor state. The Soviet aim was to get the Americans 
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“entangled in the military intervention in Korea.” If North Korea began to lose 
the war then China would come to the rescue. Stalin calculated that “America, 
as any other state, cannot cope with China having at its disposal large armed 
forces.”59 Stalin believed that a prolonged war tied down American power and 
undermined America’s position at home and abroad. The Soviet leader wrote 
to Mao in June 1951, “I share your opinion that we should not rush to end the 
Korean War, because, first, protracted military operations will allow the Chinese 
forces to learn the art of the modern warfare, and, second, they will weaken Tru-

man’s regime in America and will decrease the military prestige of the Anglo-
American forces.”60 If Stalin had not died in March 1953, it is highly possible the 
Armistice would not have been signed when it was, since Mao was also in no 
mood to compromise with the Americans during the Armistice talks.

It is telling that two weeks after Stalin’s demise, the Soviet Council of Min-

isters issued a statement for a quick ending of the Korean War, pointing out 

that it was “wrong” to “automatically” follow the previous Communist line at 
the Armistice talks without concessions. The declaration urged the Chinese and 
North Korean leaders to accept US General Mark Clark’s proposal of February 
22, 1953, for the exchange of sick and wounded prisoners. The Soviet council’s 

decision included instructions to the Soviet delegation at the UN to revise a reso-

lution on the issue of preventing a world war. Specifically, the Soviets dropped 
the demand for returning all prisoners to their homelands and urged “immediate 

resumption of the Armistice negotiations.”61 The new Soviet position seemed to 
be in sync with North Korea’s policy. On March 29, Kim Il Sung told two special 
Soviet envoys that “the time came for our side to take the initiative on the issue 

of concluding the war in Korea and achieving peace.” Kim deemed it unreason-

able “to continue the discussion with the Americans on the dispute related to the 
numbers of prisoners to be repatriated.”62

In early July the Chinese expressed their interest in successfully concluding 
the negotiations, but blamed the South Korean unilateral release of 27,000 North 
Korean prisoners and its campaign against Armistice for delaying the Armi-

stice. To contain the South Koreans, Chinese officials advocated a strike against 
South Korean forces.63 As a result, another Sino–North Korean dispute over mili-

tary operations erupted. The Chinese insisted on striking back at South Korean 
positions at the front to teach them a lesson, but this was an offensive which 
Kim Il Sung opposed. The military operation went ahead over the objections of 
the North Korean leader.64 In fact, the Chinese had been preparing an offensive 

for some time in 1953, as mentioned earlier. The third phase of the offensive, 
the Kŭmsŏng campaign, started on July 13, three days after the resumption of 
the talks in P’anmunjŏm, and ended on the day of signing the Armistice Agree-

ment.65 On July 29, 1953, Mao wrote to the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union (CCCPSU) that from a military viewpoint it would 
have been advantageous to continue to “beat the Americans for one more year, so 

we could occupy better positions along the Han River.”66 There are indications, 
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therefore, that with Soviet support, the Chinese would have continued the war 
for some time.

AFTEREFFECTS OF THE WAR

The war left more than two million casualties in Korea,67 hundreds of thousands 

of divided families, and it destroyed the peninsula’s major cities, industries, and 

civilian infrastructure. North Korea suffered the greater part of human losses 
and material destruction in the war due to the American military’s relentless 
bombardment campaigns. The DPRK also paid very high political costs for its 
adventurism and miscalculation. Military unification proved a horrific failure. 
Despite surviving the war, the country’s economy virtually halted and became 
entirely dependent on Socialist fraternal aid. During the war, Socialist assistance 
in the form of cash and supplies reached 1.9 billion rubles ($475 million), which 
constituted almost half of North Korea’s wartime annual Gross National Product 
(GNP).68 The scale of aid compensated for some of the drop in economic activity 

during the war.69 In addition, humanitarian aid from Socialist countries poured 

into the DPRK. More than 2,000 railway cars carried gifts—medicine, food, 
clothing, and other necessities—to war-torn North Korea.70 Socialist countries 

equipped hospitals and sent medical teams. East European countries accepted 
and educated 1,710 North Korean orphans during the war, while China received 
more than 22,000 orphans after the conflict.71

At the time of the conclusion of the Armistice, China had 1.35 million soldiers 
in North Korea, in addition to the 450,000 troops of the KPA.72 The DPRK sur-
vived through securing a tight integration into the Communist alliance safety 

net, the foundation of the emerging Socialist system. Wartime integration was 
tantamount to a loss of sovereignty, and efforts to regain autonomy after the 

war greatly impacted the DPRK’s domestic and foreign policies. The humilia-

tion of wartime military, political, and economic dependency strengthened the 
nationalistic bent in North Korean leaders’ thinking. The war gave birth to self-
reliance ideas. Chuch’e was not formally expressed at that time, but its founda-

tion was laid as a result of North Korean conflicts with Communist allies during 
the war.

The North Korea–first approach, propagated by Kim Il Sung and his guerrilla 
comrades, served as a vehicle for the consolidation of the power of the partisans. 
The purges, in the wake of the war, strengthened Kim’s grip on power. The pro-

cess intensified after the failed attempt at de-Stalinization in 1956. Despite the 
paralysis of society, the war also accelerated the socialization of North Korea, 
the “purification” of the Korean Workers’ Party, and the beginning of collectiv-

ization in agriculture. The wartime revolutionary mobilization in North Korea 
paralleled mobilization campaigns in China, which facilitated the integration 
process between the DPRK and the PRC.
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The Korean War connected the European and Asian parts of the Socialist 
world by testing and strengthening the Sino-Soviet alliance. Before 1949, the 
DPRK was only loosely a part of the Soviet system, but with the Communist 
victory in China and the Korean War, North Korea became, for a brief period, 

an integral part of the international Socialist system. This outcome was an 
unintended result of the war for the North Korean regime, not something of 
the regime’s own choosing. But integration was the only way for the DPRK 
to survive the war. Therefore, the enhanced Socialist integration was a largely 
unplanned process. It arrived more as a necessity and an adjustment in an 
increasingly devastating war-torn world.

Rebuilding the ruined economy was a daunting task for the North Korean 
government. The reconstruction continued to draw North Korea into the gravi-
tational pull of the international Socialist orbit. The decisive role of the CPVA 
during the war and its continued presence in the DPRK after the conflict cre-

ated political tensions between the DPRK and Chinese governments. The Soviet 
and other Socialist countries’ aid continued to flow after the war and played a 
major role in North Korea’s economic reconstruction. The KPA was rebuilt and 
strengthened through military aid, mostly from the Soviet Union and China. But 
East European aid to North Korea played a significant role in connecting the 
Western and Eastern parts of the Socialist world, a point which is often over-
looked. Collectively, aid from this region constituted more than a quarter of the 
DPRK’s total aid in the 1950s, thus constituting a significant third pillar in North 
Korea’s international cooperation and integration.

The Three-Year Reconstruction Plan (1954–1956) in North Korea can be 
defined as the height of the country’s economic integration into the international 
Socialist economy. The Five Year Plan (1957–1961) marked the gradual transi-
tion from aid to trade and loans in North Korea’s economic exchanges with other 
Socialist countries. In the period between 1954 and 1961, economic and military 
aid to the DPRK reached 5.78 billion rubles ($1.45 billion). The amount included 
loans, most of which were pardoned. The economic assistance helped North Korea 
repair or build ninety industrial sites, which constituted roughly one-fifth of all 
reconstructed or newly built plants and facilities in the country. North Korea’s 
integration into the Socialist system in the 1950s helped the economy quickly 
recover after the war; the economy grew at annual rates between 20 and 30 per-
cent in the second half of the 1950s. The industrial aid to North Korea was a major 
difference between North Korea and South Korea during the same decade. South 
Korea received massive American aid, but the aid was mostly in the form of sup-

plies, rather than industrial projects which would develop the economy.
Between 1954 and 1961 North Korea’s foreign trade volume virtually doubled. 

Technical assistance was an integral part of industrial aid. Socialist countries sent 
more than 5,000 specialists to the DPRK in the 1950s, and 7,837 North Korean 
workers and technicians traveled to fraternal countries for training (mainly in 
production process operations). Foreign specialists trained North Koreans at the 
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industrial sites in the DPRK as well. North Korea sent 4,200 students to study in 
the Socialist countries, and many scientists and engineers took part in academic 

exchange programs. In addition, the Chinese troops stationed in North Korea 
participated in numerous efforts toward the reconstruction of infrastructure, 
housing, and industry projects.73

DIVERGENCE AND THE EVOLUTION OF THE 

ALLIANCE SYSTEM IN THE 1950s AND 1960s

North Korea’s dependence on external assistance in the 1950s pushed the regime 
toward more nationalistic policies, helping to shape and launch its self-reliance, 
or Chuch’e ideology. Culture and ideology were the first areas for North Korea’s 
divergence from the notion of Soviet domination. Kim Il Sung gave a speech in 
December 1955 entitled “About the Elimination of Formalism and Dogmatism in 
Ideological Work and Establishing Chuch’e,” in which he argued:

The absence of Chuch’e in ideological work is a serious defect. . . . The errors of 
dogmatism and formalism cause damage in revolutionary work, because Chuch’e is 

not established firmly in our ideological work. . . . In order to carry out the Korean 
revolution we have to know our history, the specifics of our country, and the customs 
of our people. . . . In people’s schools, portraits of Mayakovski, Pushkin, and others 
are hung—only foreigners—and not a single Korean. If we raise the children that 
way how can we nurture national pride. . . . People coming from the Soviet Union 
prefer the Soviet way, others coming from China prefer the Chinese way; and they 
fight each other over which way is good. . . . After learning from the Soviet Union 
and China, we have to create a method in the political work in accordance with our 
country’s reality. . . . We should not automatically follow the Soviet forms and meth-

ods, but learn the spirit of their revolutionary experience and Marxism-Leninism. . . . 
Marxism-Leninism is not a dogma but creative theory. This is why when it is applied 
creatively, according to each country’s conditions, it will become an invincible force. 
. . . Patriotism cannot be separated from internationalism. One who does not love his 
country cannot be a faithful internationalist, and one who is not a true internationalist 
cannot be loyal to his country and people.74

Scholars rightly describe this speech as an attack on Soviet influence and 
Soviet Koreans in the KWP, as Kim Il Sung criticized the glorification of Soviet 
(Russian) heritage at the expense of Korean traditions.75 But it is evident that the 

speech also targeted Korean cadres who returned from China. The domination 
of Kim’s guerrilla group and the purges and repression against rival factions 

were intertwined with an increasingly nationalistic rhetoric. The speech was an 
attempt to take a more independent policy vis-à-vis the DPRK’s powerful neigh-

bors, but it would take five or six more years before the North Korean leadership 
articulated Chuch’e as North Korea’s national policy.
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The DPRK was still too dependent on the Soviet Union, China, and other 
countries for the successful implementation of an autonomous economic recon-

struction program to risk a divergent course at that stage. The August Plenum 
of the Central Committee of the Korean Workers’ Party (CC KWP) in 1956, 
and its aftermath, marked an important point in shaping a more independent 

course for the DPRK toward its allies. Officials from the Yan’an and Soviet 
groups formed an opposition in the Korean Workers’ Party, which gained 
greater prominence in the wake of the 20th Congress of the CPSU and the de-
Stalinization drive in the Soviet Union. The party’s internal opposition gained 
momentum during Kim’s visit to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in June 
1956. In the meantime, Kim Il Sung’s mission to Moscow was an uneasy bal-
ancing act as the Soviet leadership demanded that Kim criticize the North 

Korean personality cult in lieu of the de-Stalinization campaign in the Soviet 

Union and Soviet prodding of similar activities in the East European countries. 
Kim agreed to “accept [his] comrades’ criticism.”76 The trip to the fraternal 

countries was vital for the implementation of the DPRK’s Five-Year Plan in 
terms of securing aid and other economic assistance, and Kim must have felt 

he had little choice but to accept the Soviet terms. It is another matter how far 
Kim Il Sung’s promise was realized. There were some lukewarm efforts to 
please the Soviet ally in the North Korean media.77 Kim Il Sung resented the 

deeper political implications of the DPRK’s integration into the Socialist sys-

tem, which became synonymous to a threat to his authority at home.
Despite speculation that the Soviet Union was behind the opposition in the 

KWP to Kim Il Sung, Soviet archival sources suggest that Soviet embassy 

officials were neutral and even disapproved of plans by North Korean officials, 
such as Pak Ch’angok and Kim Sŭnghwa, to speak against Kim Il Sung at the 
August Plenum. They were particularly mindful that this criticism could lead 
to deprecations against Soviet Koreans and have negative consequences for 

Soviet-DPRK relations.78 The Soviet leadership had reasons to be even more 

cautious with de-Stalinization after the Hungarian uprising in October 1956. 
Furthermore, in spite of the 350,000 Chinese troops still in North Korea and 
concerted Sino-Soviet pressure to reverse the August Plenum KWP decisions 

and to reinstate purged cadres from the Soviet and Yan’an groups in the KWP, 
Kim Il Sung not only stood his ground, but also intensified the purges and 
repression. The question is whether the Chinese and Soviets wanted to replace 
him in the first place. Chinese sources suggest that even though Mao initi-
ated the Peng Dehuai-Mikoyan intervention in the KWP in September 1956 
and was unhappy with Kim, he did not intend a reshuffle of the North Korean 
leadership. Moreover, after an improvement of Sino–North Korean relations 
in 1957, the Korean cadres who escaped to China were isolated and discrimi-
nated against by the Chinese Communist Party.79 In a conversation with Kim 
in Beijing in 1960, Mao blamed CPVA commander Peng Dehaui for “big power 
chauvinism” toward North Korea during the war.80
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The North Korean government’s critique of Soviet influence and its reserva-

tions about close ties with the Soviet camp were accompanied by a deviation 
from Soviet-model economic institutions and patterns of Socialist construc-

tion. The North Korean Ch’ŏllima (mythological flying horse) movement, 
for instance, was modeled loosely after Mao’s Great Leap Forward, though 
without the excesses of the latter movement. Like the Great Leap Forward, 
Ch’ŏllima represented a simultaneous development of heavy and light indus-

tries. It involved the mobilization of workers and even schoolchildren as well as 
thousands of students and official “volunteers” in the countryside. The move-

ment basically expanded the scope of unpaid labor; by the end of 1958 workers 
and employees had to complete four to five hours of unpaid work daily.81 Simul-

taneously, the Taean work system represented an effort to control planning 
and management by the party. Kim Il Sung streamlined the factory structure 
and reorganized it along the lines of the party committee, with a director and 
staff.82 In 1961, Kim Il Sung stated that the managers of the factories were the 
factory party secretary and party committee.83 The Taean work system and 
Ch’ŏllima movement represented the assertion of top-down party control over 
industry, while, at the same time, the party-state apparatus orchestrated mass 
mobilization campaigns using ideology and education to spur economic devel-

opment.
North Korea’s divergence from the Soviet camp reflected China’s deviation 

from the Soviet model of socialism. The principle of singularity (a single idea 
and “truth”) is intrinsic in Communist ideology. The notion postulates the estab-

lishment of a vanguard party as the political bearer of a radical program for the 

transformation of society. The idea of power sharing therefore seemed incon-

sistent with the concept of Communist society. “Democratic centralism” was 
inherent in the ideology of the Communist party and easily translated into the 

international arena in the form of a center of an international Communist move-

ment. It is worth noting that the hierarchical structure of the Socialist alliance 
system is not unique, but the degree of centralization was greater than in other 
alliance systems. As “the first Socialist country on earth,” the Soviet Union was 
recognized as the center of international communism. But this started to change 
after Stalin’s death and the growth of the CCP’s prestige. By the latter part of the 
1950s Mao no longer wanted to accept a secondary role in the Communist move-

ment. The ideological disagreements on Socialist-building, peaceful coexistence 
with capitalism, and the de-Stalinization drive in the Soviet Union turned into a 
power struggle between Moscow and Beijing.

The USSR and the PRC experienced an unprecedented level of economic and 

military cooperation in the 1950s, a honeymoon period marked by the massive 
amounts of technology and numbers of human resources transferred from the 

Soviet Union to China. From 1949 to 1960, the Soviet Union dispatched to China 
12,284 civilians and approximately 10,000 military experts.84 The Soviets pro-

vided loans worth three billion dollars to China.85 The USSR constructed 156 
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factories in China and provided 24,000 sets of technical documents.86 Eleven 
thousand Chinese students studied in the Soviet Union, and 10,000 Chinese spe-

cialists received training in Soviet industries.87 But after 1957, and particularly 
after the launching of the Great Leap Forward in China in 1958, the Soviet and 
Chinese paths started to diverge, first ideologically and then politically. The 
divergence was also institutional. For example, the People’s Commune Move-

ment in China, which merged townships and cooperatives, was a major break 
from the bureaucratic Soviet model. The Chinese Communist Party claimed that 
the communes realized the transition from “collective” to “people’s” property 
and thus helped to build communism. Mao differentiated Chinese policies from 
the Soviet model. “We should be more intelligent,” he wrote, “because the pupil 
should be better than the teacher. Green comes from blue, but it excels blue. The 
late-comer should be on top. I feel our communism may arrive in advance of 
schedule.”88 For Mao, this meant building communism ahead of the Soviet Union 
and assuming the leadership mantle of world communism. Sino-Soviet compe-

tition around building socialism and communism evolved into an internecine 

rivalry within the Communist world. Marxism remained the common ideology, 
but the reading or interpretation of the scripture created a wedge between the two 
Socialist giants.89

Ideology was important in Socialist countries, because it could transform 
the blueprint for Socialist construction. Differences in the realm of ideology 
were associated with disputes over the Socialist project. The CCP’s accusation 
of CPSU revisionism had a strong propaganda element, but it revealed funda-

mental disagreements on how to build socialism. The Sino-Soviet ideological 
dispute was a fight for the “right” Socialist model and a defense of each coun-

try’s national path. For the Chinese leadership, socialism was linked to China’s 
revival, and the ideological divergence had broader implications for existential 

issues of state, the country’s development, and its place in the world. While 
Soviet officials referred to the Chinese model as “barracks communism” or mili-
tary communism, Chinese officials considered the Soviet Union a “threat” and 
referred to it as a “former” Socialist country which represented “social imperial-
ism.”90 From the Chinese perspective, the Soviet Union became the Other and, 

increasingly, an adversary.
The Sino-Soviet dispute created pressure on the North Korean leadership, but 

the conflict also presented an opportunity for Kim Il Sung to further his nation-

alistic agenda and gain more independence from the DPRK’s allies. North Korea 
was an important part of the history of Sino-Soviet competition and the strategic 
status of the DPRK allowed it unprecedented leverage vis-à-vis its big neighbors. 
China and the Soviet Union competed to provide more favorable terms of trade to 

the DPRK. The Chinese government, for instance, provided a large non-interest 
loan to North Korea in 1958, noting that other Socialist countries usually asked 
for 2 percent interest.91 One telling example of the high stakes of winning North 
Korea’s friendship during the deepening Sino-Soviet conflict was the Chinese 
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leadership’s decision to fulfill a North Korean request to supply it with 230,000 
tons of grain, as aid, in 1960—a time of famine in many locations in China.92

In the 1960s, North Korea first sided with China and then with the Soviet 
Union. The Cuban Missile Crisis and the Sino-Indian War in 1962 were conten-

tious issues between the Soviet Union and China in which North Korea started 
to support the Chinese position more openly. In the spring of 1962, the Nodong 

Sinmun declared, “Let us oppose revisionism.”93 In another issue at the end of the 

same year the mouthpiece of the Korean Workers’ Party stated that “one country 

cannot interfere in the internal affairs of another country.”94 Unofficially, North 
Korean officials commented that the withdrawal of Soviet missiles from Cuba 
and the compromise with the United States was a “retreat before imperialism.”95 

Also, there was veiled criticism of the Soviet position in Kim Il Sung’s speeches 
and articles. Kim argued that “the peace should not be begged for (from the 
imperialists), but must be won with struggle by the masses.”96 The North Korean 

media stressed that the Cuban people gained their freedom through their own 
efforts and would defeat the American aggressors on their own.97

North Korea became more closely aligned to China in the early 1960s but was 
initially careful not to antagonize the Soviet camp. At the congresses of East 
European Communist parties in late 1962 and early 1963, the North Korean dele-

gation tried to defend the Chinese Communist Party. At the 12th Congress of the 
Communist Party of Czechoslovakia in December 1962, the North Korean rep-

resentative commented, “if the CPSU has truly an internationalist attitude, the 

same is true for the Chinese Communist Party too.”98As a sign of changing times 

in international Communist politics, in January 1963 the Congress of the Ger-
man United Socialist Party (SED) gave the Yugoslavian representative a warm 
welcome, but the North Korean representative was not permitted to deliver a 
speech.99 Soviet–North Korean relations virtually froze between 1962 and 1964. 
A few North Korean officials tried to assume the role of mediator between China 
and the Soviet Union, but these were not sustained initiatives and the leadership 
in Moscow was frustrated with the perceived lack of “reliability” in the North 
Korean leadership.100 The ambiguity of North Korea’s position—economic assis-

tance was good while dependency was bad—reflected Kim Il Sung’s criticism of 
revisionists in the Soviet Union. Kim blamed them for the economic troubles in 
North Korea and had some harsh words to say against Socialist cooperation in a 
speech at the September 1963 Plenum of the Korean Workers’ Party:

The situation has changed since the revisionists came to power [in the Soviet Union 
and other East European countries]. . . . In the past, we received help from the fraternal 
countries, but now the revisionists do not want to give us a penny of aid. They tell us: 
“give us cheap copper, ore, and concentrates,” but they want to sell us machines at high 
prices, more expensive than the capitalists. This is not a Socialist division of labor, but 
robbery [italics added]. . . . The revisionists today, making compromises with American 
imperialists and crawling in front of them, are attempting to isolate us and even are 
exercising economic pressure. . . . In general, we do not need COMECON [Council 



246 Avram Agov

for Mutual Economic Assistance] and “help” for which they are talking. What kind of 
COMECON do we need, so we can eat rice gruel with meat and build our homes with 
roof tiles? For this we can produce cement on our own. If we want to eat rice gruel with 
meat we only need to increase the land with irrigated rice and produce pumps. That is 
why there is no other path but to build socialism with [our] own forces and raise the liv-

ing standard of the people! . . . Now the tasks are to increase the ore mining, the output 
of thermo energy, and transport. We need foreign currency. How to earn it? Due to the 
low quality of our production we cannot produce either machines or goods for mass 
consumption. Now we can export color [copper, zinc, and lead] metals in big quanti-
ties. Therefore, we have to expand the mining industry.101

The DPRK did not want the kind of integration promoted by the Soviet Union, 
which North Korean officials believed meant more dependency. In other words, 
North Korean leadership wanted to pursue Chuch’e policy, while obtaining the 
benefits of close economic ties with other countries. The solution to this contra-

diction was to build a web of bilateral economic relations. Relative isolationism 
was not a goal, but a consequence of the pursuit of a national economy. Accord-

ing to North Korean reasoning, the self-reliant economy did not preclude inte-

gration in the Socialist world. On the contrary, the building of a self-sufficient 
economy was a prerequisite for an integration based on equality; mutual rela-

tions and mutual help would be better for the country than an unequal partner-
ship. This was North Korea’s answer to the dilemma, which existed between an 
independence-minded ideology and the need for participation in the Socialist 

world economy, which could ensure the flow of capital, technologies, and goods.

The economy of the individual socialist states which function as self-sufficient eco-

nomic units in the Socialist system, develop through mutual relations and mutual 

help. The world socialist economic system will become stronger, when the individ-

ual units [states] which are linked with the Socialist economy get stronger. And the 
internal economic ties could further develop. . . . The economic cooperation can be 
implemented successfully only through proletarian internationalism, based on equal-

ity and mutual respect, when there is one overall self-reliant national economy. . . . 
Each country must produce fundamental products and those which are not much 
needed or those which are not enough must be supplied through international coop-

eration. When brotherly countries do not have the raw materials or products which 
they need, the other brotherly countries must make them available through the prin-

ciple of mutual exchange.102

The North Korean leadership adopted a more militant posture vis-à-vis the South 

and embarked on the militarization of society in the early 1960s. A leading ele-

ment of the North’s policy toward its Southern rival was its revolutionary line that 
Socialist revolution in the South would solve the reunification problem. The North 
Korean regime was seeking to spur a revolution in South Korea, which would 
secure a unified Socialist Korea. North Korea’s military posture was inseparable 
from the unification issue and events in the South. The coup on May 16, 1961, by 
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Major General Park Chung Hee (Pak Chŏnghŭi) and his associates had significant 
consequences for the North Korean leadership’s perception of the rivalry with the 
South and for the formation of the DPRK strategy. Although North Korean offi-

cials thought that the Park regime might pursue a “progressive policy” and even 
drafted a declaration in support to the coup,103 the DPRK government quickly 
changed its perception of the events in the South. At a closed session of the Stand-

ing Committee of the Korean Workers’ Party on May 18, 1961, officials labeled 
the coup “reactionary” and argued that it was “organized by the American imperi-
alists” who feared that the people might take control of the government following 
the April 1960 revolution. The North Korean leadership believed that the coup 
officers were bent at “destroying communism,” and that the KWP should con-

centrate on strengthening the army. The party meeting also decided to reinforce 
militia forces—the Worker’s and Peasant’s Red Guards.104

The DPRK, however, needed Soviet assistance to strengthen its army. For 
this purpose a North Korean military delegation visited Moscow in December 
1962 but failed to secure the requested military aid from the Soviet Union. 
Soviet officials agreed to supply military equipment, but they demanded pay-

ment, a new and unpleasant element in the bilateral relations in the eyes of the 
North Koreans.105 The unsuccessful visit further weakened Soviet-DPRK rela-

tions and pushed the North Korean regime away from the Soviet camp. After 
the return of the military delegation the KWP held its Fifth Plenum in Decem-

ber. The first issue on the agenda was “for the further strengthening of defense 
capability with regard to the new situation.” The Plenum stated that the United 
States and South Korea would not dare attack the DPRK’s “strong as an iron 
wall” defense capabilities and that North Koreans would make their “whole 
land an insurmountable fortress.” All party members and workers could suc-

cessfully build socialism and defend cities and villages by “holding a gun in 

one hand and a sickle and hammer in the other.”106

By the mid-1960s, the ascendance of the Cultural Revolution in China and 
economic difficulties domestically forced the regime in P’yŏngyang to recon-

sider its alliance policies. Gradually, the DPRK improved its relations with the 
Soviet Union, marked by Premier Alexei Kosygin’s visit in P’yŏngyang in Febru-

ary 1965 and the conclusion in the same year of a long-term agreement for trade 
and economic cooperation. Improved political relations with the Soviet Union 
were the pre-conditions for closer economic cooperation, the provision of capital, 
technical assistance, and expanded trade relations. Whereas Sino–North Korean 
relations deteriorated to the point where each side recalled its ambassadors in 
1966, bilateral relations did not normalize until the end of the decade.

Volatile relations with the Socialist countries in the 1960s also forced North 
Korea to reach out to the developing nonaligned countries for diplomatic and trade 

relations and to capitalist countries for economic cooperation. Between 1960 and 
1970 North Korea established diplomatic relations with twenty-four countries, con-

sulate relations with nine countries, and trade relations with eight states. Indeed, 



248 Avram Agov

the North Korean media called Kim Il Sung the “Leader of the Third World” in 
1968.107 By the end of the 1960s, Japan became the DPRK’s third largest trading 
partner, after the Soviet Union and China.108 It is ironic that during the time of its 

most pronounced self-reliance policy in the 1960s, North Korea extended its dip-

lomatic and trade ties to non-Socialist countries. This trend was part of the North-
South competition for legitimacy and international recognition. The expansion 
and diversification of North Korea’s diplomatic options in the international arena 
also suggests that Chuch’e was a vehicle for increased independence from the 
regime’s Socialist allies. Self-reliance, therefore, was not necessarily economic 
isolation, but a rejection of a one-sided economic relationship with allies, which, 
to the North Korean leadership, also meant political dependency.

The self-reliance paradigm seemed to be in sync with autarkic tendencies in 
Asia. Furthermore, the autarkic policy fit North Korea’s militant and nationalistic 
Socialist ideology. In Eastern Europe, the countries of Albania and, to a lesser 
extent, Romania shared this philosophy. The Chinese broke with the Soviet model 
partially because they wanted to pursue an independent course and thought that 
isolation was a secure strategy. Even Deng Xiaoping, the patriarch of the Chi-
nese reforms and the opening of China to the world in the 1970s, was a propo-

nent of isolationism in the 1960s. At a meeting with the Romanian leadership in 
1965 Deng remarked: “As a result of your isolation you have more tomatoes and 
cucumbers than others, to say nothing of other things.”109 The outcome of rela-

tive isolationism, however, was the opposite of what Deng believed: it brought 
less tomatoes and cucumbers in the countries, which pursued Socialist national-
ism. North Korea’s divergence from its major Socialist allies stifled the country’s 
economy, which slowed in the 1960s, and the regime needed two extra years to 
implement the Seven-Year Plan (1961–1967). When North Korea experienced the 
cost of relative isolationism vis-à-vis the big Socialist powers, it decided to soften 
its self-reliance policy in the field of economic cooperation. Militarization also 
had its toll, as military spending was more than 30 percent of the budget—some 
East European estimates put it even close to 50 percent—and the Korean People’s 
Army grew to 7 percent of the population.110 Economic and security concerns 
stimulated the North Korean leadership to readjust its self-reliance policy by 

looking for alternatives with non-Socialist countries and trying to reintegrate 
into the Socialist system. Other independent-minded countries and “outcasts” 
from the Soviet camp tried to find alternatives for international cooperation. 
Yugoslavia looked to the West, Albania to China, Romania courted China and 
the West, and China normalized its relationship with the United States. The twin 
pillars of the regime’s diplomacy—the Soviet Union and China—played equally 

important roles in the DPRK’s ongoing integration into the Socialist world. 
Although Kim Il Sung’s two influential Socialist allies remained entangled in 
a bitter dispute, their competition for North Korea’s friendship connected them 

with Korea in unexpected ways. P’yŏngyang was not simply a periphery revolv-

ing around two Socialist centers, Moscow and Beijing.
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Romania may have come close to being in this dual role between the two 
Socialist camps, as it was a Soviet ally that kept some relations with Beijing. But 
Romania was a Warsaw Pact and COMECON member, so in the larger Social-
ist divide there was no ambiguity where its allegiances ultimately stood, despite 
its nationalist divergence and periodic uneasy relations with Moscow. After the 
Sino-Soviet split, the Socialist world was divided into two diverging arches—a 
northern Soviet pillar and a southern Chinese pillar—both of which remained 
loosely connected to each other through their ties to North Korea. It is worth 
noting that the Soviets and the Chinese cooperated with Vietnam during the 
war, despite their differences. But after the war a unified Vietnam aligned with 
the Soviet camp. Thus North Korea was unique in the Socialist world in being 
simultaneously aligned with Moscow and Beijing and securing a place in the 
nonaligned movement. The DPRK’s claim of being a frontier of socialism thus 
appears to have some substance, first in the global confrontation with capitalism 
and second as an intermediary between rival Communist camps. This peculiar-
ity of seemingly isolationist North Korea created options which were vital in the 
post–Cold War era. When one of the Socialist pillars—the USSR—dissolved, 
the other—the PRC—remained to support the DPRK. Both Socialist “arches” 
supported North Korea, and P’yŏngyang used this to create political space for its 
nationalist policies.

The Soviet bloc is sometimes perceived as a uniform entity, almost without 
individual national character; furthermore, scholars pay relatively little attention 

to differences in bilateral relations between the DPRK and East European coun-

tries. The Soviet camp might have seemed monolithic, but a closer look reveals 
a more complex and uneven picture of relations between Socialist states, some-

thing we may characterize as a rug, with patches, holes, and disputes, as well as 
cooperative relations. An examination of North Korea’s bilateral relations with 
East European countries shows a number of inconsistencies and deviations from 
the main Soviet–North Korean pattern of relations. For instance, Hungarian–
North Korean relations nearly came to a standstill after the events in Hungary in 

1956.111 An acrimonious diplomatic crisis erupted between the DPRK and Bul-
garia in 1962 as a result of North Korea’s efforts to forcefully return to the DPRK 
four North Korean students who had migrated to Bulgaria. This incident led to 
the expulsion of the two countries’ respective ambassadors. Bilateral relations 
began to normalize only in 1968, well after the improvement in Soviet–North 
Korean relations.112 In contrast to Bulgaria, Romania maintained relatively close 

relations with the DPRK during the “cold” period of Soviet–North Korean rela-

tions in the early 1960s. In other words, the Socialist countries in Eastern Europe 
provided diversity and breadth for North Korea’s integration into the turbulent 

Socialist international network.
Foreign economic cooperation in the 1960s went through additional transfor-

mations, as the Socialist countries decided to provide North Korea with loans 
instead of aid. From 1962 to 1972, the industrial and trade loans amounted to 
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1.08 billion rubles ($1.2 billion), which helped finance more than thirty industrial 
projects. North Korea’s self-reliance and relative isolationism affected its foreign 
trade, which decreased from 20 percent of the country’s GNP in July 1961 to 12 
percent in the period between 1964 and 1966, but it recovered to 22 percent in 
1972. Bilateral political relations influenced bilateral trade, but in uneven ways: 
Soviet–North Korean trade seemed less affected by political considerations than 

Sino–North Korean economic relations.113

The North Korean pattern of integration was shaped by the country’s poli-
cies of self-reliance. While the DPRK shied away from international Socialist 
organizations like COMECON—it did not even send an observer to its sessions 
from 1962 to 1972—it actively developed cooperative bilateral relations with the 
Socialist and “third” worlds to create trade networks and secure vital technology 
and loans. In this way the regime in P’yŏngyang created some maneuverability 
in international exchanges, something which the regime associated with greater 
independence.

Similarly, North Korea was not a Warsaw Pact member, but signed treaties of 
friendship and cooperation with the Soviet Union and China in 1960 guarantee-

ing the DPRK’s security, while also effectively preventing neither China nor the 
USSR from intervening in the DPRK’s affairs as had occurred in Hungary in 
1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968.114

CONCLUSION

The DPRK declared victory in the Korean War, and the war was indeed a kind 
of victory for Kim Il Sung domestically. The war hastened the consolidation 
of Kim Il Sung’s power and the formation of North Korea’s Socialist political 
economy. Purges in the leadership, the collectivization of farms, and the regime’s 
mobilization campaigns helped the state push through the process of construct-

ing socialism as Kim defined it. Internationally, the effects of the Korean War 
were mixed. The war consolidated the rival camps in the Cold War divide and 
gave birth to the international Socialist system. Korea connected the Socialist 
countries by prompting international solidarity campaigns and economic and 

military aid. Chinese entry into the Korean War not only had a profound impact 
on the outcome of the conflict, but also on international communism, and helped 
to consolidate a new center of Communist power in Asia. At the time, these 
were welcome developments for the Soviet leadership, as Stalin had almost been 
forced to abandon Soviet influence in North Korea in October 1950 in the face of 
advancing UN forces. But the PRC’s entry into the war also laid groundwork for 
tensions and cleavages between Moscow and Beijing. The Korean War brought 
the Socialist camp together, but over time the war and its aftermath became a key 
factor in driving the USSR and China apart. The Korean War exposed the limits 
of the Sino-Soviet alliance.
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While the Korean War played a pivotal role in facilitating the emergence 

of an international Socialist system, the process of negotiating the Armistice 

Agreement highlighted internal tensions between North Korea and its allies. 
The DPRK’s dependency on its Socialist allies during the war pushed the North 
Korean regime toward a more nationalist course, which first took shape in the 
mid-1950s and matured in the 1960s. Sino-Soviet competition increased North 
Korea’s strategic value and its leverage in the country’s alliance policy, and North 

Korea would maintain ties with both sides of the Sino-Soviet divide throughout 
the remainder of the Cold War period.

In 1950, the DPRK was a frontier zone linking the burgeoning Socialist system; 
after the Sino-Soviet split it served as a bridge between the two Communist sub-
systems. In both cases North Korea was the node simultaneously connecting and 
disconnecting the two arches of the Socialist world. These swings between inte-

gration and divergence have defined North Korea’s history from the Korean War 
to the present. Despite being perceived as an isolationist country, North Korea has 
always maintained external ties providing it with assistance in times of need. The 
North Korean system has been able to extend its life span mainly because of its 

alliances—or at least its alliance with China, the only one remaining. Even during 
the gravest of crises, including the Korean War and the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union, North Korea could rely on outside support as a safeguard against collapse. 
North Korea’s survival to the present day, without compromising its political sys-

tem or significantly reforming its economy, is perhaps its greatest victory.
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