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The Political Economy of the C1 Chemical
Industry in North Korea: Self-reliance, the
Low-Carbon Transition, and the Three Materials
of Juche

CHO Eunsung (Sogang University)

Abstract. This paper addresses the technological history and prospects
of the Ci (one-carbon) chemical industry (T'ansohana hwahak
kong’dp) that North Korea has been promoting as the core of its eco-
nomic development strategy since 2016. Ci chemistry is a technology
that not only improves energy efficiency but also reduces carbon
emissions. However, what has received less attention is the fact that
North Korea’s development strategy centered on the Ci chemical in-
dustry has been linked to the low-carbon transition, and does not
merely reflect an adherence to self-reliance. This paper points out
that the development of clean coal technology such as coal gas-
ification has interacted with the politico-economic development of T’anso-
hana hwahak kong’dp. In addition, this paper analyzes the three Juche ma-
terials (vinalon, steel, and fertilizer) that were presented as the material
symbols of Juche [self-reliance] before, highlighting the way in which these
three materials have again been utilized as the material representations of
the new discourse of the Ci chemical industry. The reasons for this are
twofold. For one thing, the C1 chemical industry has inherited the Juche in-
dustrial line that emphasizes the use of North Korea’s own raw materials
and fuels. Additionally, it is in accordance with the North Korean prop-
aganda policy of appealing to the general public by showing concrete mate-
rials visually.

Keyword. North Korea, Tansohana hwahak kong’dp [C1 chemical in-
dustry], gasification of coal, the low-carbon shift, the Juche
three materials



