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The Political Implications of North Korea's
‘Two—State Theory and the Reconstruction
of State Identity

Ji young Lee

Seoul Cyber University

This study examines North Korea's “hostile two—state theory” not merely as a shift in
inter—Korean policy or unification strategy, but as a political process of reconstructing
state identity. Drawing on constructivist theories of state identity and othering, the study
argues that North Korea's framing of South Korea as a “permanent Other” simultaneously
reconstructs of its own identity. This study combines an analysis of official documents
and political discourse with a survey of 214 North Korean defectors conducted between
March and June 2026 to examine both the production of official identity and its possible
reception at the societal level. These findings suggest that ethnic, national, and uni—
fication—oriented identities historically coexisted with strong political loyalty to the
North Korean state and regime. At the same time, 91.6 percent of respondents perceived
North Korea as shifting from a “nation—centered state” toward a “state—centered state,”
while 93.9 percent believed that “our state” is increasingly emphasized over “our nation.”
These findings suggest that the hostile two—state theory may constitute a broader proc—
ess of state reconfiguration, encompassing the strengthening of state—centered identity,
the reconstruction of regime legitimacy, and long—term political socialization. However,
such a change is likely to proceed gradually through institutionalization, political social—

ization, and generational change.

Key words: Hostile Two—=State Theory, State Identity, Othering, Regime Legitimacy, North

Korean Defectors
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