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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

In a speech held in late 2019 at the Fifth Plenary Meeting of the Seventh Central Committee 

of the Workers’ Party of Korea, Kim Jong Un praised “the current offensive” as “a gigantic, 

patriotic struggle to be waged by the high-pitched enthusiasm and creative efforts of millions 

of the working people … [who] make efforts to increase production and practice economy to 

the maximum,” while also noting that the “a revolutionary ideology and spirit should lead the 

times, but the economic work should be conducted firmly in conformity with the practical 

conditions.”1 As in all modern industrial societies, work and the act of production are the 

central social activity in The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).2  Even the 

leader himself is not exempt from the national work ethic, as he engages in a “a no sleep, no-

rest, high-intensity schedule” without “any day-offs, holidays or birthdays,” as reported in 

2019.3 The workers in North Korea are a constant target of numerous ideological and cultural 

pressures and expectations to increase the quality and quantity of their outputs. Working is 

given a significant political importance, but also deep emotional value. As a such central 

activity both culturally and politically, investigating the trends and values associated to 

working is a useful lens to help understanding the society of North Korea more generally.  

This thesis focuses specifically on the ideological dimensions of work. Work and workers 

have been given special importance under socialist thought, and this legacy is obviously 

influential in North Korea as well. Each regime has had its own ideas of what the ideal 

worker should look and act like, but previous research has been often limited to very specific 

historical periods, such as the late 1930s in the Soviet Union or the Great Leap Forward in 

China. In the case of North Korea, the main focus has been in the period of the Chollima 

Movement in the 1960s. However, the ideals and expectations towards work are in 

continuous shift and cannot be generalized across time, as the representations of the ideal 

worker evolves according to different material and political conditions. 

 
1  “Report of the Fifth Plenary Meeting of the 7th Central Committee of the WPK,” NCNK, January 2, 2020, 

https://www.ncnk.org/resources/publications/kju_2020_new_years_plenum_report.pdf/file_view. 
2 Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the official name of the country more commonly known as North 

Korea. “North Korea” and “the DPRK” are used interchangeably in this thesis.. 
3 Jeongmin Kim, “Kim Jong Un Working Hard ‘without Holidays and Birthdays,’ Says State Media,” NK News, 

May 18, 2020, http://www.nknews.org/2020/05/kim-jong-un-working-hard-without-holidays-and-birthdays-

says-state-media/. 
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To contribute to filling a gap in the current studies, this thesis engages work and working in 

North Korea from a contemporary angle rather than a historic one. In addition to influences 

from Korean studies, the theoretical background also considers fields like the study of post-

socialism, labour studies and media studies. Instead of understanding North Korea as a 

disconnected hermit state, the framing of this study contributes to understanding the country 

in the context of international socialism, while still noting its unique local conditions. At the 

same time, the study also aims to bring North Korea into the wider popular discourse about 

work ethics and diligence that are often prescribed to East Asia in particular – a discussion 

that rarely includes the DPRK.4  

To understand the position of work in the North Korean cultural and ideological landscape, a 

qualitative content analysis is conducted on a set of North Korean media data from the period 

of Kim Jong Un’s leadership in 2012–2020. The thesis is structured around one primary and 

one secondary research question: 

RQ1. What characteristics and expectations are associated with work and workers in North 

Korea in the 2010s?  

After the main analysis, a secondary research question is addressed based on the information 

provided by both the literary review and the results of the analysis answering the first 

research question: 

RQ2. What are the key differences and similarities of those representations in comparison 

with ones in the past, both in North Korea and elsewhere? 

Answering these questions provides insight into both the domestic and international political 

and cultural forces that influence the contemporary DPRK, contextualizing its present into 

wider historical trends. Furthermore, it should advance the understanding of the country as 

another state among states rather than some impossible anomaly, as it is too often viewed as 

by Western analysts and wider public alike. 

 
4 For examples of this discussion in the media, see Choon, Chang May. “Tiredness from Overtime Seen as 

Badge of Honour in South Korea.” The Straits Times, January 17, 2017. 

https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/tiredness-from-overtime-seen-as-badge-of-honour-in-south-

korea; Charmika Monet, “Working to Death in China,” The Diplomat, March 26, 2014, 

https://thediplomat.com/2014/03/working-to-death-in-china/; Kok Xinghui, “Why Do Singapore, Tokyo and 

Kuala Lumpur Work so Hard?,” South China Morning Post, December 28, 2019, 

https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/lifestyle-culture/article/3043649/why-do-singapore-tokyo-and-kuala-

lumpur-work-so-hard. 

https://thediplomat.com/2014/03/working-to-death-in-china/
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Chapter 2 begins discussing the topic by introducing theoretical background for 

understanding modern work and productivity, as well as its relation to socialist thought and 

clarifying important terminology. The gap between socialist ideals and reality under 

socialism is discussed, as are the ways the two have been conflated and purposely obscured 

by states. Chapter 3 continues these topics, containing a literary review into the worker 

politics in the Soviet Union and China to establish the basic idea of the ideal socialist worker 

as an evolving concept. With these influences in mind, North Korean history is given an 

overview as well. Chapter 4 provides the explanation for the methodology of the thesis, 

including a note on the limits of North Korean studies and introductions to the method and 

the data. Next, the analysis in Chapter 5 establishes the four categories found through the 

analysis, revealing the main characteristics associated with the contemporary North Korean 

work and providing an answer to the first research question. Finally, Chapter 6 discusses 

those results in the light of the historical context provided by the earlier literary review, 

highlighting the similarities and differences and providing concluding remarks about the 

findings. 

 

1.1 Note on Key Terms and Romanization 

 

Some of the key terms in this study are contested in meaning. Firstly, “work” itself does not 

have a clear definition: at its simplest, it could mean any exhortation of energy for a purpose, 

while others see it through contribution to society or as the opposite of leisure, for example. 

For the purposes of the thesis, work is generally used to mean an activity where one exerts 

oneself for some purpose, in the context of employment or otherwise as part of some larger 

collective or societal activity. A worker can be anyone who exhorts in such activity – though, 

there are also contexts, especially when quoting other sources, where the word refers 

specifically towards the industrial worker or the proletariat in the class sense. In any case, the 

usage should be understandable from each context. The words “work” and “labour” are used 

mostly interchangeably, though the latter can have more emphasis on the value of the work 

being done and as such is slightly less general. Chapter 2 contains further discussion on these 

definitions. 
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Secondly, the definitions for socialism and communism are also strongly contested. Attempts 

to differentiate the various theoretical and ideological tendencies with the realities under the 

socialist projects of the 20th century have given birth to abundant terminology to mark the 

difference, including “real socialism” versus “theoretical socialism,” or “socialism-from-

above” versus “socialism-from-below.” For the purposes of this thesis, socialism is mainly 

used as an umbrella term for the ideological straits that developed in the late 19th and early 

20th century, and the concrete attempts at creating communist societies with authoritarian 

tendencies in the 20th century will be mainly referred to as “state socialism.”  

The romanization follows the standard academic usage of McCune-Reischauer system, with 

some exceptions. With well-known terms and names of places and people, the more familiar 

forms are used, such as in the cases of Kim Il Sung, Chollima, Juche, et cetera. When 

discussing North Korean sources, the romanization used by the North Korean translators are 

preserved. When Korean authors are referenced to, the author’s romanization of their own 

name in the original work is used when applicable. Within the main text, Asian names are 

written in their native order of surname first, but the footnotes all follow the order of surname 

last.  
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2 THEORIZING MODERN WORK 

 

Despite being a result of industrialism, pre-industrial ideas still very much inform the 

conception of modern work.5 Theological arguments by Christians and the hierarchical order 

of feudal societies connected work mainly with punishment, suffering and service. 

Simultaneously, work was underlined as an inherent part of human existence and as a 

necessary duty. Work has also come to include an expectation of self-sacrifice and adversity; 

it is not something to enjoy, but something that still has to be done. While in pre-industrial 

times, work had mainly been a tool for personal survival, modern work introduced these 

sacred dispositions and virtues to it, in addition of its previous role of creating value and 

providing one’s means of living.6 Work has also been a convenient tool for those on top of 

the hierarchies to handle those below: it encourages discipline and keeps people busy. This 

makes it less of an issue whether the work itself happens to be dangerous, boring, or even 

unproductive: with work having inherit spiritual and political value, doing it always serves to 

build one’s character and keeping one busy from potentially disturbing the social order. As a 

result, there is no shortage of texts, both religious and political, celebrating the glory and 

nobleness of work.7 Another key influence on today’s work was industrialization. E.P. 

Thompson tied industrial work to the development of clocks, as labour shifted from being 

task-orientated to time-orientated. The idea of punctuality and hourly wages essentially 

equated time with money and changed the concept of work significantly.8  

In the 1940s, philosopher Josef Piper coined the concept of “total work” to describe what he 

saw as the phenomenon of increasingly more aspects of human life falling under the category 

of work.9 Like many others, he noted how working for wages makes work commodified, 

being given a certain price and being sold or bought on the market. Additionally, Piper saw 

that what is generally deemed as useful or useless work is controlled by the society one lives 

in, as work also gets related to the idea of contributing to the common good. Therefore, 

 
5 For recent comprehensive histories of work starting from pre-modern times, see for example James Suzman, 

Work: A History of How We Spend Our Time (London, UK: Bloomsbury Circus, 2020). For Marxist 

perspective, see Paul Cockshott, How the World Works: The Story of Human Labor From Prehistory to the 

Modern Day (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2019). 
6 David Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory (London, UK: Penguin Books, 2018), 220–222. 
7 Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory, 222–231. 
8 E. P. Thompson, “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism,” Past & Present, no. 38 (1967). 57–63.  
9 Josef Pieper, Leisure, The Basis of Culture, trans. Gerald Malsbary (South Bend, Indiana: St. Augustine’s 

Press, 1998), 26–28. 
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almost anything can be decided to be useful, and as such qualify as work. Whether the action 

really produces anything of value can be disregarded. Meanwhile, things seen as useless and 

therefore not work, are to be discarded – leaving one’s life dominated by only the so-called 

“productive” activities that can be related to the work-process.10  

All these ideas put together, work appears as an extensive and an overwhelming category: it 

has value by itself as a form of noble self-sacrifice, it can encompass almost any human 

activity, its limits are decided by the society rather than the individual, and it can be given a 

price and traded. Naturally, if the usefulness and value of work is decided by the society, 

whoever has the most power or wealth in a given society likely has the most control over the 

definitions of value as well. Finally, work is also a way of distributing discipline and control 

in a hierarchical manner. As such, work can be used as a form of domination and control, 

with the ability to target almost any aspect of life.  

Many of the early critical views on modern work later developed into various branches of 

what are now understood as socialism or communism. Movements and organizations like 

trade unions sought to improve working conditions, reduce working hours, increase wages or 

ban child labour: in a way, they had internalized and accepted the logic of modern work, but 

worked to limit its worst excesses.11 The more radical opponents, including Marx, went 

further: they claimed wage labour as inherently exploitative and degrading, believing that 

society should eventually “do away with labour” entirely.12 As a response to those claiming 

that work was inherently valuable, the early socialists proclaimed that value rather originated 

from work, and that the real worth of a commodity should be calculated by how much work 

had been put into it rather than its market price. Work was not therefore sacred because of 

some abstract moral values; its only worth lied in its productive potentials. As the capital 

owners pay the workers less than what their work generates and keep the surplus as profit, the 

wage relationship must always be exploitative.13 More than just being unjust, selling one’s 

labour was viewed as the root cause for many damaging social phenomena. One example is 

alienation, caused by the worker being separate from their own work as a result of selling 

their labour power and doing work that they have little control over. This causes individuals 

 
10 Pieper, Leisure, The Basis of Culture, 61–67. 
11 Thompson, ”Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism,” 85–86. 
12 Cheehyung Harrison Kim, Heroes and Toilers: Work as Life in Postwar North Korea, 1953-1961 (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2018), 36–38.  
13 Graeber, Bullshit Jobs, 226–231. 
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to depend their self-worth on any quantifiable units of production, and the worker’s self-value 

becomes based on this productivity and efficiency to someone else.14  

The abolition of labour did not mean terminating labour as an activity, but labour as a 

commodity: this could be only done through removing the exploitative hierarchy between 

capital owners and the workers as achieved by having a collective ownership over the means 

of production. As it seemed unlikely that the capitalists would accept such an arrangement, 

the chosen path forward was revolution.15 Abolishing labour would also remove the class 

distinctions as the workers would own the means of production and as a consequence, 

exploitation would disposed of.16 Still, in the 20th century, it would be under state socialism 

that work would take some of its most dominating forms. 

The early 20th century saw socialist revolutions starting to succeed in taking power, and the 

new regimes legitimized themselves as vanguards that supposedly represented the working 

populations. With the post-revolution states collectivizing and taking control of the means of 

production, work places were claimed to be under public rule and the abolition of capitalism 

was said to be complete.17 The Soviet Union was the first to follow this route, and it became 

the standard for the revolutions elsewhere – not in the least because of the heavy Soviet aid 

and pressure to conform to their model across leftist organizations worldwide. 

In reality, the supposed workers’ control of the vanguard parties was lacking or non-existent. 

Despite some early successes for trade unions and local workers’ councils, they were soon 

either crushed or incorporated into the states entirely to remove opposition in most state 

socialist countries. The result was a more or less complete state control of the means of 

production, and a lack of real democratic institutions for the people to control the state. 

Meanwhile, alienation and commodification of labour power remained a stable feature of the 

societies in one form or another; the private owners had been replaced by the state and the 

new class of party officials and bureaucrats.18 

 
14 György Lukács, History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics, trans. Rodney Livingstone 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1971), 86–90. 
15 C.H. Kim, Heroes and Toilers, 36–38. 
16 Despite this, the Marxist tradition too has been criticized for being too obsessed with labour and production. 

As such, it is said to be too rooted in the same values as capitalism and unable to provide real solutions to its 

problems. See for example Jean Baudrillard, The Mirror of Production, trans. Mark Poster (St. Louis: Telos 

Press, 1975). 
17 This type of system is often associated with Leninism or Marxism-Leninism, but also has been called 

vanguardism or democratic centralism. 
18 C.H. Kim, Heroes and Toilers, 10. 
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While the concrete power of the workers was small, their symbolic power remained. The 

various revolutionary states continued to uphold the idealized thought of the worker as the 

central subject of their societies, advocating the narrative that the state was working purely in 

their interests. Workers were constantly elevated into heroic subjects of progress, despite the 

reality that their position in the hierarchies of production had not fundamentally changed. At 

the same time, the constant competition with capitalist countries became a never-ending 

excuse to deny any significant changes or allowing opposition.19 The worker rhetoric held 

great political power, as claiming to be a representative of the masses could be used to 

impress foreign sympathizers and silence dissidence as counter-revolutionary or a bourgeois 

conspiracy. The workers simply could not be wrong, as they were on a historically 

determinist quest towards emancipation – and what the workers wanted and the state did were 

conveniently always the same thing by definition.20 The emotional powers of this appeal was 

not noted only by the various communist parties, but similar state-led obsessions around 

workers developed elsewhere, such as in Nazi Germany.21 

What the states wanted from the working masses more than consent was productive output. 

Under state socialism, motivating work productivity is largely dependent on the state, which 

needs to constantly invent ways to increase its production to grow. The aims of the state are 

continuously passed on to the population through various mediums such as laws, media, and 

education. At the same time, the workers responses are limited due the restrictions on 

unionization and protest, though the state can never be so completely totalizing as to remove 

them entirely. This process is what Siegelbaum calls the politics of productivity: the political, 

economic, cultural, and ideological mechanisms surrounding a state’s attempts to increase 

production and the workers’ response to those attempts.22 Much of this thesis is dedicated to 

focusing around what can be described as the institutionalized versions of politics of 

productivity:23 the work campaigns, model worker systems, production movements, labour 

 
19 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society, (1964; repr., 

London: Routledge, 2007), 56–58. 
20 Andrea Graziosi, “Stalin’s Antiworker ‘Workerism’, 1924–1931,” International Review of Social History 40, 

no. 2 (August 1995): 241–243. 
21 Rachel Funari and Bernard Mees, “Socialist Emulation in China: Worker Heroes Yesterday and Today,” 

Labor History 54, no. 3 (July 2013): 5–6. 
22 Lewis H. Siegelbaum, Stakhanovism and the Politics of Productivity in the USSR, 1935-1941 (Cambridge; 

New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 7–8. 
23 One should note the difference between politics of productivity and a similar term, the politics of production. 

The latter is more concretely about how the relationship and practices of production are organized in a given 

society. See Michael Burawoy, The Politics of Production: Factory Regimes Under Capitalism and 

Socialism (London: Verso Books, 1985). 
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heroism et cetera. They are a regularized way to communicate ideological information to the 

population through engaging them in work. Since they are also large media spectacles, they 

generate a lot of data and provide an excellent point of study. Since such efforts have been a 

mainstay in most state socialist countries, they also open possibilities for comparisons. 

Despite the state socialist experiments failing to break away the logic of wage labour, there 

were certainly differences in the everyday lives compared to capitalist countries. These 

differences depended on the ideological factors framing everyday life rather than the 

underlying production process being different. To not see the similarity in the logic of work 

under both capitalism and state socialism is, in C.H. Kim’s words, “the misrecognition of the 

exterior as the direct reflection of the interior.”24 That confusion is mostly created by the 

states themselves, as they wish to cloak the reality of their failure to live up to their 

ideological claims. One of the aims of this thesis is therefore to understand the ways in which 

the North Korean state engages in this process of concealing through its depiction of workers 

and the work relations, both to their own people and to the rest of the world. 

C.H. Kim also notes that if the logic behind both systems is indeed the same, the problems 

faced by state socialism, including the DPRK, are not unique to their system but can be 

understood as reflections of wider, global problems faced by all modern societies.25 That is 

not to claim that the experiences under state socialism and capitalism are identical, but that 

the underlying relations of production in both engage in the same logic of production, even if 

that is uncomfortable for either side to admit to. Similar ideas have been articulated by 

Verdery, who wrote of her work in socialist Romania as “critique of capitalist forms through 

the critical examination of socialist ones.”26 Analysis in this thesis should therefore also 

extend as a contribution to the discussion about work not just under state socialism or in 

North Korea, but under modern industrialized societies in general. 

 
24 C.H. Kim, Heroes and Toilers, 59. 
25 Ibid., 13–16.  
26 Katherine Verdery, What Was Socialism, and What Comes Next? (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

1996), 9. 
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3 LITERARY REVIEW 

 

To further understand the politics of productivity under state socialism, the first section of 

this chapter investigates politics around work in the Soviet Union (USSR) and The People’s 

Republic of China (PRC). The second part of the chapter covers the history of North Korea’s 

work politics since its establishment until today. 

 

3.1 Work under State Socialism  

 

3.1.1 Stakhanovites in the USSR 

In the early years of the USSR, Lenin said that the Russian workers needed to "learn to work" 

to rise from its backwardness.27 For him, the workers needed to be liberated by labour rather 

than being liberated from it, as the USSR could only be industrialized through the collective 

work effort.28 A key method to encourage this work was through its dramatization in media. 

A mythology was created around the stories of ordinary workers blazing through their 

production quotas, voluntarily working overtime out of ideological zeal. Despite this, it was 

not always clear whether the workers would be maintained as the main historical subject of 

the Soviet narrative: some in the leadership had become jaded with the losses of international 

workers movements and had deep distrust of what they saw as the uncultured masses. 

Vanguardism and overpowering state apparatus were seen as necessary for leading the 

population directly as a “a socialism without workers.”29  

The workers also were an opposition to the leadership at times, utilizing trade unions and 

strikes. Stalin went on to crush the unions in the late 1920s, accompanied by a brief media 

campaign of blaming all production problems on the workers’ laziness and lack of morals.30 

Such narratives were not good publicity for a self-proclaimed workers’ state however, and the 

public anti-worker rhetoric did not last long. Soon after the resistant elements had been 

 
27 Siegelbaum, Stakhanovism and the Politics of Productivity, 1–2. 
28 C.H. Kim, Heroes and Toilers, 40–42. 
29 Graziosi, ”Stalin’s Antiworker ’Workerism’,” 252–254. 
30 Ibid., 225–227, 229–239. 
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purged, the workers again became the objects of continuous praise by 1931. This material 

was also distributed abroad.31  

Part of these efforts were the introduction of shock workers. They were the earliest form of 

the socialist model workers, created as a point of emulation for the rest of the population. 

Working overtime and based on undocumented “voluntary” pledges to keep working harder, 

being a shock worker made labour laws obsolete. They were directly led by various Party 

organs and their methods clashed with the trade unions wanting to improve working 

conditions.32 The system expanded quickly and led to institutionalization of ambitious 

production goals and a system where workers were meant to inspire and help each other to 

reach them: this became called socialist competition or socialist emulation. The competition 

was meant to give the workers chances to initiate improvements on the work culture and 

output, but basically became a legal form of not having to follow any regulations in terms of 

working hours. The new, high production quotas were naturally not set by the workers but by 

the authorities.33 

Building on the idea of shock workers came the Stakhanovite movement, named after the 

miner Alexey Stakhanov (1906–1977). In 1935, he reached a ground-breaking mining record 

of over five times the norm during a single work shift. The movement was not purely state-

led, nor did it emerge from the workers organically like the Soviet media claimed. The so-

called individual achievements were usually not individual nor spontaneous (Stakhanov 

himself was assisted by a number of others) and instead required careful planning. At the 

same time, the leadership had no overarching plan for a wider movement to begin.34 Some 

workers no doubt engaged in socialist emulation out of real inspiration: there were piece-rate 

wages alongside other privileges that made being a Stakhanovite desirable, and they did 

receive admiration as public figures. There were also workers who hated the movement, just 

like many had hated the shock workers: they raised the expectations and norms for everyone 

else. The Soviet media generalized the former view, while the Western analysts, through 

defector interviews, were certain of the latter: in reality, both attitudes were common.35 

 
31 Ibid., 241–243.  
32 Ibid., 238. 
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12 

 

Being a Stakhanovite extended beyond working. They represented the ideal “New Soviet 

Man,” both in public and in private: at work and education, in family life and through 

consumption. This was in line with Stalin's famous statement in the First All-Union 

Conference of Stakhanovites in November 1935: "When life is joyous, work goes well."36 

The general increase in quality of life outside of work was framed useful as far as it would 

increase production during working hours. The real effects of Stakhanovism on the 

production were limited at best: the individual records could not translate into systematic 

increases and not every worker could become a labour hero. While various campaigns and 

individual record-setting persisted after 1937, the movement became increasingly irrelevant 

as the Great Purge (1936–1938) began and the culture shifted more towards extreme 

patriotism and hunt for so-called saboteurs. Still, Stakhanovism’s values and cultural 

influence stayed in slogans and the media for decades, being also exported to various state 

socialist regimes that emerged in the post-war years.37 

During the high years of Stakhanovism, media was set on describing an ideal reality aimed 

for by the ideology rather than what really occurred. The stories of voluntary work were 

meant to show how the USSR had overcome the capitalist work relations, and to uphold the 

image of the Soviet Union as a smoothly operating socialist society, both for the potentially 

sympathetic outsiders and as a source of inspiration for the domestic population. Parts of the 

leadership noted that this “vulgar workerism” in the media was at times so far from the reality 

that even they learned to resent it.38 

World War II made the Soviet ideology move towards patriotism. In state media, soldiers and 

generals replaced workers or turned them into worker-soldiers, and there was more 

importance given to pre-revolution Russian traditions.39 The de-Stalinization efforts that 

followed the party congress after Stalin’s death in 1956 attempted to distance the country 

from the cult of personality. This also led to further reducing mentions to Stakhanovism, 

though various systems of socialist competition continued in regularized forms. Later, 

especially after Stakhanov’s death in 1977, he reappeared as a celebrated but nostalgic 

historical figure that was occasionally called back to for inspiration.40 

 
36 Ibid., 209, 212–213.  
37 Ibid., 277, 302–303. 
38 Graziosi, ”Stalin’s Antiworker ’Workerism’,” 254–256. 
39 Robert Service, A History of Modern Russia: From Tsarism to the Twenty-First Century, 3rd ed. (Cambridge, 
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In the Brezhnev era, slogans like “developed socialism” and "a scientific-technical 

revolution" were created to highlight technological progress and focus on rationality in 

planning and production.41 Propaganda also became more focused on researchers and 

scientists, advancing the state with technology rather than just will or self-sacrifice. This was 

especially notable with the promotion of cosmonauts and the space race. Despite the targets 

of praise being quite different from the hard laborers of the past, the characteristics attributed 

to them were similar: the cosmonauts were meant to inspire workers to boost production, as 

their public appearances and fame made them “Stakhanovites in space.”42 After the USSR 

collapsed, most of its ideological rhetoric disappeared almost entirely, going from a decades-

long hegemonic position to being swept aside and forgotten in a matter of years.43  

The Soviet work movements, awards and media portrayals were the first attempts at 

institutionalizing the cult of work under socialism. As the state apparatus of the Soviet Union 

became the model of the other regimes, these cultural institutions and their methods of 

representation were replicated elsewhere. Workers resembling Stakhanovites appeared not 

just in the fellow East European socialist regimes like Bulgaria, Poland and East Germany, 

but also in Asia.44 

 

3.1.2 Model Workers in the PRC 

The Communist Party of China (CPC) was set up in 1921 and was thoroughly influenced by 

the Soviets in ideology and in organization from the beginning. After winning the Chinese 

Civil War (1927–1949), they established PRC in 1949. The leadership of the CPC was set on 

following socialism as it was understood through the Soviet experience and saw the Soviet 

society as the model of their own future.45  

The Chinese Model Workers (láodòng mófàn 劳动模范), both as a political institution and as 

a cultural form, referred strongly back to the Stakhanovist tradition. It was already introduced 

 
41 Service, A History of Modern Russia, 405–407.  
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N.J: Princeton University Press, 2000), 245–247. 
44 Siegelbaum, Stakhanovism and the Politics of Productivity, 305–306.  
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from the Soviet Union, 1949-Present, ed. Thomas P. Bernstein and Hua-Yu Li (Lanham: Lexington Books, 
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14 

 

unofficially in 1941 but became an official state-awarded title in 1950. While the earliest 

iterations focused just on increased production in a Stakhanovite fashion, the system soon 

began to develop into more unique forms after 1949.46 While the influence of traditional 

Confucian heroes have been speculated of, it was primarily Soviet example that was 

followed.47 Still, not everything was simply copied over as local realities and traditions did 

alter the result: the outcome was a somewhat similar but still distinctive approach to the 

socialist politics of productivity.48  

While increasing production always remained central, early Chinese labour achievements 

were more focused on recycling materials and being efficient than doing Stakhanov-like big 

records. This was conditioned by the harsh material realities in the war-torn PRC in its early 

years.49 China’s colonial past and experiences in the war also led to patriotism being 

highlighted strongly right from the beginning.50 There were no direct monetary incentives for 

becoming a model worker, though some material benefits like trips to Beijing or access to 

better housing generally came with the title. Unlike Stalin, Mao greatly preferred the rural 

peasant culture over the urban bourgeois one, leading to materialism, consumption and so-

called high culture being seen as sinful rather than progressive – the model workers were not 

expected to go watch operas or have fancy clothing like in the USSR.51 Some superficial 

differences in the Chinese systems came simply for the sake of uniqueness, as Mao wanted to 

underline his distinct strain of socialism and distance it from the Soviets, especially after the 

Sino-Soviet split in 1960.52 

Mao’s vision of culture was to not have representations that leave space for misinterpretation: 

the message should be clear and easily emulated by the masses.53 Depicting reality was 

secondary, as culture needed to cultivate values and raise political consciousness instead. In 

1942, Mao said that while the everyday life of the masses should be an inspiration, the life 

depicted in the arts “can and ought to be on a higher plane, more intense […] nearer the 
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ideal.”54 This attitude only intensified with time, and the messages got increasingly simpler: 

there had to be a completely clear distinction between good and evil, with nothing in-

between.55  

The aims of the propaganda also went beyond model workers and towards creating a “New 

Socialist Man,” again following the example of the USSR. The Great Leap Forward (1958–

1964) was the ultimate test for the success of this project, as its success relied on every 

worker becoming a model worker. As it failed, the problem was identified not with the 

ideology itself but that the people had simply not been educated well enough to reach their 

potential. Following campaigns attempted to fix this with increasingly one-dimensional 

presentations, culminating with the Cultural Revolution starting in 1966.56 

While there were some individual model workers in the USSR who became legendary, the 

system was later heavily inflated, and the meaning of the title lost its prestige. This was less 

of a case in China, where only 23,239 model workers on the national level have been 

officially named between 1950 and 2005.57 Among them were a few who solidified their 

positions in public consciousness and media for decades to come, such as oil worker Wang 

Jinxi58 and tractor driver Liang Jun.59 The movement for models peaked with Lei Feng 

(1940-1962), who became the symbol of everything positive – it was his personal qualities 

like selflessness that got all the focus. His short life spawned countless posters, films and 

songs, and he is likely the best recognized model citizen to date.60 Lei was the extreme 

conclusion to Mao’s call for the heroes being portrayed simplistically so people could 

understand their teachings easier. Rather than a worker, Lei Feng was more symbolic as a 

People’s Liberation Army’s soldier. He represented the change in the model worker 

propaganda from simply underlining the working class to focus more on the military and the 

values associated with them: sacrifice and patriotism. 

After soldiers, the model worker system expanded to more roles. There were exemplary 

women and exemplary ethnic minorities, et cetera. There was also a shift from just model 
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workers towards model soldiers or soldier-workers, and later towards science-orientated 

fields, including research development and space technology.61 In the post-Mao reform era, 

some model workers were seen negatively as a remainder of the chaotic ideological past, 

though the title still continued as an institution. The economic changes and shift towards 

market economy changed the vision of what model workers should stand for as material 

incentives became more socially acceptable. Values of individualism and entrepreneurship 

became increasingly relevant, self-sacrifice without reward was questioned and the rural 

peasant culture was no longer fetishized. Skill became more important than just hard work 

and morals.62 

Unlike in many post-socialist countries, the model workers never fully disappeared in China. 

Instead, the models continue to go through different interpretations depending on the needs of 

the Party. Some past models like Lei Feng have survived until today, having their qualities 

and stories interpreted from new perspectives – often removing references to their originally 

celebrated devotion to Maoism. Model workers also continue to appear in film, in statues and 

posters, particularly during anniversaries. 

The more recent model workers fit the needs of the modern world: one example is Shanghai 

plumber Xu Hu, who received the model worker title in 1996 for fixing an impressive 

number of clogged toilets. Nonetheless, recent examples have generally had less staying 

power than the older characters who are mainstays in the cultural landscape. Being granted 

the title of a labour hero is still seen as a significant achievement, but it is unlikely to make 

one a celebrity beyond the local news.63 The expansion to the meaning of model workers has 

led to some criticisms. In the 2000s, the title has been given out to famous athletes, company 

managers, senior Party officials, private entrepreneurs and even millionaires. These are quite 

a far cry from the original working-class icons, but the development mirrors the economic 

changes in the country. The official response to criticism has been simply that the meanings 

“have to evolve with the times.” These issues highlight the larger contradictions of the past’s 

communism-flavored institutions continuing in today’s effectively capitalist China.64 
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3.1.3 Conceptualizing the ideal socialist worker 

These two historical examples illustrate that there are a set of basic qualities that make up the 

foundations of an ideal socialist worker. Repeating attributes are going beyond production 

quotas, creating new production methods and working on despite difficult circumstances. 

Meanwhile, personal and moral qualities are also central, including loyalty, patriotism, 

discipline and self-sacrifice. Clearly, the ideal worker is still not a stable concept, but rather 

changes across time and place. The attributes and forms of the propaganda change according 

to the economic structure of the society, namely the stage of industrialization and the rate of 

state control over the economy. Secondly, the ideological tendencies and goals of the 

leadership are important. The model workers often become part of the wider policy goals of 

the leaders, which can change quickly. Thirdly, pre-socialist and local traditions, as well as 

other historical factors play a role. The Soviet Union maintained aspects of the traditional 

Russian society in its political and cultural structures; in China, previous eras also contributed 

in various ways to what formats media was consumed. Lastly, the nation’s position and 

influence in the world also matter. The ideal workers were needed to impress foreigners who 

expected them to fit certain ideological criteria or to differentiate one’s own politics further 

from those of ideologically competing nations.  

One way to propagate these characteristics were the mass movements, which C.H. Kim 

describes as an important way to consolidate ideological control over the people’s everyday 

lives. The different types of campaigns also reveal different preferences, cultural tendencies 

and political ideas of different leaders and different eras.65 The role of the actual workers 

under these movements was often limited, but not entirely insubstantial. While their role did 

often get overamplified for the state’s propaganda purposes, no doubt real motivation also 

existed among some workers that led to real grassroot efforts for higher production.   

The images of the labour heroes and model workers are also revealing of the wider project of 

creating a “new citizen.” Through overcoming all opposition and limitations, the person is 

meant to be transformed. Rather than repressing the individual under the collective as state 

socialism has often been viewed as, the collective requires its parts to all become heroic 

individuals, and this was encouraged through all the outlets of a modern state.66 The 
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iconography of model workers is therefore part of this wider ideological project, while at the 

same time also being just a concrete system of inspiring and rewarding workers for increasing 

production.67 

Despite the aims of universality, there were always clear limits on who could become a 

model worker in each society: restrictions could be characteristics like family or class 

background, political views or gender. As noted, there was also resistance from the workers: 

Verdery, in context of the Eastern European regimes, notes that the state-led “cult of work” 

often made the people develop the exact opposite attitude, trying to do their work as slowly 

and inefficiently as possible.68 While in theory everyone was supposed to look at the model 

workers and become one, it was neither possible nor desirable for many. Within the concept 

of ideal workers, both the hegemony-claiming state power and the agency of the individual 

workers clash and interact; neither the view of a purely state-crafted illusion nor a voluntary 

grassroots movement alone can describe the full reality.69  

 

3.2 Work and the Economic History of the DPRK 

 

As demonstrated, expectations associated with the ideal worker are deeply linked with 

economic and political changes. Understanding material developments and changes in 

ideology should therefore go hand in hand. This chapter discusses the history of North Korea, 

its cultural and economic changes, and how they have developed and affected the ideals 

about work and workers up to today. 

 

3.2.1 From rapid development to slow decline: 1945–1991 

The North Korean state emerged from a colonial background with majority of its leadership 

having been part of guerrilla activities against the Japanese from China and the USSR. 

Socialism had arrived in Korea via Japan in the early 20th century, and the strength of the 

ideology in the neighboring countries provided Korean left-wing activists help and 
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protection. Following Japan’s defeat, northern portion of Korea was occupied by the Soviet 

Red Army after the US-Soviet deal to split the country, and the Soviet administrators hand-

picked Kim Il Sung to become the leader. The DPRK state can be therefore said to have been 

born from the combination of local Korean communist movement and its anti-colonialism 

ideas, the international socialist ideology and ties with communists in China and the USSR, 

and the concrete Soviet presence after 1945.70  

Korea in 1945 was obviously also shaped by the decades of Japanese rule. Most of the 

modern infrastructure had been built during the colonial period, including the industrial base 

concentrated in the north that would become the basis for North Korea’s economy. Like the 

Bolsheviks and the peasantry in Russia, the Japanese had seen Koreans as having inherent 

negative qualities as modern workers due to their presumed backwardness. There had been 

campaigns in Korea since 1939 to conscript the population into work and to increase 

production for the war effort. Workplaces were shown as part of the battlefront and good 

workers were praised as “industrial warriors.” A model worker system with military-like 

medals was established, and the media told stories of heroic self-sacrifices. While much of 

the work was coercive, there were also material benefits given out to motivate the Koreans.71 

Taking note of Nazi German practices, the Japanese also attempted to have control over the 

free time and lifestyles of their workers, for production was seen as a wider matter of a 

worker’s character. The push for higher production and recognition of industrial warriors was 

therefore connected to the wider colonial mission of bringing Koreans as a people into 

modernity.72 

To this extent, part of the Korean population was already familiar with production efforts 

when the communists came into power. The first post-liberation work campaigns already 

started before the official establishment of the state, led by various local institutions, 

workplaces or by the workers themselves. These campaigns were made around goals varying 

from specific local issues to country-wide drives. They also relied on socialist emulation, 

aiming to raise the level of production by having the workers invent new methods through 

competition and then generalizing the new inventions across industries. These campaigns, 
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such as the “Production Shock Movement,” (saengsandolgyŏgundong 생산돌격운동) were 

often led by various “shock brigades” (tolgyŏktae 돌격대) modeled after the Soviet example. 

They became important part of the North Korean organization of labour and are still utilized 

today.73 

North Korea’s own version of labour heroes in the Stakhanovite tradition soon followed. The 

first popular model worker was a railway engineer called Kim Hoeil (김회일, 1909–1996).74 

In January of 1947, he and his fellow railway workers were struggling with fuel shortages 

and broken locomotives. The nearby mine was said to have low quality coal that couldn’t be 

used as fuel, but with the new method proposed by Kim, they managed to carry coal on their 

backs from the mine, make it burnable in the locomotive and reach Pyongyang according to 

schedule. Within weeks, Kim Hoeil and his comrades were recognized by Kim Il Sung with a 

letter of gratitude and an order to generalize his method across the country,75 and “Kim Hoe 

Il Movement” was launched country wide. He later became the Minister of Transportation 

and a member of the Central People’s Committee on Economic Policy. His achievements in 

the 1940s and the movement named after him are still occasionally celebrated in the state 

media today.76 

Kim’s story is familiar: he was able to change a situation through his own innovativeness 

(using coal that was thought to be useless), worked hard by putting in more physical effort 

(by carrying coal on their backs) and his success made it possible to fulfill their orders and 

exceed them. His rise to a high governmental position also reveals benefits such feats could 

bring to an individual. More labour heroes followed Kim, and the system of rewarding them 

was institutionalized properly during the Korean War (1950-1953). The titles would bring 

various material benefits, and their images were brought up in the media as something to 

emulate for their sacrifice, loyalty, and honor. The actual titles were almost identically copied 

from the Soviet Union, with the highest of them relating to work being the Hero of Labor, 
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alternatively known as the Labor Hero of the DPRK (roryŏkyŏngung 로력영운). Despite its 

name, the title has not been limited strictly to labourers: rather, it is a more general prize 

given for anyone who has benefitted the country, including the leaders, sports competitors, 

military personnel, artists et cetera. Still, ordinary workers can also receive the medal, and as 

such makes it the closest thing to a general model worker system there is in North Korea. 

Under the main award, there are specific sub-categories for awarding different fields, such as 

mining, sciences, and construction.77 

Changes in production during the Korean War would usher in a type of war communism that 

informed the later years, as the war demonstrated how production capabilities could be 

brought up under a crisis. Rather than post-war normalization, the state of emergency that 

justified overt state controls beyond laws and demanded higher production never fully 

dissipated.78 Mao’s China functioned as an inspiration as the campaigns to “speed up” the 

move towards communism had begun there; the DPRK was following suit with its 

nationalization projects, purges, and doubling down on ideological rigidity.79 

Like in the USSR, the trade unions held potential of acting as independent representation for 

the workers and as such a space for opposition against the state. Despite attempts at more 

autonomous forms, there was little space for a worker movement under a state that claimed 

the workers were already in full control through the so-called democratic centralism of the 

vanguard state. The unions were fully subjugated into the GFTUK (General Federation of 

Trade Unions of Korea), which was taken over by the state 1959.80 Another problem familiar 

from the USSR was the power of managers in the highly hierarchical One-Person 

Management system (yuilgwallije 유일괄리제) that had been implemented in 1946. This was 

dealt by moving to the Taean Work System (taeanŭi saŏpch'egye 대안의사업체계) in 1961, 

which decreased the power of the managerial class and integrated each workplace into the 

Party hierarchies instead. This allowed for more ideological education to be integrated to the 
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workplace, as the party officials visited the workers to give ideological lectures and raise 

moral.81 

Kim Il Sung also introduced Juche (주체), self-reliance, as the country’s leading ideology. 

Deeply suspecting of both Soviet and Chinese influences, Juche focused on “doing things our 

own way” and minimizing any dependency to other countries while strengthening domestic 

unity and materials. Still presented as a form of socialism, Juche took a strong turn towards 

nationalistic tendencies and helped to consolidate power to the leadership, as Kim purged 

both the Chinese and Soviet Korean factions of the leadership.82 By the time of the 4th Party 

Congress in 1961, Kim Il Sung had fully taken over control and purged most of the so-called 

reactionary forces that had hoped for reforms similar to de-Stalinization in the USSR. The 

North Korean institutions and cultural features created in these years made it into relatively 

unique state compared with the other socialist regimes.83 

These institutions became the building blocks of the DPRK that still exist and influence the 

country. Many view the period from late 50s to early 70s as the golden age of the country: 

economic growth was high, new ideological and cultural ideas emerged, and state goals were 

generally reached.84 To fit the new age, the masses needed to be transformed as well. The 

work campaigns were taken to a new level with the Chollima Movement (ch'ŏllimaundong 

천리마운동). Chollima is a figure from classical Chinese texts, translating to “Thousand Li 

Horse” – a symbol for traveling a long distances in a short time; in other words, speed.85 The 

horse was taken as a symbol to reaching modernity in the DPRK, with the workers bridging 

the distance of development in a flash through their devoted work. The exact starting date is 

usually put somewhere between 1956–1960, but it is contested.86 In any case, by 1958 the 

term was used by Kim Il Sung publicly and the movement was at its most fervent during the 

early 60s.  
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The Chollima era was not so much a coherent, single campaign but rather a period of intense, 

smaller campaigns. The Chollima Work Team Movement (ch'ŏllima jagŏppan undong 

천리마작업반운동), the most important individual campaign, again pushed nationwide 

socialist competition between workplaces and work teams. The movement’s beginning was 

attributed to the labour hero steel worker Chin Ŭngwŏn (진응원), though it was in reality 

planned by the central committee to help finish the five-year plan ahead of schedule.87 The 

influences for the campaign are obvious, as the Great Leap Forward was happening in China 

during the same time and shared many ideological qualities.88 It was not a direct copy, 

however: for one, while the Chinese campaign had quite disastrous results, the Chollima 

movement was able to successfully catapult North Korean development to a higher level and 

did succeed in affecting the ideological mentality of the participants.89 

The main theme of the Chollima period was speed.90 Speed in production, speed in 

development and speed in reaching modernity were all important, and the frantic atmosphere 

motivated workers to go beyond quotas by working more, inventing new methods and being 

more efficient. Speed can also be seen from the angle of leaving the past behind quickly: old 

attitudes and passivity were the opposite of what was needed, and the faster they were 

discarded, the better. This often also conveniently meant any foreign influences in the era of 

Juche, again helping Kim Il Sung with consolidation of power.91 

The model workers of this period were called Chollima Riders (ch'ŏllima gisu 천리마기수). 

Kim Il Sung launched the term in August 1960 with his speech titled “The Chollima Riders 

are Heroes of Our Age and Red Warriors of The Party.”92 The number of these Riders and the 

publicity they received was unprecedented, to the extent that Yee calls the 1960s as the “era 

of heroes,” with every imaginable communication format used for honoring them.93 The 

Riders were not only hard workers, but also innovators and reformers, and these values were 

codified in 1963’s The Chollima Riders Handbook.94 Sigley provides a typical example of the 

portrayal of Chollima Riders from written fiction in 1960: the characters in the story are 

taking part of a work project which meets various difficulties, but they manage to save the 
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situation through innovation and overworking. The main hero has no negative aspects in him 

and is perfect for emulation by other characters.95 This was typical for the era, and in close 

parallel to Mao’s conception of art as a higher ideal. 

While the actual Chollima Movement eventually became more of a myth than an on-going 

campaign, its spirit and achievements have been called back to repeatedly. In fact, the 

movement was barely over when Kim Jong Il was already setting up a similar attempt in the 

1970s in the form of Three Revolutions Team Movement (samdae hyŏngmyŏng sojo undong 

3대혁명소조운동). In the 80s, they were followed by various speed battles (soktojŏn 

속도전), calling for intense work for shorter periods of time. While aiming for increased 

production and socialist emulation, these movements were more structured and lacked the 

manic chaos of the Chollima period – the “Korean revolution” became increasingly 

streamlined and institutionalized. The later movements also lacked in success, as the DPRK’s 

economy began to slow down starting in the 70s.96 

In terms of ideology, it was in the 1980s when more notable changes to the system emerged 

in North Korea. The challenges posed by the fast rising of neighboring reform-era China and 

quickly developing South Korea became increasingly obvious. The Chinese reforms posed an 

ideological challenge, and a similar path of political liberalizations was at the very least 

flirted with, though never fully implemented. The 8.3 People’s Consumer Goods Movement 

(8.3 inminsobip'um saengsan undong 8.3인민소비품 생산 운동) in 1984 was notable for 

opening up a small piece of marketization in the form of farmers’ markets, which were 

restricted to selling daily consumables and helped to support the limping public distribution 

system (PDS).97 Under the movement, it also became possible to work other jobs than the one 

assigned by the state. Economic adventurism peaked with the first attempts at establishing 

Special Economic Zones in 1991.98  

Kim Jong Il, the official successor in the country since 1980’s 6th Party Congress, had taken 

the lead on the cultural front and this led to partial liberalizations in the arts. Unlike the 

Chollima era’s flawless revolutionary worker heroes, there could now be a wider cast of 
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representations. This included ordinary people with flaws who could rise to the occasion to 

overcome challenges, the so-called “hidden heroes.” The works were still meant to agitate 

people into productivity, but the themes were more subtle. Not every character was a manual 

laborer anymore either. While the characters did do work, they were not just workers and 

could have more elaborate and varied identities.99  

 

3.2.2 Managing the crisis and entering the Kim Jong Un era: 1991–2020 

The existing problems with economy and ideological legitimacy in North Korea became 

more apparent as the Soviet Union and other socialist regimes collapsed in early 1990s and 

took the advantageous trade deals with them. The modernized agriculture in the DPRK was 

heavily dependent on foreign imports and was unsustainable in the scenario where foreign 

trade and aid decreased.100 Other industries were equally dependent on imports, most 

critically in the energy sector. With the USSR’s energy subsidies gone, the following energy 

crisis quickly created a domino effect that affected most industries, which led to problems in 

agriculture.101 The final straw were the harsh weather conditions in 1994 and 1995, as floods 

and droughts contributed to the problems and lead to a shortage of food.102 The PDS that had 

provided daily consumables for the population had started experiencing regional hiccups and 

suspensions since the late 1980s, collapsing almost entirely in 1995.103 Estimates suggest that 

around a third of the factories in the country had to close down due to lack of raw materials 

and electricity, and the workers skipped work as they had to find ways to provide for 

themselves elsewhere.104 Ominously, Kim Il Sung got increasingly sick and passed away 

around the same period in July 1994. The famine that started in the mid-90s was named as 

“The Arduous March” (konanŭi haenggun 고난의 행군), and it led to the death of at least 

hundreds of thousands, if not over a million people.105  
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The Arduous March became another central moment for the DPRK both economically and 

ideologically. Economically, people could no longer rely on the state-led welfare, kickstarting 

the grassroots surge of market activities and relative de-centralization in the economy. These 

changes necessitated an ideological shift on individual level, as they required independence 

from the state and new attitudes towards doing business. The state was resentful of these 

developments but had little options. The markets were eventually formally institutionalized 

through a number of policies in 2002 and 2003, namely the “7.1 Measures” (7.1 kyŏngje 

kwalli kaesŏn choch'i 7.1경제 관리 개선 조치). The more recent black markets that had 

formed during the famine years were combined with the previous farmers’ markets, and it 

was made legal to buy and sell a larger variety of consumer items.106 More than an approval 

of the markets, the reforms can be described as crisis management, and the state attempted to 

backtrack on them in the following decade, without success.107 This back-and-forth 

movement in trying to reign the markets in, failing and then letting them have more 

autonomy has been characteristic of the reforms since the early 2000s up to this day.108 

The Arduous March brought a significant change in state ideology as well. While militarism 

always had had a place in the DPRK cultural expression, the late 1990s saw it become the 

central policy direction. The Military-First Politics (sŏn'gunjŏngch'i 선군정치) enacted by 

Kim Jong Il aimed not to replace Juche, but was rather a refocusing of it, making the Korean 

People’s Army (KPA) central in all decision making.109 State newspaper Rodong Sinmun 

summarized this in 1999: “the military is the party, the people, and the nation” and that the 

military-first politics would prevent collapse of socialism, which was “a serious lesson drawn 

from the history of socialist politics in the 20th century.”110 

The iconography of the soldier, or the soldier-worker, became increasingly important as is 

quite clearly represented by one the slogans of the time: “military first, workers after” 

(sŏn'gunhu-ro 선군후로). Rather than the workers, the army became the central subject of 

the North Korean struggle and the model for the population to emulate.111 This development 
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is not unique, though North Korea took it further than others: both the USSR and China had 

their eras of increased focus military over other aspects of society, usually as a response to 

crisis. It is a reinterpretation of the world in the narrative of a desperate battle for survival, 

and the nation as a victim trying to defend itself against outside aggression. This can explain 

the suffering and the presence of death in the daily life as it provides the hardships with a 

historical and collectivist importance that enhances national cohesion.112 

Since coming to power in 2011, Kim Jong Un has shown a tendency to move away from 

some of his father’s politics. The ruling Worker’s Party of Korea (WPK) has been put back 

into the centre, while the military’s role has decreased. There has been a return to the pre-

crisis era with a more orthodox and regulated system of one-party rule. First, the Songun 

politics were replaced with a Kim Il Sung reminiscent policy of dual development of the 

economy and the military in 2013. Only five years later the development was proclaimed 

complete and the focus was changed to be all-out on the economy.113 As another part of the 

move towards a more law- and institution-based rule, the Party congresses and other 

decision-making procedures have been restructured into regular events.114  

Songun itself has become more of a personal symbol for Kim Jong Il and has lost most of its 

policy purposes and even connections to the military.115 The number of KPA representative at 

important events have decreased and Kim Jong Un’s official political legitimacy is based on 

his position in the Party rather than the National Defense Commission, the institution that led 

the country under Kim Jong Il: it was disbanded in 2016 and replaced with the State Affairs 

Commission as the leading organ.116 That is not to say that the military has no power at all, 

but it seems to be confined back to its traditional roles of national defense and weapons 

development rather than having a central position over the whole society. 

For the economy, Kim Jong Un seemed to embrace the marketization for his first few years, 

at least up to a point: small changes in making enterprises freer from state control were made, 

for example. The reforms dried up in the middle of the decade, and the growing economy was 

damaged further by the increased US-led sanctions in the following years. After that, the 
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markets have more or less continued to be left in their current form.117 To this day, legal 

private ownership is not recognized, and any larger company must still be registered as being 

state-owned. This also forces them to follow state laws regarding aspects like wages and 

responsibilities in food distribution. Still, these companies are not in reality directly 

controlled by party officials like would officially be required according to the old Taean 

Work System.118  

In theory, this change in the production relations could have ramifications for how people 

view themselves vis-à-vis the state. Such change, namely the people becoming less and less 

reliant on the state, has often been cited as the transformative moment for the collapse or 

reformation of state socialist countries. The new forms of individualism that emerge from 

participation in the markets expectedly have had disruptive effects on highly centralized and 

collective societies. Therefore, it has long been predicted that this would also spell doom for 

the regime in North Korea, or at least force its hand to enact system-shattering reforms.119 

Still, North Korea has some specific features that the previous states lacked, making it more 

resistant to changes. It has not developed a nation-wide network of markets, but instead relies 

heavily on regionally based ones because of the restrictions on movement and poor 

infrastructure. This segmentation has kept the market forces at the local level while the 

planned economy remains strong on the national level.120 The markets have required people 

in North Korea to develop new networks or use already existing ones in novel ways, which is 

common in many post-socialist societies that faced large and sudden retreat of the state’s 

role. These networks could potentially develop into stronger entities that challenge and even 

takeover power vacuums leftover by the state, as occurred in post-Soviet Russia. On the other 

hand, it is possible for them to be co-opted by the state, tying the markets into public 

institutions and making them complement the state rather than challenging it.121 The latter 

seems to be closer to reality in the case of North Korea. 

It is notable that managerial styles from the pre-90s period have continued even to the private 

firms. Engaging in socialist competition and ideological sessions held by party officials 

continue even in many non-state-controlled workplaces. The expectation of the workplace 
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providing food distribution or even taking care of the workers’ private life also still exist, as 

do other shared cultural expectations of work.122 The workers in these companies are not, 

therefore, entirely out of the state’s reach ideologically. The distinction between working in a 

genuine state-led company and a privately controlled one likely isn’t always clear from the 

workers’ point of view. Since part of the entrepreneurs’ income goes to the state, they could 

take part in the work campaigns to boost production; certainly, the party officials checking on 

them would encourage such behavior. With the latest moves towards giving further legal 

autonomy to these enterprises while also incorporating them more into the state’s production 

plans, it does seem like the direction is towards greater company autonomy, but as part of the 

larger state policy and ideology. 

Smaller companies also tend to not bother to legally register themselves if they can operate 

discreetly.123 In addition to organizations, there are many individual people, mostly women, 

who engage in small-scale market activities. Women registered as housewives are not 

required to have a state-assigned job, giving them opportunities to spend more time at the 

markets. For others, it is possible to bribe one’s workplace to not have to participate. Still, as 

the markets are now institutionalized, renting a place in them requires paying a state official. 

These people also are mobilized to the work campaigns, being forced to abandon their market 

activities for the time or use even more bribes.124  

Some defector testimonies have indicated that attendance in political education and 

mobilization dropped significantly in the 90s and are unlikely to have recovered their 

importance in people’s minds since then.125 Other defectors have indicated that more market 

activities have corresponded with more negative perception of state policies and wish for 

reform.126 In this sense, North Korea is indeed following the example of other post-socialist 

societies. The North Korean state, however, do not necessary require its participants to 

believe in its ideology as long as people do not openly go against it. As the new class of 
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people with money have gained social status and power, it might even be in their interest to 

uphold the state’s structures to secure their newly gained wealth and social position.127  

Other cultural changes under Kim Jong Un have been limited. While Kim Jong Il was 

famously fond of the arts, they have not been in the foreground in the 2010s: the number of 

movies produced has drastically decreased, for example.128 Meanwhile, technological 

advancements have allowed for new mediums of communication, as well as improvements of 

the old. TV programming has increased heavily in the last years and the quality of programs 

like the news has improved, lately even including live coverage.129 Further steps have also 

been taken to communicate outwards through the Internet.130 Ideology and the cult around the 

Kim family are still always present but are not the only focus: in that sense, Kim Jong Un’s 

time has continued the previous line of slight liberalization in arts. Gabroussenko likens the 

current era to the time of de-Stalinization in the USSR in terms of culture, minus the 

denunciation against the cult of personality.131 

More than ever before, there is now outside competition for the attention of the North 

Koreans. Foreign art and media, mostly South Korean and Chinese, started to penetrate the 

North in the 1990s and are now widespread according to most estimations. This has not gone 

unnoticed by the leadership, and Kim Jong Un has repeatedly called for strengthening 

ideological education and the fight against anti-socialist influences. He has also stressed the 

need to improve and modernize the country’s domestic arts and media, likely as a way to 

compete with the foreign products.132 Trying to cater to a population already used to capitalist 

media would likely have to mean further increases in the  flexibility and freedom in the arts 

production, as well as moving away from just repeating the old-fashioned cultural images of 

past decades. 
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For the politics of productivity, it is likely that the recentering of the Party in place of the 

military and the marketization process have together affected the ideals regarding work. 

Following the economic developments of recent years, the rising urbanite middle class has 

been accepted more into the narratives, including intellectuals and service workers. 

Consumption and leisure get more attention, as does technological development.133 At the 

same time, much of the past culture remains. The militarism and anti-Americanism from the 

Kim Jong Il era have stayed, though they have been susceptible to the shifting realities of 

foreign policy.134 The nuclear program and missiles keep being been heavily featured in most 

forms of media, a sign of their importance for the legitimacy of the leadership.135 

Marketization in its current form is limited as a cultural force, as Lankov et al. point out: 

“Private enterprises with a hired workforce are not mentioned in the North Korean media, 

which still does all it can to maintain a façade of an exemplary socialist system.”136  

One tool still used by the state is the nostalgia for the golden age under Kim Il Sung.  After 

the 7th Party Congress in 2016, the new five-year plan was launched with “a new epoch” – 

the Mallima era (mallima shidae 만리마시대).  Almost a direct of copy of everything that 

the Chollima movement represented in the 60s, Mallima was cheered on with mass rallies, 

posters, and songs. The term itself, an upgraded version from the “Thousand Li Horse” of 

Chollima to “Ten Thousand Li Horse,” had been sometimes used during the initial movement 

in the 60s137 but not in any central way. Seemingly the goals were the same as ever: boosting 

ideological commitment and increasing production, though the movement did underline the 

threat of counter-revolutionary forces and wrong attitudes more than its predecessors.138 

Mallima was also associated with youth and the power of the younger generations as drivers 

of change, themes that have been central during Kim Jong Un’s leadership.139 However, 

nostalgia has its limits: mentions of Mallima disappeared from the official media after 

January 2020. Later in May, the mentions of the movement in a poster was blurred in the 

background of a news program. As 2020 was the final year of the five-year plan, it was likely 
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already clear in January that the goals would not be reached, and the officials admitted openly 

as much in August.140 Mallima had clearly failed to bring production increases and seems to 

have been scrapped entirely to not remind people of the failure. 

Another resurfaced tradition under Kim Jong Un have been the speed battles, a form of work 

campaigns that focus on increasing production in a specific set of days ranging from 70 to 

200. Speed battles are closely linked with state anniversaries and party congresses, either 

preparing for them or starting immediately after them.141  The first speed battle was in 1974, 

and there have been altogether nine since then. Unlike the larger work campaigns, the speed 

battles have less of a thematic approach but focus purely on meeting quotas and development 

goals in schedule. People are mobilized from their usual positions to certain tasks that are 

most pressing, such as construction work or disaster relief. Individual workplaces often have 

charts with a countdown to the end of the campaign and rankings for individuals. Those who 

perform well are rewarded and their feats act as a model for others – in other words, it is just 

focused form of socialist emulation.142 As the speed battles are associated with anniversaries, 

they can be viewed as a type of ideological celebration. The dates, such as founding of the 

country, are meant to be inspiring, and to celebrate them is to work harder. While the dates 

themselves are free of work as national holidays, the free days are earned by previous 

months’ increased effort. With the Party meetings are now regularized, the speed battles will 

likely also be implemented in a more institutionalized and consistent manner than in the past. 

The pressures for liberalizations and the state push for nostalgia seem contradictory. The 

failure of the Mallima movement can be viewed as a clear setback for the approach of trying 

to recapture past glories with minimal reinterpretation. In the current politics of productivity, 

this could mean that the changes are less significant than what the material developments 

might otherwise indicate. On the other hand, the slow liberalization in the arts point towards 

there very likely being less-strict representations now than in the past eras. The main analysis 

in the following chapters will explore this little researched angle further. 
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4 METHODOLOGY 

 

4.1 On Producing Knowledge about North Korea  

 

Before discussing the methods and the data, a brief discussion on North Korean studies in 

general is necessary. Attempting to understand a culture one is not directly in contact with 

has always been a challenge for researchers. Even in the globalized era, North Korea remains 

primarily as an object of study conducted from afar. This is understandable, considering that 

the country remains off-limits for most, never more intensely than at the time of writing due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic. This reality poses limitations on the methodology. 

This thesis does not attempt to describe work of North Koreans as it exists in the everyday 

reality. Rather, the object of analysis are the ideals and goals of the state, specifically the 

forms that they are communicated with. While this has potential correlation to the everyday 

realities, proving that would require different methodology and data. Furthermore, even 

describing the state's goals is not simple. The North Korean media as a propaganda tool is not 

perfect, and the way it communicates is not always ideal to the state's goals. Variables from 

deep-rooted institutional cultures to lack of funding guide how the final product appears. 

While certainly open to analysis, the gaps between intention, policy and output are difficult to 

verifiably prove. That leaves the main object of this study to be the media output as it is more 

than its intentions or effects, though those will unavoidably be touched upon too. In short, the 

North Korean media products are results of influences by the reality on the ground, the state’s 

goals and the constraints of formats, politics and culture – any product from analyzing them 

is then also restricted by these influences and cannot claim to purely represent only a single 

aspect such as the intended goals. 

There are ways to minimize the problems from these limitations. Already in the previous 

chapters, texts made by authors with direct experience in North Korea were consulted, as was 

some South Korean research. Direct North Korean sources are used when suitable, and the 

main data for the analysis consists of materials created by the North Korean state. Of course, 

using North Korean state materials also has its own limitations: as Schmid points out, past 

studies of state socialism have often had the states’ own narratives of total control transferred 

from the materials to the conclusions. Even when the studies were otherwise critical, the 
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assumptions of monolithic and collective societies that fit the Cold War stereotypes were 

accepted. Only later, after the collapse of most of the socialist regimes, has it been recognized 

that the dominance of the state was often far overestimated.143 The states, too, have limited 

information and make mistakes: there is dominance, but it is never total.  

Additionally, Schmid notes the need to bring North Korea into the wider history of state 

socialism and beyond just the narratives of personality cult or state dominance.144 While 

certain aspects of North Korean history and politics are no doubt unique, they are not 

mythical, and have developed out of clear influences and material conditions.145 North Korea 

should therefore be understood as a result of intermixing of global influences and local 

conditions both; a state with distinctive qualities but still just a state among states. Opening 

North Korea up for comparisons, as is done in this thesis, reduces the risk of essentializing it, 

while also placing it more firmly as a part of global, on-going historical processes. 

As always, personal qualities of the author also play a part in limiting research. Linguistical 

constraints and familiarity to Western academic spaces and resources mean that still the 

majority of the sources used for this thesis still come from the English-speaking world, in 

large part from the US. While it would be tempting to claim distance from the historical 

tendencies of such research like the Cold War mindsets or Orientalism, they no doubt remain 

as an influencing factor to some extent. “We look at it and see ourselves,” is how Bruce 

Cumings has described the experience of Westerner analysts looking at North Korea,146 and 

this remains a concern even when one actively tries to minimize such biases. 

 

4.2 Data 

 

The data samples used were chosen with the main research question in mind, the 

characteristics associated with work and workers. Data from the DPRK media was selected as 

the most direct available source for this information. The media is a primary way for the state 

 
143 Andre Schmid, “Historicizing North Korea: State Socialism, Population Mobility, and Cold War 

Historiography,” The American Historical Review 123, no. 2 (2 April 2018), 446–447. 
144 Schmid, “Historicizing North Korea,” 440. 
145 Heonik Kwon and Byung-Ho Chung, North Korea: Beyond Charismatic Politics (Lanham, Md: Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishers, 2012), 1–2. 
146 Bruce Cumings, “We Look at It and See Ourselves,” London Review of Books, 15 December 2005, 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v27/n24/bruce-cumings/we-look-at-it-and-see-ourselves. 



 

35 

 

to communicate its ideals to its people and people abroad. The specific data sets, explained in 

detail below, were chosen after an initial investigation of North Korean mediascape and a 

review of previous research. The data’s timeframe was constrained within the period of Kim 

Jong Un’s leadership from late 2011 to the end of 2020, as this is a manageable timeframe 

and a change in the highest leadership is likely to have affected policy directions. While time 

and space constraints limited the size of the data sample, various types of medias across 

different formats were included to increase the generalizability of the sample. Popularity of 

each publications was also a consideration. Further limitations came from accessibility 

through the Internet and the requirement for English-language content. The three chosen data 

sets, the periodical Korea Today, the newspaper Rodong Sinmun and the two films are 

introduced separately in detail in the following sections. 

The use of English language data, rather than Korean, was chosen in part because of the time 

constraints: going through large sets of data in Korean would have taken a longer time, so the 

size of the data was prioritized. Qualitative analysis would have also required a higher level 

of fluency for not to miss out on important contexts and nuance in the wordings. Using 

English data has some ramifications for the generalizability of the results. Myers has 

developed the idea of different tracks in North Korean propaganda aims: an inner track for 

domestic audience, an outer track aimed still at the domestic population but with the 

understanding that foreigners might also see it, and an export track that is purely aimed at 

foreign audiences.147 Because of the use of English language in the text data, Korea Today 

and Rodong Sinmun are on the export track. However, while Korea Today indeed seems to be 

entirely aimed at foreigners, Rodong Sinmun’s English version is almost entirely based on the 

Korean version and as such, bears similar messaging on average as the Korean version and 

resembles an outer track release. The two films here can be understood as outer track as well, 

as they were popular inside the country but while also shown outside of it.  

There is also reason to believe that the characterizations of work would be similar for both 

foreign and domestic audiences. As already shown in the literary review, the idealizing of 

workers has the two-track intention of inspiring the domestic audience and legitimizing the 

leading ideology to outsiders – this is achieved through more or less the same means, so it is 

likely going to be less of a target for major changes than for example foreign policy related 

 
147 B.R. Myers, “North Korea’s Juche Myth: Introduction (2015),” Sthele Press (blog), August 10, 2020, 

https://sthelepress.com/index.php/2020/08/10/north-koreas-juche-myth-introduction-2015-b-r-myers/. 
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topics. While it would require further analysis to see the exact differences between the inner 

and outer track media regarding this topic, it is reasonable to suggest that the results from this 

thesis point towards the overall characterizations and not only some specific creation made 

for foreign audiences despite the language. The categories presented here are likely also be 

present in the Korean versions, though the emphasis could differ, and there could be 

additional categories that are not carried over to the export track. Another thing pointing to 

similarity between the two is the constant use of directly translated terms and slogans that are 

also common in the Korean media. For clarity, when such terms are discussed in the analysis 

section, their analogous Korean language versions are provided for potential comparison. 

It is also worth noting that the conception of these separate tracks is by no means perfect and 

absolute,148 and the way North Korea handles its media releases is not always consistent. This 

is especially true with translations, where changes in tone or awkward wordings can be 

results of mistakes rather than any calculated intention of meaning.149 These issues would be 

especially problematic when trying to deeply analyze meaning behind single words or 

sentences without larger context, but are less of an issue in an analysis such as this where the 

data pool is relatively large and the focus is more on larger, repeating patterns. Therefore, 

while the usage of the English language in the majority of the data does restrict the 

meaningfulness of the results to an extent, they are still suggestive of the wider approach to 

work in the DPRK. 

 

4.2.1 Korea Today 

Korea Today is a monthly magazine published by the Foreign Languages Publishing House 

in Pyongyang. It is published in several languages, including English, Russian and Chinese. It 

has continued under its current branding since 1959. Each number contains roughly 50 to 55 

pages, including many photographs. It covers variety of different topics, including culture, 

trade, economics, and history. While the magazine is not split visibly into sections, there is a 

tendency on every issue to have certain types of articles in the same pages with reoccurring 

topics. For example, the last three articles are usually about foreign policy matters, preceded 

 
148 Benjamin Silberstein, “Book Review: ‘North Korea’s Juche Myth,’” 38 North, 1 July 2016, 

https://www.38north.org/2016/07/bksilberstein070116/. 
149 Martin Weiser, “Translation in Isolation: The Rare, the Bad, and the Weird,” Sino NK, 6 July 2017, 

https://sinonk.com/2017/07/06/translation-in-isolation-the-rare-the-bad-and-the-weird/. 
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by sections about folk culture, natural attractions and medicine. The latter part of the 

magazine always contains a one or two pages long fictional short story, while the first pages 

include commentary on some current events such as relevant anniversaries and celebrations. 

These sections are not set in stone and the length of each one can vary according to each 

issue, but the general structure remains similar over time. The sections most relevant for this 

study were usually located in the middle sections that discuss technical advancements and 

work projects, though other sections also sporadically contained relevant content. 

To provide longitudinal perspective of the Kim Jong Un era, two magazines from each year 

between 2013 to 2020 were chosen at random. The photographs and fictional stories were 

included in the analysis when relevant. Korea Today was chosen over other periodicals, such 

as DPR Korea or Foreign Trade, based on its more frequent featuring of topics related to the 

thesis. As a magazine made for foreigner audiences, the depictions of work here are useful 

for seeing how the DPRK state wants itself to be projected to others and follows in the 

tradition of the politics of productivity being used for gaining legitimacy in the world. 

The magazines were downloaded from the NK Pro website’s KCNAWatch section. The 

service, in turn, has obtained the media directly from websites maintained by North Korea, 

but includes a more user-friendly interface and earlier archives starting from 2013. Two 

numbers were randomly selected from each year, yielding altogether 16 numbers. See the 

footnote for details on specific issue numbers.150 The majority of Korea Today articles have 

the name of the authoring journalist on them, and this is noted in the references when 

available. 

 

4.2.2 Rodong Sinmun 

Another section of the data looks at articles around a single work campaign, the 80-day speed 

battle (80 ilchŏnt'u 80일 전투) that lasted from October to the end of December of 2020, as 

reported by Rodong Sinmun (로동신문). Rodong Sinmun is a daily newspaper, published 

since 1945 and functions as the primary voice of the ruling WPK. An English version has 

 
150 While 2013 was the earliest year achieved online on NK Pro, the years 2013 and 2014 missed a number of 

releases: 2013 lacked issues 8 and 9, containing altogether ten releases, while 2014 lacked issues 3, 7, 9 and 

10, containing altogether eight releases. The random sample of two issues for these first years were taken 

from the one’s accessible in the achieve. The final issues of the magazine from each year that were included 

in the data were as follows: 2013 – 6, 11; 2014 – 5, 11; 2015 – 4, 10; 2016 – 11, 12; 2017 – 2, 11; 2018 – 6, 

7; 2019 – 1, 3; 2020 – 10, 12. 
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been published since 2012. Articles contain anywhere from a few sentences to two pages of 

text – no images were included in the consulted achieved versions of the articles. The Korean 

language version is more extensive, while the English version mostly contains summarized 

pieces translated from the Korean versions.  

The sample was selected for its relevance considering the topic, its recency, as well as the 

publication being the most popular news source in the country. Due to the generality of the 

topic of work, using simple keywords for finding a well-defined sample is difficult, making it 

more sensible to focus on a single event that provides relevant contents such as a work 

campaign. All the articles in this data set were directly related with the main topic and part of 

the analysis. 

The Rodong Sinmun articles were searched and obtained through the aggravate search 

function on the website NK Pro.151 The campaign was announced on the 6th of October in 

2020 and concluded at the end of the year. The search results were filtered by using the 

search word “80-day”, restricting results to only Rodong Sinmun and limiting the search 

period to between 06.10.2020 and 31.12.2020. This yielded altogether 145 articles. Rodong 

Sinmun never mentions individual authors of articles, and as such authors are not noted in the 

references. 

 

4.2.3 Filmography 

Two films were included in the data: Comrade Kim Goes Flying (2012) and The Story of Our 

Home (2016). These are the only available fictional films from the investigated period that 

where available online with English subtitles and fitting withing the framing of the thesis.152 

They were chosen to give the data more variety in formats by including more art and fiction, 

which generally provide opportunities for more wide range of expression and artistic 

approaches than the journalistic formats allow. The movies naturally also provide more 

 
151 Both Korea Today and Rodong Sinmun were accessed by using the website NK Pro or its linked service 

KCNAWatch. Some features, such as the search aggravate, require a monetary subscription to use. This was 

provided to the University of Helsinki by the AsiaPortal service, maintained by the Nordic Institute of Asian 

Studies. 
152 Film production has dramatically decreased after Kim Jong Il’s death and there are only handful films from 

the last decade overall. At least two more foreign co-production films from this period exist, but they were 

not relevant to the topic at hand: A Chinese co-production about ballet, A Promise Made in Pyongyang 

(P'yŏngyangesŏŭi yaksok) released in 2012, and an American co-production war film The Day The Mountain 

Cried, released in 2018. 
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opportunities for visual analysis. While North Korean films have been a popular object of 

study in the past, the academic works mainly focus on the golden age of film during Kim 

Jong Il’s leadership and not the latest ones. While work or workers are not directly the main 

topic in either of the films, the theme is touched upon and present in many scenes, providing 

valuable content for the analysis.  

Comrade Kim Goes Flying (Kimdongmunŭn hanŭrŭl nanda 김동무는 하늘을 난다) was 

released in 2012 and directed by Kim Gwang Hun, Nicholas Bonner and Anja Daelemans. It 

is a co-production between British, Belgian and North Korean filmmakers, entirely set and 

filmed in Pyongyang. The film length is 81 minutes. The main character, Kim Yong Mi, is a 

28-year old woman working in a coal mine in the countryside but dreaming of becoming an 

acrobat in Pyongyang. Despite her father’s objections, she gets an opportunity to go to 

Pyongyang to work in a construction site, giving her a chance to also visit the circus and 

attempt an audition for acrobats. She fails the audition due to her fear of heights, and the local 

acrobat star Pak Jang Phil makes fun of her for her miner background. Returning to work at 

the construction site, the heroine is helped by the fellow construction workers to overcome 

her fear of heights and they all start practicing acrobatics, eventually performing together as a 

work team at the Workers’ Festival. Meanwhile the acrobat star Pak meets Yong Mi several 

more times and eventually takes a liking of her. After the construction project is finished, she 

returns to her hometown and leaves her dreams in order to go back to working in the coal 

mine. Pak follows Yong Mi to her hometown, persuading her to become an acrobat after all. 

The entire miner community comes together to persuade Yong Mi’s father to let her go and 

she returns to Pyongyang, trains hard for the audition and eventually passes it, becoming a 

celebrated acrobat and fulfilling her dreams.153 

The Story of Our Home (Uri chip iyagi 우리 집 이야기) was released in 2016 and directed 

by Ri Yun Ho and Ha Yong Ki. The film is entirely a North Korean production and the film 

length is 100 minutes. Rodong Sinmun noted the film as having been “a great public favorite” 

in the country and it won the Best Film award at the 15th Pyongyang International Film 

Festival in 2016, while the female lead was given the Best Actress of a Feature Film award. 

The story follows a family of three orphaned children whose two model worker parents 

 
153 More information available at the official website of the film: http://www.comradekimgoesflying.com/, with 

viewing possible through Vimeo: Comrade Kim Goes Flying, directed by Gwang Hun Kim, Nicholas 

Bonner, and Anja Daelemans (Another Dimension of an Idea; Korean Film Export and Import; Koryo 

Group, 2012), https://vimeo.com/comradekimgoesflying. 
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worked at Chollima Steel Complex but suddenly passed away. The oldest of the children, Un 

Jong, tries to take care of the family by herself and declines help from others despite her 

hardships. They are offered help by neighbours and workers from the steel plant, including Ri 

Jong A, a woman in her late teens whose mother knew the family through their workplace. 

While Un Jong first rejects everyone’s help, Jong A eventually becomes a mother-like figure 

for the children and her example brings other people to support them as well, such as the 

local Party chief and the entire neighbourhood committee. Eventually Jong A starts a whole 

orphanage, adopting more children, and is in the end rewarded in a national convention of 

young people held in Pyongyang. The children accept her as their mother and go on to live 

happily and she is celebrated as a model mother.154 

The film Comrade Kim Goes Flying was purchased through its official website, maintained 

by the non-Korean directors of the film. Meanwhile, the film The Story of Our Home was 

viewed through YouTube, where it has been uploaded by the user “DPRK Cinema,” one of 

the many channels that upload North Korean films on YouTube. Whether the individual 

channel is official and run by the state itself, or simply kept by an anonymous outsider, is 

difficult to say, and issues of copyright in general are notoriously difficult to be clear of in the 

context of North Korea.  

 

4.3 Method 

 

The research consists of qualitative content analysis (QCA) on the selected media data 

sample. As described by Julien, the aim of any content analysis is to categorize data into 

groups of similar categories and to reveal patterns. The trustworthiness and repeatability of 

the analysis comes through iterative analyses and by providing supporting examples for 

conclusions, as well as by providing a transparent description of the analytical process. The 

meaning of “text” in the context of content analysis can include images, film, and other types 

of communications in addition to just writing, and an analysis can include one or multiple of 

these types. QCA as a research method is flexible, and the categories can be set either 

 
154 The film was described in further detail in “The Story of Our Home,” Rodong Sinmun, August 10, 2017. The 

film is available for watching on YouTube with English subtitles at the time of writing: The Story of Our 

Home, directed by Yun Ho Ri and Yong Ki Ha (2016; DPRK Cinema, 2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZQrIY7G5Bf8. 
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deductively, meaning compiling them before the actual analysis, or inductively, where they 

emerge directly from the data as the product of the analysis.155 Unlike quantitative content 

analysis, QCA doesn’t simply count words but goes further by “examining meanings, themes 

and patterns that maybe manifest or latent.” The aim of QCA is to produce an understanding 

of reality in a systematic way from a sample, while recognizing that such a process is always 

to some extent subjective since the meanings are derived interpretively and are context 

dependent.156 In this thesis, the research process itself was informed further by the detailed 

step-by-step descriptions of qualitative analysis by Altheide and Schneider.157 The analysis 

was inductive, meaning no categories were established in advance and they evolved from the 

reading of the data. 

QCA can be further split to manifest analysis and latent analysis, the former focusing on the 

visible parts of the text and staying close to the original words, while the latter focuses more 

on interpreting deeper hidden meanings of the text.158 This distinction should be seen as 

gradual rather than absolute, however, as there are usually various levels of both types 

occurring during an analysis. This study leans more into manifest analysis, as the original 

words are frequently referred to and the object is the messages on the the surface level. The 

aim is to describe what has been said directly rather than trying to interpret hidden meanings. 

QCA was chosen over other methods primarily because of this potential of focusing on the 

text itself rather than deeper interpretations and intentions. It also gives more importance to 

the frequency of similar patterns in the data, while still maintaining a qualitative rather than a 

quantitative approach. While both thematic analysis and discourse analysis could have been 

utilized in some form, they tend to both focus inherently much more on the interpretative side 

and understanding underlying intentions.159  

 
155 Heidi Julien, “Content Analysis,” in The Sage Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods, ed. Lisa M. 

Given (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2008), 120–121. 
156 Devi Prasad, “Qualitative Content Analysis: Why Is It Still a Path Less Taken?,” Forum Qualitative 

Sozialforschung 20, no. 3 (September 28, 2019). “What is Qualitative Content Analysis?” section. 
157 David L. Altheide and Christopher J. Schneider, “Process of Qualitative Document Analysis,” in Qualitative 

Media Analysis, 2013, 38–74. 
158 Mariette Bengtsson, “How to Plan and Perform a Qualitative Study Using Content Analysis,” NursingPlus 

Open 2 (January 1, 2016): 6, 11.  
159 For a direct comparison of QCA with thematic analysis that makes this point, see Mojtaba Vaismoradi and 

Sherrill Snelgrove, “Theme in Qualitative Content Analysis and Thematic Analysis,” Forum Qualitative 

Sozialforschung 20, no. 3 (September 27, 2019). For discussion of discourse analysis around this point, see 

Mark Laffey and Jutta Weldes, “Methodological Reflections on Discourse Analysis,” Qualitative & Multi-

Method Research 2, no. 1 (March 31, 2004): 28–30. 
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As for using content analysis in the context of studying North Korean media, it “remains the 

standard in existing analyses of North Korea” according to Rich.160 Numerous journal articles 

have used similar procedures, such as Lee’s analysis of the portrayals of female boxers in 

North Korean media161 or Song’s categorizations on the media images of “maternal heroes” 

during the Songun era.162 Analysis on the politics of productivity in other countries also have 

taken similar approaches, such as Farley’s look at Chinese Model Workers across multiple 

different media formats.163 This thesis follows in the example of these works. 

The study is limited first and foremost by time and space constraints. QCA would benefit 

from multiple people taking part in the analysis to confirm the final results and to reduce 

subjectivity of a single author but was not conducted here. The data set also remains 

relatively limited in size compared to all the available data, weakening its generalizability. 

Additionally, as already discussed earlier in this chapter, using English language media by 

the North Korean state is also limiting in several ways compared to Korean content and 

restricts final conclusions to an extent. 

The research process itself was conducted through various stages. Firstly, as the data sets 

were decided upon, an initial reading was conducted to confirm they were fully suitable for 

the goals of the thesis, while also getting familiar with the mediums and general formats of 

the data. Particular sections were noted for investigations and sections not relevant for the 

topic were marked to be put aside. The data was also downloaded and arranged for easier 

access. This was followed by a complete reading of all the data with constant note writing 

about the contents while coding repeating patterns of descriptions. Each article, image and 

scene had its key features noted. Throughout this reading, notes on potential categories were 

continuously written and rewritten based on the patterns emerging from the data. 

After having gone through the entire data in this way, the consistent and repeated codes were 

assembled into categories. Preliminary categories made during the reading, numbering in 

around twenty, were reconsidered and either discarded when not consistent or combined with 

each other until the result matched all the data sufficiently and could be presented logically. 

 
160 Timothy S. Rich, “Introducing the Great Successor: North Korean English Language News Coverage of Kim 

Jong Un 2010–2011,” Communist and Post-Communist Studies 47, no. 2 (1 June 2014): 127–36. 
161 Jung Woo Lee, “Red Feminism and Propaganda in Communist Media: Portrayals of Female Boxers in the 

North Korean Media,” International Review for the Sociology of Sport 44, no. 2–3 (1 June 2009): 193–211. 
162 Hyeonjin Song, “The Types of Meanings of Maternal Heroes in the North Korean Songun (Military First) 

Era,” Journal of Peace and Unification 8, no. 1 (May 2018): 65–107. 
163 Farley, Model Workers in China. 
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This resulted in creation of four major categories. Lastly, any ambiguities in the notes were 

cleared up through rechecking the data points, and sections of the data were returned to 

repeatedly in order to pull up direct examples for writing out the descriptions of the 

categories.  

The following chapter contains the results of the analysis with descriptions of the four 

categories, presented and discussed with the support of direct examples. The analysis chapter 

answers the first research question about the characteristics associated with work and workers 

by the North Korean state in the current era. This is followed by a discussion chapter where 

the results are analyzed in the context of other countries and North Korea’s own past as 

covered in the literary review, providing an answer to the second research question on how 

the contemporary North Korean image of workers compares with other states and its own 

past. 
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5 ANALYSIS 

 

Four major work-related categories were identified from the analysis: firstly science and 

technology alongside with innovation and rationality, secondly collectivism and unity, thirdly 

correct morals and ideological qualities, and finally self-reliance. While the dataset was 

somewhat varied in format and period, these larger themes remained relatively constant 

throughout. The order in which the categories are listed is arbitrary and does not indicate their 

importance. Each data set is first discussed briefly on their own to further highlight the 

differences between the formats and time periods. This is then followed by the closer 

descriptions of each of the four categories. 

 

5.1 Differences across Format and Time 

 

The largest data set was the Korea Today magazines. As they cover a variety of topics, not all 

the text in each magazine was relevant. For example, looking at a single magazine like Issue 

6 from 2013, out of the 32 headlined articles only 13 had contents directly related to the topic 

of work. The rest are on topics like ideology, children, sports, including introductory pieces 

to a museum, a zoo and Mt. Paektu, and commentaries on the Korean War. Seemingly 

irrelevant articles were checked but discarded from the analysis if they had no relevant 

content to the topic. While this process can lead to some subjective choices, such as 

excluding sports from the meaning of work, in most cases it is very self-evident from the 

articles themselves whether they are relevant or not in the way work has been defined in the 

earlier chapters of this thesis. More important than the exact topic of each article was the 

framing, so for example a story of a visit to the Central Zoo contains only a single relevant 

sentence,164 while an article focusing on the daily work of the animal keepers of the zoo has 

much more relevance.165 

Most articles that did focus on work followed repeating narrative patterns. The journalist 

visits a workplace like an institute, a factory or a farm, then interview the manager or other 

 
164 Kwang Myong Chae, “Note of Visit to the Central Zoo,” Korea Today, June 2013, 38–39. 
165 Son Myong Kim, ”Feminine But Not Feeble,” Korea Today, December 2020, 30–31. 
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personnel there. The usual story begins with describing the successes that have been made, 

then note the obstacles there have been in the past, how they were overcome by the workers 

and how things are now better, finishing with a note how there will be continuous 

improvement in the future. With small variations, the same structure covers the majority of 

the content, whether the topic is about a factory making power cables,166 workers doing 

tideland reclamation,167 soda production,168 or research into traditional medicine.169 Less 

common but still numerous are articles focusing on single individuals, but they also follow 

the above narrative of success-obstacle-overcoming through recapping their life stories, as in 

an article on researcher O Sung Bong struggling to invent new metal production techniques170 

or in a piece about “hero workshop manager” Pak Ho Chol still overfulfilling his yearly 

quotas of processed stone by 200% after working there for three decades.171 

The general quality and design of Korea Today improved significantly in the timeframe from 

2013 to 2020. Image quality got progressively better, as did the graphic design with various 

background styles and frames being introduced to differentiate articles. Rather than having 

sudden big changes, the content improved year-by-year with smaller improvements. The 

general type of articles and their sections in the magazine, on the other hand, saw little 

change across the period. 

Most magazines contain two pages of a “short story,” a fictional writing continuing from one 

issue to the next. These are significantly different from the journalistic articles, as they 

contain more literary elements like describing the characters’ thoughts and emotions in detail. 

They focus more on human relations, and always contain clear moral lessons about how one 

should behave or act. Since the novels continue from one issue to another, the entire context 

of the story was not always clear, but the two pages usually gave enough information to 

understand the plot. As the fictional format gives more space to showing individual attitudes, 

thoughts, and emotions, the stories are somewhat similar to the fictional films in the data. 

Sometimes the stories focus so much on relationships that they had little relevance to the 

topic, such as the romantic story “Mangbuam” about a couple in love,172 while others were 

directly related like the story “My Subworkteam Members,” which describes the guilt and 

 
166 Hyon Jin Sim, “Quality Certification Develops,” Korea Today, March 2019, 13. 
167 Hyon Jin Sim, “Area of the Land Increases,” Korea Today, November 2017, 10–11. 
168 Hye Gyong Rim, “Raengchon Soda,” Korea Today, December 2016, 18–19.  
169 Kwang Myong Chae, “Manufacturer of Effective Koryo Medicines,” Korea Today, November 2013, 10–11.  
170 Yong Sok Song, “Scientist’s Conscience,” Korea Today, June 2013, 23. 
171 So Yong Kim, “Hero Workshop Manager of Osoksan,” Korea Today, December 2020, 9. 
172 Myong Ri, “Mangbuam,” Korea Today, June 2018, 41–42. 
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pride felt by a work team leader at a farm for making her team work so hard.173 When the 

magazine has some important event to cover, such as the leader’s new year’s speech in 2017 

or the 70th party anniversary in 2015, the short story section is cut to provide them more 

space as in the February 2017 issue or the October 2015 issue. In the data sample, four of the 

sixteen magazines did not include a short story. The name of the section in 2013 was “Short 

Novel,” which then changed to “Short Story” from 2014 until 2019, with it being titled as 

“True Story” in 2020. Despite the changes in the name, the clearly fictional style of writing 

has remained identical.  

The sample from Rodong Sinmun is more straightforward in the sense that it is centred 

around the work campaign and all the articles are relevant to the topic in some form. The 

articles do not include any photos or much variance in general. The common types of articles 

are summaries of successes made by various work teams in relations to their production 

quotas and completion of projects ahead of schedule,174 or just general reports on the zeal, 

high spirits and inspiration felt by the various participants of the campaign.175 Many of these 

reports are short and merely describe the on-going work at different locations and their plans. 

Compared to Korea Today, the language in Rodong Sinmun is more ideologically coloured 

and straightforward. Since the articles are relatively short, the information needs to be packed 

tightly, preventing much narrative building. Kim Jong Un, the Party and socialism are more 

frequently noted with direct connection to work than in the other data. Other members of the 

leadership, mainly Premier Pak Pong Ju, also get featured with his field inspections.176 There 

are little mention of individual people otherwise, and the subjects of the work are usually 

entire workplaces, organizations or regions as is later discussed in detail. The overall tone is 

active, enthusiastic, and combative, with the focus on success, maximum efforts, and 

achievements in fulfilling plans. This is already clear from just the headlines such as “Zeal 

 
173 Pyon Chang Ryul, ”My Subworkteam Members,” Korea Today, November 2014, 37–38. 
174 See for example ”20-odd Thousand Tons of Materials Transported,” Rodong Sinmun, 18.10.2020; “Daily 

Work Plans Overfulfilled,” Rodong Sinmun, 25.10.2020; “High Results Achieved despite Their 

Difficulties,” Rodong Sinmun, 12.11.2020; “Project for Remodeling Promenade along Pothong River 

Completed in Pyongyang City,” Rodong Sinmun, 30.11.2020. 
175 See for example “Masses Actively Inspired to 80-Day Campaign,” Rodong Sinmun, 14.10.2020; “Their 

Youthful Gallantry Displayed to the full,” Rodong Sinmun, 07.12.2020. 
176 See for example “Pak Pong Ju Inspects Hwanghae Iron and Steel Complex,” Rodong Sinmun, 19.12.2020; 

“Pak Pong Ju Inspects Pukchang Thermal Power Complex and Namyang Coal Mine,” Rodong Sinmun, 

18.10.2020. 
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for Socialist Emulation Further Elevated,” “Fully Enlisting the Inner Potentiality” or 

“Registering Continuous Successes Full of Confidence in Sure Victory.”177 

In the case of the films, there was clearly more space to discuss individual emotions and 

feelings and more focus on human relationships than in the journalistic writing. As such, they 

differ from most of the other data points in many ways, but at the same time still share many 

of the general tendencies, just from a different angle. As noted with the Korea Today short 

stories, compared with the factual reporting, the fictional content distinctly has more room for 

expression and variety. The biggest section where this was visible was in the lack of mentions 

about science and innovation in the films compared to the other data, as it was only noted in 

passing or hinted through visuals rather than discussed directly.  

Comrade Kim Goes Flying is the oldest data point in this study and was also a co-production 

with non-Korean directors. Since the main character is a mine worker and she also works at a 

construction site, there are many scenes about work and workers. Comrade Kim is the only 

data point with any clear class antagonisms as the ordinary workers are shown in contrast 

with the urban, middle-class Pyongyang acrobats. This is in contradiction with the entire rest 

of the data that shows people only in a united and collective frameworks. Still, in the film the 

contrast simply ends by the main character proving the doubters wrong and becoming as 

good of an acrobat as the rest despite her worker background, so the inherit conflicts are not 

really explored but only get solved superficially. The visuals of the workers at the coal mine, 

at the construction site and taking part in non-work-related festivities also provided chances 

for visual analysis not available in the textual sources. The Story of Our Home had less of 

direct showing of workers, but had some, nonetheless. Since the film focuses on the orphaned 

children of two model workers, the old workplace of their parents is the connection that 

brings most of the characters together. Since the focus of the film is on the relationships 

between the main characters, it is their interactions with each other, other workers and party 

officials that were the primary points of analysis. 

Considering the different time periods, even though the overall themes remained, the most 

noticeable changes were around new policies or events that would get focused for short 

periods. For example, the 12-year compulsory education system came to implementation in 

 
177 “Zeal for Socialist Emulation Further Elevated,” Rodong Sinmun, 11.12.2020; “Fully Enlisting the Inner 

Potentiality,” Rodong Sinmun, 14.12.2020; “Registering Continuous Successes Full of Confidence in Sure 

Victory,” Rodong Sinmun, 30.12.2020. 
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2017 and suddenly got many references in the articles of that year, and the beginning of the 

Mallima movement saw its “spirit” noted mainly during 2016 and 2017.178 Same is true for 

more general themes like the focus on “youth” in the period after 2016, noted in Korea Today 

articles but also apparent in the orphan and family focused plot of The Story of Our Home. 

The differences contained in Comrade Kim to the rest of the data could also be attributed 

partly to the fact that it came out in 2012, very early to Kim Jong Un’s leadership compared 

to the other data points. Additionally, a single issue of Korea Today could have a torrent of 

articles on a single topic to highlight it. For example, the March 2019 issue starts with five 

articles across twelve pages on reforestation, an important goal set by the state at the time. 

Periods of increased hostilities with the US, like that of late 2017, also likely affected the 

increase in mentions of sanctions and “hostile forces” in those years. However, the 

longitudinal aspect of this study is too restricted to make any definitive claims about the 

consistency of these factors on having direct correlation with the topics in the data. 

 

5.2 Categories of Characteristics 

 

5.2.1 Scientific knowledge, rationality, and innovativeness 

The main path to increased production is consistently described to be found in technology, 

science, and education. Terms like “efficient” (hyogwajŏk 효과적), “innovative” 

(hyŏkshinjŏk 혁신적), and “science and technology” (kwahakkisulchŏk 과학기술) are 

constantly used in connection with all types of production efforts. For example, “technical 

innovations” and “rational methods” are introduced to shoemaking,179 while tractor 

production is called to “take technical measures for operating equipment at full capacity … 

putting the construction in an industrial and modern basis” and to “step up technical 

updating.”180 Same goes for cement production, where “sci-tech results including dozens of 

inventions and innovations” are made as the workers are “dynamically engaged in the work 

 
178 For example of an article referring the education reform, see Sim Yong Jin, “Teaching Contents and Methods 

Improve,” Korea Today, February 2017, 25. For an example of an Mallima-related article, see Yon Kwang 

Su, “Korea Advances in Mallima Spirit,” Korea Today, December 2016, 3–4. 
179 Ok Rim, “New Types of Shoes Manufactured,” Korea Today, October 2020, 22–23. 
180 “Pak Pong Ju Inspects Kumsong Tractor Factory and Phyongchon Prefab Factory,” Rodong Sinmun, 

07.11.2020. 
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to solve sci-tech problems arising in production.”181 Even a remodelling of a pig farm is done 

“on modern lines” as the farm “directs its efforts to procure what are needed to modernize its 

production processes and improve the technological knowledge and skills of its 

employees.”182 Both Korea Today and Rodong Sinmun are filled with similar examples.  

Brought by innovation and technology, modernization is approached in similar way to how 

industrial production itself is discussed: the scientific process is like a factory that 

manufactures new products and methods. A typical description of a process of invention in 

Korea Today contains several repeating elements. First, there is an emergency or a serious 

deficiency that requires a new product. This is followed by relentless research day and night. 

Despite numerous difficulties and doubters, success is eventually achieved through 

painstaking effort. Told like this, the act of inventing sounds little different to filling a 

production quota at a coal mine: one just needs to put more hours in, engage in socialist 

emulation and go forward with correct attitude.  

As an example, one company decided to further develop their wood-plastic composite planks. 

After asking “the workers to put out new ideas,” they “rose as one to develop high quality 

goods,” and started to experiment with the attitude that “nothing is impossible to a willing 

heart.” Months of “painstaking researches and repeated experiments and analyses” got 

conducted, with the results leading to large cuts in production costs and improved quality.183 

In similar fashion, a drug factory wanted to develop new medicine after a “growing demand 

around the world” for their products. “Some people were apprehensive to the project” at first, 

and “numerous experiments took place, followed by numerous failures.” Still, “the workers 

were undaunted and braced themselves up with determination,” eventually developing the 

new drug.184 The same steps are followed by developers of a 3D underground information 

system for mining, who “never gave up” despite painstaking calculations.185 In a weather 

forecasting research described as “a project that demanded the solution of enormous and 

challenging problems” where “even a small miss or mistake might lead to irreversible 

calamity,” the researchers still were “undaunted” and  able to overcome the problems “at 

last.”186 As in other types of production, research is also furthered in the same ways through 

 
181 Yong Il Jo, “By Way of Sci-tech Development,” Korea Today, May 2014, 8–9. 
182 “Remodeling of Pig Farm Reaches Final Stage,” Rodong Sinmun, 15.11.2020. 
183 Yong Sun Kim, “By Working Strenuously,” Korea Today, October 2015, 20–21. 
184 Chae, “Manufacturer of Effective Koryo Medicines,” 10–11. 
185 Il Bong Kim, “For Underground Resources Development,” Korea Today, March 2019, 20. 
186 Song Myong Kim, “Insatiable Researchers,” Korea Today, November 2017, 16–17. 
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socialist emulation and mass campaigns, where work teams compete in making solutions and 

share their experiences at the end. Especially in the latter years since 2017, a specific type of 

socialist emulation referred to as “mass-based technical innovation campaign” 

(taejungjŏkkisurhyŏkshinundong 대중적기술혁신운동) has been called upon to help 

develop new products and methods.187 

The call for innovations and science goes beyond just methods of production, but also 

encourages certain attitudes for the workers personally. Science is not just for scientists, but 

something that every single worker should internalize, and scientific education for working 

people is highlighted in numerous articles. Workplaces have separate “sci-tech learning 

spaces” (kwahakkisulbogŭpshil 과학기술보급실) which are used to disseminate technical 

information to the workers from the Central Information Agency for Science and 

Technology. Additionally, the spaces provide possibilities for study-while-working schemes 

and even doing entire university degrees through online lectures.188 

The learning is expected to translate directly into innovations in products, working methods 

and management. In other words, science and research is maintained as a means for practical 

results like increases in production. A foodstuff factory credits its increased use of local raw 

materials and invention of new products to the fact “its employees amplified their knowledge 

in [the factory’s] science and technology learning space,”189 and a clothing factory known for 

its technical achievements boasts the technical innovation of its workers as “their interest in 

science and technology increased day by day, and the sci-tech learning space was briskly 

operated.”190 A worker summarizes the attitude towards sci-tech further on Korea Today as 

follows: “Some people make light of science and technology … and think they need no more 

than high skills. It’s true with their past, but today they can do more things only when they 

know science and technology. Knowledge is power.”191 The general manager of the 

aforementioned clothing factory agrees with the sentiment: “Knowledge just means 

production result” and that “without knowledge one cannot work in the era of advanced 

 
187 See for example Il Ryong Kim, “Benefit of Science and Technology,” Korea Today, July 2018, 16–17; Jong 

Il Pak, “Secret of Increased Production,” Korea Today, October 2020, 21.  
188 “Dissemination of New Technologies Brisk in DPRK,” Rodong Sinmun, 19.11.2020; Pak, “Secret of 

Increased Production,” 21. 
189 “Efforts Directed to Devising New Products,” Rodong Sinmun, 16.11.2020. 
190 Yong Jin Sim, “Thickening Register of Sci-tech Achievements,” Korea Today, January 2019, 18–19.  
191 Pak, “Secret of Increased Production,” 21. 
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science.”192 The deceased model worker mother in the film The Story of Our Home is also 

mentioned for having always been “an innovator” (hyŏkshinja 혁신자).193 

Armed with the new education and correct attitude, even the ordinary workers seem to be 

taking more active role in developing and innovating at their workplaces. A typical example 

of this is seen in a 2014 Korea Today article describing workers at a clothing factory who are 

praised for possessing knowledge about “advanced science and technology,” and how it has 

led them to constant innovations to improve production. The education is credited to a study-

while-working system, weekly technical lessons and monthly “technical shows.” The 

popularity of their items is credited to prioritizing science, which has let the workers reach 

their full potential.194 A pharmaceutical factory in 2018 had trouble as they lacked experience 

in modern technology, but received help and education from the State Academy scientists and 

researchers, eventually being able to invent new machinery by “pooling efforts with the 

scientists and researchers,” now showing confidence as they “gradually came to know the 

ropes” by learning from the scientists and researchers.195 In this example the scientists play a 

teaching role to the workers by helping them, but eventually their contributions are no longer 

needed as the workers ascend on higher level of knowledge through education. 

Technology’s central role is also shown visually. Many of the photos in Korea Today show 

workers, small and few in number, next to gigantic machinery and mass production of 

consumables that take up most of the images. 

 
192 Sim, “Thickening Register of Sci-Tech Achievements,” 18–19. 
193 The Story of Our Home, 1:27:33–1:27:50. 
194 Ok Rim, “Secret of Popular Goods,” Korea Today, May 2014, 11. 
195 Ye Ryong Kim, “Pyongyang Pharmaceutical Factory,” Korea Today, June 2018, 18–19. 
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Figure 1: A worker handling machinery at Ryongaksan Spring Water Factory. Image from Hyon Ju Kim, 

“Ryongaksan Spring Water,” Korea Today, February 2017, 21. 

 

As seen in Figure 1, the central point of the photo are the large lines of products rolling 

through, while the solitary worker is merely handling the machine further to the back. Rather 

than needing a crowd of workers on the factory floor, labour has been delegated to the 

machines. A similar layout is seen in Figure 2, where the machines take most of the space 

and a single worker is seen handling them by himself. Despite the dominating presence of the 

machines, both photos still have the worker in the very centre of the shot, being clearly in a 

controlling position to the technology that surrounds him and remaining necessary for 

overseeing the process. This was a constant pattern through much of the factory images in 

Korea Today.196 

 
196 More examples of similar layout in photos can be seen for example in Song Duk An, “Confident of Their 

Future,” Korea Today, May 2014, 3–5; Jo, “By Way of Sci-Tech Development,” 8–9; Kum Chol Ri, “Bright 

Future,” Korea Today, June 2018, 16–17; Kim, “Pyongyang Pharmaceutical Factory,” 18–19.  
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Figure 2: A lone worker handling machinery at Taean Heavy Machine Complex. Image from Yong Jin 

Sim, ”Innovations in Producing Generating Equipment,” Korea Today, November 2014, 14. 

 

Similar visuals are present in a scene where the main character of the film Comrade Kim 

visits the Chollima Steel Complex, as seen in Figure 3. She passes through the massive 

industrial halls of the complex with the size difference being underlined by the far-away 

angle. These layouts help creating the image of a modern, largely automatized production 

process, controlled by few but technologically-adapt workers in their control rooms.  

 

Figure 3: The small figure of the main character passing through the halls of Chollima Steel Complex, 

surrounded by large machinery. Screenshot from Comrade Kim Goes Flying, 0:39:37. 
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With images relating to research, these roles between people and technology are reversed: a 

typical example shows group of scientists in lab coats or suits hunched over small, delicate 

machinery, looking thoughtful and pointing at various parts or talking with each other as 

demonstrated in the two photos in Figure 4. The researchers take most of the space and are 

numerous, while the technology is smaller but in the centre of attention. As a counterpoint to 

the large industrial images, the visuals of research serve as reminders about who creates and 

controls the technology. Unlike the unaccompanied workers handling the machines on the 

factory floors, the research is also clearly shown as a more collective effort. 

 

Figure 4: Teams of researchers gathering around their inventions at Cutting-Edge Science Research Centre of 

Kim Il Sung University (left image) and Fishing Information Research Institute (right image). Left image from 

Hyon Jin Sim, “Home Production of Telecommunications Equipment,” Korea Today, November 2016, 22; right 

image from Un Jong Kim, “No Pain, No Gain,” Korea Today, April 2015, 30. 

 

Fetishization of science and technology also bring other aspects to work than just mass 

production, such as stable maintenance of machinery “to meet the demand of technological 

rules and standard operation methods,”197 and mentions of the benefits of technology in 

reducing necessary labour-intensity of the work.198 These complicate the picture of the 

classical ideal worker from simply being a mass producer that always increases their work 

quantitatively: it matters how one produces and what they produce. Factory workers and 

managers in interviews claim things like “those who are not well informed of science and 

technology do not deserve being called masters of the factory,”199 “there is no miracle apart 

 
197 “Performing Feats in Flame of Bold Successive Offensive in Every Worksite,” Rodong Sinmun, 23.11.2020. 
198 See for example “Time Flows amid Loyal Offensive,” Rodong Sinmun, 21.10.2020; Myong Chol Kim, 

“Forest Resources Increase,” Korea Today, March 2019, 5–7. 
199 Chol Ung Kim, “Masters of Sci-Tech Successes,” Korea Today, July 2018, 18–19. 
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from science and technology – this is the truth we have learned”200 and “desire is not all that 

is needed to make a breakthrough in modern science and technology.”201 The implication is 

that the revolutionary spirit does have its limits when it comes down to science and skill is a 

necessity. 

On the other hand, the inherent North Korean spirit seems to still be an important factor even 

with research. According to one microchip researcher, “We do not deny the optimum and 

maximum conditions clarified by the scientific formulas. But we have another formula except 

them, that is, we are the scientists of Korea.”202 Same idea is articulated by a programmer 

who claims that “science has no national boundary, but we have the socialist motherland. 

This spirit led us to success.”203 Seeing no contradictions here allows Rodong Sinmun to 

release articles like “Spirit of Times Encourage Koreans to Work Fresh Miracles” that credit 

progress entirely to “inexhaustible spiritual strength” and “the revolutionary spirit of Paektu, 

the spirit of the blizzards of Paektu, as the pillars of their faith in their grand advance,”204 all 

the while having just exhorted the importance of rational planning and scientific machine-

care on the previous day.205 The workers seemingly exist in between these two forces: 

modern scientific rationality and the mythological power of overcoming the impossible that 

the North Korean workers have been ascribed with for decades. 

 

5.2.2 Collectivism and unity 

The social context of the workers is always described in terms of a collective, and there are 

several levels of collectives that an individual is simultaneously part of. As the singular 

worker is associated with different groups, their individuality is downplayed in favour of 

crediting the larger organizations. As suggested by the long-standing slogan “single-minded 

unity” (ilshimdan'gyŏl 일심단결), all levels of social hierarchies and different roles coming 

together to function as a single body is a common idea in the North Korean conception of 

work as well.  

 
200 Kim, “Benefit of Science and Technology,” 16–17. 
201 Kim, “Pyongyang Pharmaceutical Factory,” 18–19. 
202 Kum Chol Ri, “People Challenging Limit,” Korea Today, July 2018, 20. 
203 Hye Gyong Rim, “Developers of Document Correction Technology,” Korea Today, November 2016, 23–24.  
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The workplaces in North Korea have various roles and hierarchical positions. While these 

roles could potentially conflict with each other or at least have differing views on how to 

proceed, they are instead continuously harmonized with each other in the data. Officials, 

managers, technicians, scientists, and workers are often listed as separate groups, but mainly 

just to point out that any job only gets completed when they all come together to work as one. 

At the same time, the differences between these groups are minimized. Rodong Sinmun with 

its short recaps of production achievements is especially prone to this: “officials, workers and 

technicians … introduce many technological innovations and findings into their plant” 

reports one article,206 while “holding collective discussion among scientists, technicians and 

workers” is stressed by Premier Pak on a field inspection.207 In another mining complex 

“labor and management … have made incessant advances … by turning out large quantities 

of coal”208 and at a power station “officials and workers register innovative successes in 

electricity production.”209 Meanwhile, information by a science agency is said to “broaden 

the vision of scientists, technologists, officials and working people … drawing attention of 

relevant officials and workers in its dissemination of new technologies.”210  

This repeating pattern shows that it is never up to a single group to find success but the entire 

workplace. Rather than specifying any single group as the main subject, they are all listed 

together or just bundled into one. Similar idea is also shown through another older slogan 

present in Rodong Sinmun, the “all-people movement” (chŏn'gunjungjŏgundong 

전군중적운동), underlining the unity and single purposiveness of all levels of society in the 

campaign.211  

While Korea Today articles have more space to elaborate on various roles, the articles still 

commonly feature similar descriptions about the united work of the various roles: 

modernization of a textile machine factory in 2013 is credited first to “workers and 

technicians,” then to “officials and technicians,” then to “scientists and technicians,” then 

again to “workers” within a single article, leaving it unclear exactly who is developing 

what.212 Improving production of the Chollima Steel Complex in 2017 is similarly credited to 

 
206 “Ferroalloy Production Plan Overfulfilled Day after Day,” Rodong Sinmun, November 7, 2020. 
207 “Pak Pong Ju Inspects Pukchang Thermal Power Complex.” 
208 “Tunneling Prioritized to Guarantee Increase in Coal Output,” Rodong Sinmun, November 7, 2020. 
209 “Electricity Production Increased,” Rodong Sinmun, December 13, 2020. 
210 “Dissemination of New Technologies Brisk in DPRK.”  
211 See for example “All-people Movement Brings about Great Innovations in DPRK,” Rodong Sinmun, 

November 12, 2020; “Gathering Held by Agricultural Workers,” Rodong Sinmun, October 19, 2020. 
212 Chun Mi Choe, “Textile Machine Production Is Increasing,” Korea Today, June 2013, 18. 
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“managers, technicians and workers,”213 and the improvements at a trolley bus factory in 

2020 are also “the result of the concerted efforts of the managers, workers and 

technicians.”214 The pattern repeats throughout the textual content.  

As the distinctions between the actions of different categories of workers become hazy, the 

roles start to overlap. As already demonstrated in the previous section, the scientific 

education and technical capabilities of all workers is a constant feature, blurring the lines 

between the roles of a scientist or a researcher and a common worker. In addition to the 

workers becoming increasingly more able in science and innovating,  the scientists and 

technicians are also expected to do field work, going to observe and engage in the concrete 

work that their research is related to, thus becoming more worker-like. A Korea Today article 

on researching “nano-biological growth promoters” shows the agricultural scientists become 

impressed and inspired by an idea given by an ordinary farm worker: the scientists, after 

successfully completing their research, proclaim that “The reality and people are our school 

and teacher.”215 Meanwhile, a group of mining researchers at the State Academy “are always 

out there in coal fields to join hands with coal miners both in production and research … you 

can’t see them in the institutes.”216 A fisherman also proclaims “We are courageous because 

we know we are backed by scientists. They are always working with us” after researchers 

came to hear them out and developed them a new fish detector.217 The roles of a worker and a 

scientist are brought closer to each other as the scientists are required to become more 

worker-like through constant field work and associating with the ordinary people, and the 

workers more scientist-like through education. Transcending their roles, they both becomes 

closer to a general, all-around conception of an ideal worker who masters both the concrete 

work as well as the intellectual work.  

The relationships between roles is touched from a more personal angle with the equalization 

of hierarchies between managers or officials and their subordinates. This point is especially 

shown through the fictional content, which elaborates more about personal relationships. A 

fictional story on Korea Today features a man who returns to his hometown after several 

years, having previously been a truck driver but now having been promoted to a general 

manager. Meeting an old friend who still drives a truck, he feels a sense of pride and 
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superiority over the friend for having a higher rank, exclaiming on the contrast between them 

as a driver and a manager. However, as the driver still treats him as an equal and a friend just 

like in the past, the manager quickly realizes that he is in no way superior to his friend who 

has loyally kept driving for years. The manager quickly retracts his thoughts and goes to 

regret his arrogant attitude.218 The moral of the story is that rank is irrelevant, and that the 

simple truck-driver is as important, if not even more important, as the manager. 

Party officials are given similar treatment. In The Story of Our Home, a carpenter turns out to 

help the main characters’ family throughout the film, doing repairs around the house and 

playing with the children. Later in the film, he is revealed to be the chairman of the local 

party organization. Despite him being a high-ranking official, he appears in ordinary work-

overalls and his appearance and behaviour was easily mistaken for just another common 

worker. Only at the end of the film he appears in the black suit more associated with the 

officials in a formal manner, as shown in Figure 5. Introducing the character like this creates 

the impression that that the officials and ordinary workers are, at their core, similar people 

despite the differences in their positions in the hierarchy. 

 

Figure 5: The party chief in his worker outfit in the early parts of the film (upper image) and later in a formal 

black suit as fit for an official (lower image). Screenshots from The Story of Our Home, 0:28:37 and 1:28:40. 

 
218 Hui Nam Ri, “After Many Years,” Korea Today, April 2015, 38–39. 
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This idea is also played up in Comrade Kim with a similar twist. The main character casually 

jokes around in an informative manner with an unknown man in the bus at the start of the 

film, only to later find out it was her commander at the construction site she was on the way 

to. Despite her embarrassment of the encounter,  the commander does not mind her previous 

behaviour and instead goes on to help her further as if they were close acquaintances.219 

Again, the differences between the party officials and the common workers are minimized to 

underline equality. The matter of clothing is relevant here as well, as it is used to underline 

the one-ness of the work team, including the manager: they all share the same, gender-less 

and non-role-specific work clothes or uniforms as seen in Figure 6. When the team later 

attends activities outside work, they also share similar clothes even though they are not 

working, maintaining the collective appearance. 

 

Figure 6: Construction workers gathered to listen their superior, all clad in the same basic worker clothes, 

including the commander. Screenshot from Comrade Kim Goes Flying, 0:36:44. 

 

The methods of working tend to also be collective: socialist emulation (sahoejuŭi gyŏngjaeng 

사회주의 경쟁) is brought up frequently as a necessary tool for work. One Korea Today 

article from 2017 describes this process at a pharmaceutical factory as “competitive 

emulation of swapping experience, learning from one another and overtaking others between 

workshops while combining production closely with technical innovation.”220 The strategy is 

 
219 Comrade Kim Goes Flying, 0:08:31–0:12:30, 0:22:20–0:23:12. 
220 Un Yong Pak, “What Mass-based Technical Innovation Brings About,” Korea Today, July 2017, 28. 
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applicable to any field and not just among work teams, but even up to the provincial level: in 

2019 Korea Today reported that to increase forestation “Amidst collective zeal for emulation 

… provinces briskly conducted a drive to overtake one another, learn from each other and 

exchange experience.”221 Another interview in Korea Today summarizes the collective vision 

and purpose of socialist emulation further: “The effort … is not aimed at development of 

given units at all. The development of individual units in my country presupposes 

collectivism and is related to that of the State. Achieving collective development while 

helping and leading one another – herein lies the superiority of our socialism.”222  

Rodong Sinmun also attributes many of the successes in the 80-day campaign to workers 

engaging in socialist emulation. Organizations “effectively organizing and conducting their 

socialist emulations under their actual conditions” contribute to production,223 while smelters 

at a steel workshop have “vigorously carried on a socialist emulation … helping and leading 

each other forward in their collective innovations.”224 In farming, socialist emulation is done 

to “widely generalize the models set by and experiences acquired by exemplary agricultural 

workers … [who] overtake and outstrip each other, learn from each other and exchange 

experiences with each other.”225  

A central part of socialist emulation is also described in an article about corn harvest, where 

the competition involved setting up “the relevant large graphs respectively to show their corn 

harvest results in public.” After seeing the results, it “led to stimulating [the workers] to 

further efforts.”226 These graphs are a common sight in North Korea and are visible being 

painted in the film The Story of Our Home at the youth brigade’s office as well.227 They also 

get joked about in Comrade Kim, when the manager threatens to put a worker’s name in the 

factory’s notice board as a punishment: the worker quips that his wife would be happy, since 

his name hasn’t been there for ages. 228 This is referring to the fact that it is usually the names 

of the highly performing workers who are honoured on the board. While these competitions 

pit the worker units against each other, there are no winners and losers: everyone benefits 
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through the generalization of the winning methods, meant as the opposite to capitalist 

competition. Socialist emulation is shown as an inherently collective activity. 

 

5.2.2.1 Family metaphors 

Another way of articulating the collective is through the language of family and kinship, and 

the relationships between the workers are shown as of those between members of an extended 

family. The people working in the same place all know each other and are willing to help 

even with personal problems. Going further, the workplace functions as a cell of the even 

larger family collective of the Party and the state. 

This is particularly shown in the films. The Story of Our Home revolves around the three 

orphaned children of deceased two model workers at the Chollima Steel Complex. After the 

death of their parents, the other workers at the complex immediately take it as their 

responsibility to try look after them, suggesting the kids move into one of their houses. Later, 

the young woman taking care of the orphaned children notes how everyone is worrying about 

them and helping, proclaiming that “you aren’t parentless children,”229 implying that the 

community and the Party are now their parents. The same woman is scolded earlier in the 

film for trying to help the kids only by herself and not telling her Party organization about the 

situation: “You think everything must be done on your own. But you don’t know that there is 

always somebody behind you!”230 There is no space for individual action and the only correct 

way, which the film eventually leads to, is to approach the problem through the collective. 

Similarly in Comrade Kim, the father of the main character is initially against her dreams of 

becoming an acrobat but is eventually persuaded by the manager of the coal mine that she 

works in. The father wonders aloud whether it is him or the crowd of mine workers and 

officials who is really bringing up his daughter, to which the they reply that it is not just the 

them but the whole country bringing her up.231 Here the father is shown as being wrong for 

trying to dictate his daughter’s life through the framework of a traditional family. It is the 

workplace, or even the state, that takes the lead in enabling her progress and growth, 

essentially taking up the role of a family. 
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More general family-related terminology is used throughout the data. The workers at 

Komdok Mining Complex are referred to as the “elder brothers of the country,”232 while a 

Korea Today article titled “Mother Factory” favourably compares the factory with the 

mothers who “try to put their children forward as finely as others and create happiness by 

their own effort whatever the difficulty.” The parental love of the factory is also attributed as 

a part of the wider kinship of the Party and the leaders.233 While the most common 

associations for the family metaphors in North Korean media remains with the Party and the 

leadership, they do clearly also appear in the context of workplaces. 

Beyond the metaphoric level, the traditional family unit itself is shown to play a part to 

inspire its members to work, as showcased in some individual interviews in Korea Today. A 

Labour Hero scientist Jo Song Chol notes that his father reacted to his award by telling him to 

“not feel content but set to your work with firmer resolution,” while his wife told him that 

“Please be more energetic. You’ve got more things to do than what you’ve done.”234 In 

similar fashion, a 104-old woman encourages her numerous descendants to work more by 

saying that “Man can live a worthy life only when he does his work. It is a tradition of my 

family to work for the country to the death” and that “You should do your jobs well to 

become persons of use for the country.”235  

 

5.2.2.2 Unity beyond the workplace 

The connection with the workplace collective does not end at the factory door. There are 

various mass activities in leisure time that shows the workers spending time together 

unrelated to work, binding the groups further together. Sports is one example, and various 

sporting events where work teams can compete are held regularly. Even this seemingly 

leisure activity is seen from the viewpoint of increased production. A manager interviewed by 

Korea Today discussed his team at one of these events: “All of my workers are fond of 

volleyball, basketball and table tennis, and now any of them can readily take part in a match. 

And their great interest in sports heightens their zeal for work. This enables us to overfulfil 

our task of transporting goods by 20% every year.”236 This is shown on film as well. In 
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Comrade Kim, the main character’s construction worker brigade decides to put on acrobatics 

show for a Workers’ festival. The attitude towards leisure is the same as towards work: even 

though learning to do acrobatics in such a short time with the already tight work schedule 

would seem very difficult, the participants simply exclaim that “The working class can do 

anything, if we believe in ourselves” and “Everything can be achieved with revolutionary 

spirit!” Finally, the manager notes that show is “about the group, not the individual.”237 This 

shows the values expected of workers are similar both in leisure and at work as part of their 

team or even as part of their class. 

The view of leisure as just an extension to work is also challenged, though. One of the 

fictional stories in Korea Today hints at possible conflict between leisure and work: the main 

character is a team leader who makes her work team finish their rice planting the fastest in 

the whole country, but in the process makes them miss out an art performance that other 

workers went to see. As the other workers make fun of the team for missing the show, the 

team leader wonders to herself with guilt whether it was worth the additional labour time to 

skip it.238 As in anywhere else, leisure and work cannot always be reconciled. 

Finally, while not as widespread as the other forms of unity noted here, the military are 

occasionally featured in a complementary role alongside the workers. Another mixture of two 

roles,  the “soldier-builders” appear as support particularly in disaster sites and large 

construction efforts.239 Rodong Sinmun also reports on a number of pledge sessions for the 

80-day campaign, referring to the slogan of ”army-people unity” (kunminilch'i 군민일치) 

and hailing the more general “army-civilian joint operations,”240 but these did not make more 

frequent appearances other than in these very particular projects and mass meetings. Rather 

than being superior to the workers, the soldiers seem to be holding a supportive position. In a 

scene in The Story of Our Home, soldiers come to thank the main character for her efforts in 

helping the orphan family and salute her with respect.241 This setting shows the soldiers as 
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looking up to the civilian and respecting her, rather than centring the army as might have 

been the case during Songun times. 

Militarism does remain present on the level of language with work being described in terms 

of combat: increasing steel production is approached as “a mental war, a scientific and 

technological war”242 and the scene of a locomotive workshop is described as showing “an 

intensive struggle.”243 This type of language is especially common in the context of the 80-

day campaign in Rodong Sinmun, which strives to maintain a crisis or war-like atmosphere 

for the mobilization by calling the workers’ “heroic, indomitable fighting spirit” comparable 

to that of the “war victors in the 1950s.”244 The campaign is overall discussed in terms like 

“an all-people offensive aimed at successfully concluding this significant year-end struggle 

… steadily raising the revolutionary fighting spirit which has become unusually high” or as a 

“loyal offensive” where people “work with all their might courageously.”245 

 

5.2.3 Correct moral and ideological qualities 

Various qualities of individual personality, politics and other characteristics are prescribed to 

the workers. There is a demand for enthusiasm, or even voluntarism, towards working. 

Wages are barely mentioned, nor are any other material incentives – yet, everyone is 

expected to take action based seemingly on just moral grounds, as a matter of attitude and 

duty. Like the machines they operate, the workers are described to be working on all the time 

and at full capacity. In the context of the 80-day speed battle, this is very clearly articulated, 

such as in the article “Making Breakthrough in the Van of Fierce 24-7 Campaign,” which 

describes work being done “vigorously” for “day and night,”246 or in an another article 

praising steel workers who “without so much as resting on their laurels … proceed to work 

harder than before” and “[work] at the fullest capacity and speed up the production.”247 

Even outside the frantic atmosphere of the speed campaign, similar attitudes are mentioned in 

Korea Today with not so urgent affairs like research. With “invariable will,” new DNA chips 
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are experimented on “day and night,”248 while a program to automatically correct language 

errors is developed by researchers who “launched the struggle” and “continued the project 

day and night” for six months.249 A design institute also “worked day and night” for making 

up improvements for the Kim Chaek Iron and Steel Complex, which was then upgraded 

through “tireless efforts” and promised to uphold the same high spirit into the future.250 

Despite the hard work, a positive outlook is constantly upheld. In Comrade Kim, the main 

character mentions doing construction work day and night while teaching the fellow workers 

acrobatics on top of it. Still, she says “I’m not tired, everyone needs me. I’m really enjoying 

it.”251 Joy and happiness is sometimes noted, such as when a modernized factory’s manager’s 

words are described as being “full of pride and joy working at the sophisticated place”252 or 

when a foodstuff factory’s workers describe their feelings as “exhilarated,” “happy” and 

feeling “pleased all day long” when their products of their work are used.253 Another Korea 

Today article focusing on workers who have been rewarded a title for patriotic contributions 

notes that “Everywhere there can be seen those who love their job and discharge their duty in 

a responsible manner whether they are recognized or not,” also praising people volunteering 

to do farm work and going to work at remote locations.254  

Still, joy is not a prevalent feature by itself. Happiness is more tied to the communal aspects 

like the joy of helping others, or just listed with other qualities like pride or patriotism instead 

of being credited to emerge out of the act of working. As one department chief puts it in an 

interview on Korea Today, “human beings are born not to work for their own sake. The worth 

of human beings and the truest sense of happiness are to be determined by how much they are 

helpful to their country and people. I wish you to be creative workers who will be faithful to 

your country and people anytime and anywhere.”255 In fact, in the majority of Korea Today’s 

photos, workers are usually shown as solemn and focused rather than showing much emotion, 

let alone joy: the joy of working is not literal in that sense, and the act of working is a serious 

duty more than something to be enjoyed. Examples of typical neutral expressions of work can 

be seen in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7: Typical visuals of workers in Korea Today, focused on working and showing little emotion. Upper 

image from Chol Hyon Kim, “Light-burned Magnesia Products Grow Popular,” Korea Today, March 2019, 16; 

lower image from Yong Jin Sim, “Relying on Resources of Its Own,” Korea Today, November 2013, 8. 

 

In contrast, the workers shown in Comrade Kim are much more relaxed and happier. There is 

always time to discuss non-work-related personal matters, workers are telling jokes and 

generally seem to be having a good time, even as they work as seen in Figure 8. Similar 

atmosphere is also present in the scenes of The Story of Our Home, where the workers are 

mostly shown during various celebrations and competitions, or voluntarily and happily 

refurbishing the main characters’ house.256 This is a clear difference between the formats, as 

the films consistently allow more emotions to be shown compared to the rest of the data, 

especially in terms of visuals. 

 
256 See for example The Story of Our Home, 0:37:16–0:38:11, 01:14:16–01:15:42.  
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Figure 8: Joyful construction workers (upper image) and the main character smiling through her work at the coal 

mine (lower image). Screenshots from Comrade Kim Goes Flying, 0:23:59, 0:53:59. 

 

At times, correct attitude for work can be the deciding factor between success and failure. In 

a fictional story published in Korea Today in 2014, the main character fails his research 

because he arrogantly ignored lower ranking colleague’s suggestion – he later notes this 

failure was due to his own pride and personality rather than any theoretical mistakes.257 This 

shows that even with the correct knowledge and skill, one can still end in failure with the 

wrong mindset. Humility is necessary, and the credit for even seemingly individual 

achievements are often modestly shifted to the work team or the Party by the individuals. One 

example of this is a locomotive driver who, when asked about his high work results, says 

“with modesty” that “[my work] cannot be called a big success” because his comrades have 

done even better and everything was only possible thanks to the repair and maintenance 
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crew.258 This type of self-abasement by individuals naturally also upholds the collectivism 

discussed earlier. 

The workers do not possess the correct attitudes naturally, as there is a constant need for 

ideological agitation efforts to be maintained in the workplaces to stir the employees’ 

motivation. This includes performances, political lectures, et cetera, with their results noted in 

terms of increased production. Towards the end of the 80-day campaign, Rodong Sinmun 

praised the propaganda officials for their “general offensive for energetic economic agitation” 

that is “inspiring workers … with revolutionary confidence, fighting spirit and patriotism.”259 

Groups like these are also organized from inside the workplaces, like the singing group made 

of workers of the Kim Jong Thae Electric Locomotive Complex described in Korea Today: 

“Their powerful singing and cheering … are a great encouragement to the workers” and “The 

engine must have power if it is to run. Our itinerant artistic activities are the power of the 

engine for increased production.”260 The collective helps the individuals maintain their high 

spirits and attitude, and most importantly, their productivity. 

Other personal aspects like loyalty, creativity and patriotism do get occasionally noted, 

mostly in the enthusiastic Rodong Sinmun articles, but they are not specified in such a 

repeated fashion as to be notable on their own. Rather, they just get listed to further 

strengthen the image of the workers being generally good and correct.  

 

5.2.3.1 Officially recognized Labour Heroes 

Labour Heroes, the official recipients of the North Korean version of the model worker 

award, do get mentions occasionally in the data. The recipients of the Labour Hero award, or 

other similar recognitions like the field-specific titles “Merited Scientist” or “Merited Nurse,” 

seem to have no generalizable requirements behind them but are simply given to relatively 

wide range of individuals who have performed extraordinary well in some manner. Their 

descriptions are not that different from how normal workers are discussed, and the categories 

presented here fit them as well. Still, there is notably a very strong focus on their individual 

moral qualities and mindset in their stories – seemingly being a key requirement for 

becoming a hero worker alongside to any actual results. 
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Two model workers are introduced from Kim Jong Suk Textile Mill in a Korea Today article 

from 2015. A weaver, Kim Jin Hyang, was inspired by the stories of an older model worker 

Kil Hwak Sil, understanding that being a model worker is not about the skill but the “kind of 

people they were … working faithfully whether their efforts were recognized or not.” This 

realization made her change her passive attitude and to work “harder and harder,” learn her 

machinery and exceed production quotas. Another weaver, Han Un Jong, never gets tired as 

she thinks of the people wearing the clothes she makes, devoting “her heart and soul to 

production of much more cloth than ever before.” Making innovations and living up to the 

Party’s expectations, she exceeded her yearly production quotas.261  

A somewhat different story is Labour Hero Ri Phyong Gyu, featured in Korea Today in 2017. 

His lower body was paralyzed in the late 1970s, but he then swore to “prove the true member 

of the working class does his work on the strength of his political integrity rather than his 

physical life.” He began to repair trucks despite constant pain and hardship, eventually being 

awarded the Labour Hero title in 2003, still keeping a repair shop now in his 70s. His success 

is credited to “The image of the Party just like his mother giving him courage and leading 

him every step” and the article concludes that “He is an ordinary member of the WPK.”262 

Another Labour Hero, Pak Ho Chol, has served at the Osoksan Granite Mine for three 

decades. Leading the model workers in the campaigns of previous decades, “he cultivated 

himself mentally” by swearing that “I’ll become a cornerstone adding lustre to my hometown 

and supporting my country.” Continuing to exceed quotas and work on important projects, he 

proclaims that like the stones his workshop finds and processes into beautiful gems, “so we 

should keep the conscience of living like a gem.”263  

These examples show the heavy focus on the mindset of the Labour Heroes, which is at least 

as important as any production results and a key point of emulation for other workers. Since 

discussing the award winners requires a more individual approach, the format gives more 

space for such personal qualities to be highlighted in the description. 
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5.2.4 Self-reliance  

The long-standing North Korean concept of self-reliance or Juche is unsurprisingly reflected 

in the sphere of work too. A common narrative that features self-reliance starts with a 

machine part or some raw material that is not available domestically and has previously been 

imported. The workers then go on to invent a domestic alternative, leading to an equal or 

even a better solution than what the rest of the world could offer. Interviews in Korea Today 

shows this often: for example, the employees at Kim Chaek Iron and Steel Complex debated 

whether to continue with a production-process based on imports. The general manager gave a 

metaphor to explain why they chose a domestic solution: “Suppose that you prepare your 

meals with the firewood you buy from your neighbours. If they wouldn’t give you firewood 

any longer, then what should you do? You know we couldn’t expect any success when we 

depend on others … This is the only way to save our complex and our lives.”264 Self-reliance 

is indeed often shown as a matter of life and death. Another researcher questioned whether 

using foreign techniques could even be considered as development, saying that “all scientific 

inventions are developed from imagination” and “to develop the amplification device of their 

own in the true sense of the word, the repeat of others’ technology could not be referred to as 

development and creation [emphasis in original].”265 A group of researchers having trouble 

creating their own version of a device note that “we were so worried that we had an absurd 

idea of importing a similar machine.”266 No matter the hardship, dealing with it through 

others, rather than one’s own efforts, is an unimaginable prospect. 

Self-reliance also gets referred to in its more abstract ideological form with the workers 

described having “patriotic zeal with the spirit of self-reliance”267 or completion of a 

construction project is done “in the fighting spirit of self-reliance.”268 These shorter calls 

upon the symbolic side of Juche, more common in Rodong Sinmun, tend to not give much 

description what they mean in practice. The ideas are also used in more slogan-like manner in 

the articles of Korea Today’s early section covering recent achievements and Party events. 

For example, a three page reportage in 2014 notes the workers’ “confidence in their own 

resources and power,” “suit the local conditions with their own efforts and resources,” a 

chemical complex is “well known across the country as an enterprise that stands on its own 
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feet and relies on domestic materials alone,” and Kim Jong Un praising “whatever scientists, 

technicians and workers had made by their own efforts, however simple and humble they 

might be.”269 Another article titled “Self-development First-Strategic Line” manages to call 

for North Koreans to use their “own strength,” follow their “own destiny” or “own way” et 

cetera for dozen times in the span of two pages.270 These seem to be less about any specific 

way of working, and more on the side of just ideological praise for a certain attitude. 

In an article titled “Relying on Resources of Its Own,” workers at Ryongsong Machine 

Complex are also noted to have “created a brilliant history in the spirit of self-reliance and an 

aggressive manner of work.” A section chief there also notes how they built various things 

“with their own efforts and wisdom,” asking that if other countries have managed to develop 

technologies, “why don’t we do it by our own efforts?”271 The term “own efforts” especially 

repeats throughout Korea Today, whether it is discussing people building of “a modern 

provincial tree nursery by their own efforts,”272 or cement being developed by workers “using 

local materials by enlisting their own efforts and technology.”273  

Despite the suspicion of imports, the attitude towards the rest of the world is not purely 

hostile. The domestic products are often favourably compared to international standards, and 

it is freely admitted that the foreign imports are on a high level with the main problem instead 

being their cost.274 Foreign recognition is frequently noted as proof for legitimacy of 

domestic solutions, for example by noting products becoming “world-famous”275 or receiving 

international patents.276 The Korean workers are shown to be able to reach as good or better 

results as the rest of the world, despite all their difficulties due to sanctions and natural 

disasters. Foreign products are therefore something to avoid buying, but at the same time, are 

respected and a source of legitimacy. The world serves as an inspiration for the domestic 

efforts. This attitude is further illustrated by the slogan “Stand on your land and look towards 

the world!” (Chagi ttange parŭl puch'igo nunŭn segyerŭl pora 자기 땅에 발을 붙이고 눈은 
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세계를 보라), which is associated especially with research and educational work and can be 

seen written on the walls of some workplaces.277  

Self-reliance does not only refer to the international context, but independent solutions on 

local levels inside the country are encouraged as well. Rather than asking the state for help, 

workplaces are praised for finding unique solutions. For example, an article in Korea Today 

in 2016 tells of a building materials factory that was faced with the second stage of a 

modernization project: some people had suggested getting support from the state, but the 

Chief Engineer insisted on carrying the project to the end through “our own efforts.” Despite 

little supplies or manpower, the factory came “as one” to finish the project in time.278 In 

similar fashion, some people wanted to use imports or ask help from the state for finishing 

building the Wonsan Army-People Power Station. Instead, the local people all turned out to 

finish the project, with one manager proclaiming that “we were firmly confident that the self-

reliance and self-development is the only way for us to live and we can do anything if we turn 

out relying on our own strength.” To further illustrate the point, the related slogan “recovery 

through our own effort” (charyŏkkaengsaeng 자력갱생) is written in large letters on the side 

of the structure.279 

 

5.2.4.1 Overcoming the other 

The focus of self-reliance naturally brings out the question of the foreign “others,” the ones 

not to rely on. This is related to the way how almost all the achievements described are told 

through overcoming some sort of difficulty, which then gets solved: this process provides the 

result with more legitimacy. This does require the state admitting that there are difficulties in 

the first place, but they are discussed firmly in the past tense, as something that has already 

been overcome. The state is not eager to blame itself for these hardships and it provides other 

ways to explain them. While many difficulties are not prescribed a direct cause at all, 

occasionally more targeted descriptions are used. The builders of the aforementioned power 

station in Wonsan were determined to build it specifically as a demonstration against “the 

hostile forces that tried to stifle our country economically.”280 Another article in the same 
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issue directly went on to cite lack of “fuel, vehicles and accessories owing to the US and 

hostile forces’ tenacious economic sanctions and blockade.”281  

Still, overall, it is much more common to not give a direct reason for the difficulties. Rather, 

the problems simply exist without much explanation of what has caused them. This is 

showcased by reports of production quotas being fulfilled in Rodong Sinmun. Miners hit the 

daily production targets of coal by 122% despite “their bad working conditions and 

overlapping difficulties,”282 various factories “worked hard in the fighting spirit of self-

reliance and indefatigable fortitude despite their difficulties,”283 and agricultural workers 

“adopt active measures to overcome their difficulties.”284 Korea Today describes research in 

a similar way: “Without yielding to a multitude of difficulties” a new drug is developed,285 

and a modernization project of publication technology is described as “an enormous task … 

nobody dared to take up” with “difficulties,” “bottlenecks” and “unknowns” faced throughout 

the six month “struggle.”286 Rather than proposing measures to do something about the “bad 

working conditions” or such, they are instead noted as if part of natural conditions that just 

cannot be helped. The solution is seemingly to push forward even harder, and this is partly 

what makes the work itself more worthwhile and praiseworthy. 

Sometimes the vague “other” emerges from amongst the workers themselves in the character 

of the doubter. The doubters are never specified or described, but referred to only as “some 

people,” “some opinions,” “others” et cetera. Their role is to criticize the suggested solutions 

or call plans as impossible to complete, recommend getting help from somewhere else or 

otherwise just dismiss the on-going attempts. Usually, they get turned down immediately, and 

the main subjects of the article go on to demonstrate the foolishness of such negativity by 

immediately succeeding. For example, during research of new material combining wood and 

plastic, “some opinions were raised” about how the experiments would not work but they 

quickly get overturn by the majority.287 Similarly, modernization of a factory is slowed down 

as “some asked to take it easy,” but such views are argued down by the Chief Engineer who 

reminds them of the need to fill the Party’s plans and push ahead.288 Another typical example 
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discusses a director of a forest management station, who faces disagreement from “some 

people” on new flood-prevention measures. Further differing opinions of “other people” 

come out on the choice of location for growing new crops. The director dismisses these 

worries and the projects get finished successfully. The doubters seemingly disappear 

immediately from the narrative, as the managers rebuttal is said to have represented the 

“unanimous heart of the workers.”289 The identity of these doubters are never revealed fully, 

but the response to them is shown as universal and collective. Clearly, pessimistic notions 

could not be part of the single-minded workforce that marches forward with the plans that, no 

matter how challenging, end up in victory. They are part of the foreign “others” who cannot 

be relied on, helping to highlight the success of the collective “us.” 

 
289 Song Chol Ri, “Devoted Efforts,” Korea Today, November 2014, 35–36.  
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6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

Pulling together the categories of the previous chapter, the image of the contemporary North 

Korean ideal worker emerges. Their productivity is, first and foremost, based on the high 

technical skill and education to use the complex technology at their workplaces, whether this 

is at farms, factories or research labs. The modernization and efficiency of the production 

process is key, as is the scientific and rational mindset of the workers. Despite these qualities, 

they are not shown as products of worldwide progress of science, but specifically 

achievements of the North Korean people. The self-reliance is present in all aspects of work, 

from importing parts to inventing new methods of work: other forces only cause trouble, 

which the workers must overcome through their own effort. This effort is driven by personal 

moral values, such as loyalty, self-sacrifice, and readiness to work with little recognition or 

material reward. Still, through all this the worker is not alone, but a part of the larger family 

of the collective workplace, of the Party and of the entire state, working as one towards a 

higher productivity, a higher level of civilization and a bright socialist future.  

Many of these features are not new in the international historic narrative of ideal socialist 

workers, but the detailed emphasis given to certain traits and lack of others do come together 

to create a distinguishable archetype for the North Korean workers in the 2010s. This chapter 

will discuss the major differences between the image resulting from the analysis with the 

previous ideals detailed in the literary review. 

The turn towards sci-tech narratives is not unlike the later developments in both the USSR 

and PRC, marking what seems like a reoccurring feature in post-industrialization socialist 

states that have moved on from the original, more simplistic worker images as their 

capabilities and technologies develop. However, the way of bringing science to every aspect 

of life and turning every worker more towards the role of a scientist and an innovator is 

particularly strong in contemporary DPRK.  The past innovations made by Stakhanovites, or 

indeed by Chollima Riders in the early decades of the DPRK,290 were less based on scientific 

or technological knowledge and more on the common-sense wisdom ascribed to the workers. 

In the USSR, workers were shown as smarter than the bourgeois scientists because of their 

on-hands approach and common sense with the machines they worked every day, solving 
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problems the scientists could not.291 In contemporary North Korea, the worker becomes the 

scientist, or at least of equal knowledge, thanks to the continuous and advanced education. 

The focus is firmly on rationality and scientific thinking made possible by education, not 

some imagined inherit wisdom of the working class. The North Korean scientists also are not 

some bourgeois class to be overcome but rather just another section of the collective that 

works together for the common goals. The innovations are usually discussed in a collective 

way as products of socialist emulation. 

The educational aspect for workers is notably underlined in the data compared to the past. 

The Stakhanovites, too, were expected to read and understand science and culture to become 

overall better and more cultured citizens outside of work, but not quite like this. In the data, 

there is little information on the workers’ free time or cultural knowledge, as the almost sole 

focus of the learning is towards becoming better at their job and being able to move towards 

development of their workplaces. This focus on online colleges, learning spaces and study-at-

work programs is highly tied to the workplace and one’s occupation, and will likely only 

increase in the future as technologies improve. 

What also seem unique for North Korea is the degree of overwhelming collective push 

between all roles in the society. Stakhanovites in the USSR often had troubles with their 

managers and officials, or at least caused other workers headache by raising the production 

standards. In China, the peasant culture was so embraced by Mao that there was an attempt to 

make the intellectuals more like them, with even the leadership going “back to work” on the 

countryside for symbolic activities. In both cases, even after the self-proclaimed end of all 

class distinctions, the steps in the hierarchy did remain both in reality and in presentation. In 

North Korea, the different roles get mentioned mostly just to enforce their unity as a single 

force. Rather than show any tensions, they simply trade ideas between each other, learn from 

each other and come together as one to solve all problems.  

Despite these idealized images, they do not fully mask every contradiction. The film 

Comrade Kim notably does retain a theme of class differences and the main character, along 

her coal miner friends, are shown in conflict with the elite Pyongyang residents who look 

down on them. This was also presented in one of the short stories discussed, where the newly 

promoted manager feels superiority over an ordinary worker, only to quickly realise his 

arrogance. The apparent need to include these types of moral lessons point toward the fact 
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that these attitudes very much still exist in the actual society and are a cause of worry for the 

state. This is further proven by the occasional direct calls in the media against corruption and 

“anti-people” acts of bureaucrats and officials.292 

It is also worth pointing out the inherent contradiction in the presence of Labour Heroes in 

the face of a imagined total unity. Raising up specific individuals in this way seems 

dangerous for the message of collectivism, and in both the USSR and China, the presence of 

model workers inside factories led to conflict, both between workers themselves and towards 

managers. In China, some model workers were targeted and killed by the Red Guards during 

the Cultural Revolution, showing that they were considered to have become separate from the 

working masses and part of the state and its bureaucracy.293 Of course, the data hints at no 

such conflicts in North Korea, but the mere presence of the institution of individual heroes is 

likely to make such confrontations between workers possible. 

While most socialist states have used the language of family and kinship to describe the 

relations between the state, its population, and its leaders, it is no doubt especially strong in 

North Korea. Motherly love is not just assigned to the leader, but to the Party as well, making 

the commitments of the workers personal as one is expected to go over and beyond for their 

family. This dedication goes beyond the workplaces, and colleagues meet and spend time 

together in leisure as well. The distinction between work and leisure is thin and crossing from 

one to another is very clear, especially when some work is regarded “voluntary.” As leisure is 

often imagined only from the angle of increasing production later, North Korea is pushing the 

limits of Piper’s observations about work’s totalizing potential in the modern societies, 

discussed in the second chapter. 

As far as the military is considered, there is little evidence of the Songun era’s “workers 

second” politics, neither in the wording itself nor the frequency of mentions. The army is 

either spoken about entirely separately from the workers, or the they are mentioned in the 

context of the “soldier-builders” and “army-people unity.” Rather than being prioritized, they 

are just another branch of society. In fact, the image is more about showing the military being 

in service of the civilian population than being the main subject of the society. That is not to 

say the military is not important, but they are certainly no longer the top priority on every 

 
292 See for example Jeongmin Kim, “Kim Jong Un Will ‘Mercilessly’ Punish Corrupt Officials, North Korean 

Media Says,” NK News, June 2, 2020, http://www.nknews.org/2020/06/people-first-kim-jong-un-merciless-
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field like they were under Kim Jong Il. It seems that one decade into Kim Jong Un’s rule, the 

Songun era has been decidedly transcended in the realm of policies, though it still lives on in 

slogans and the Party jargon. 

Despite all the talk of modernization, the traditional “revolutionary spirit” is still an important 

factor for working too. Yet, the importance of technology and pragmatism are underlined to 

such an extent that just relying on one’s passion is certainly at least being challenged as the 

primary source of productivity. The two are linked in that the ideal worker should always 

possess both. One can claim that “Knowledge is power,” but at the same time, the moral 

lessons teach that a wrong attitude in wielding that knowledge will still lead to failure. Same 

is true for simply being a hard worker without thinking: the right attitude is a necessity, but 

just working without the right knowledge is too inefficient to achieve enough. Which one 

really matters more changes from context to context, so one should make sure to have both. 

While North Korea is sometimes ridiculed for showing the life in the country as 

overwhelmingly positive, it has no issues discussing the constant obstacles and problems 

occurring during work. This relates back to Piper’s ideas, which mention an important aspect 

of modern work as the “overvaluation of the difficult” in the sense that anything worthwhile 

is seen to require being painful and hard to do by definition.294 This is very clear in the North 

Korean images of work, where nothing is done without first going through some sort of 

tribulation that requires the worker to engage in self-sacrifice and painful effort. The basic 

assumption seems to indeed be that development and success are only possible through 

struggle, and the only hope for the end of the difficulties is through more many more 

difficulties. Also, despite it being noted that the new technology and the resulting 

automatization is used to reduce labour-intensity of the work in many industries, there is little 

to suggest that the workload of any worker has lessened or will do so in the future. This 

shows that the value of work is still strongly in the activity itself in addition to the potential. 

Achieving heroic labour feats or smoothening production processes do not bring additional 

leisure time, just even higher new expectations for the results. 

As noted earlier, foreign audiences have also likely been considered when creating the 

contents in the data. Since Stakhanov, an important aspect of promoting the ideal workers in 

state socialist regimes has been to impress foreigners. For this purpose, a key point here is 

likely on self-reliance, showing that the foreign sanctions have failed and because of the 
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creativity and spirit of Koreans, they will always fail. Of course, the worker enthusiasm and 

equality are also used to mask any contradictions that otherwise exist in the North Korean 

society and workplaces because of class antagonisms or dissidence. This is part of the 

deliberate attempt to confuse the exterior ideology with the interior reality of the country. 

While this content is seemingly not very effectively executed through the awkward 

translations and repetitive story patterns, spending time on the internet shows that there still 

exists an audience of people outside of North Korea who do believe that the country is 

democratically controlled by joyous workers. 

Interestingly, some of the descriptions of work given by the DPRK are not that different of 

what one might hear amongst the capitalists beyond either the northern or southern borders of 

the country. Calls for rational workplace management, higher production efficiency, 

increased local resource usage and heavy focus on innovation would not feel out of place in 

most Western companies. The similarities here speak of the increased ways of how the North 

Korean economy is tied with the rest of the world, effectively making it turn towards the 

same solutions as everywhere else. Noting these similarities not an entirely new observation 

either. For example, the structure and inner workings of South Korean mega-companies like 

Samsung have been compared with that of North Korea’s with their absolute hierarchies, 

corporate slogans and family leadership. 295 C.H. Kim also relates the WPK’s ideological 

education at North Korean workplaces as another version of the same activity that corporate 

culture and human resources departments engage in, just guided by the state rather than 

markets like under capitalism.296 

To what extent the market forces function and mould North Korea already, whether openly or 

under the surface, remains a question. Park has argued that the “capitalist unconscious” 

already penetrates North Korea in much the same way as it does everywhere else.297 Seen 

from the perspective of state socialism inherently being infused with the same problems of 

labour and production as capitalism is, Park’s thesis sounds sensible. As both North Korea 

and its opponents benefit from maintaining the illusion that the economic system and the 

production processes under state socialism and capitalism are profoundly different in their 

 
295 Geoffrey Cain, Samsung Rising: The Inside Story of the South Korean Giant That Set Out to Beat Apple and 
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underlying logic, these comparisons showing the opposite will likely remain out of the 

mainstream analysis.   

 

6.1 Concluding Remarks 

 

This thesis has aimed to contribute to the discussion about the creation, purpose and 

characteristics of the images associated with workers and work under state socialism. It is 

clear from history that what an ideal worker is depends on the material conditions and 

political needs of each regime, and that the ideals change and adapt through time. This is also 

true in North Korea, where the state has engaged the politics of productivity in various ways 

since its founding. Compared to the past, the modernization and increased use of technology 

has shifted the ideal worker from simply being an ideologically driven proletariat to 

something approximating to a scientist-worker. Nonetheless, whether a scientist or a worker, 

retaining the ideological zeal is still expected and voluntarily throwing oneself towards work 

remains a key feature as in the past. While this is a trend seen in historical state socialist 

countries, the North Korean version has also developed uniquely strong emphasis on 

collectivity. Undoubtedly, these ideals will continue to shift and evolve, especially with the 

further developments of information technology and potential changes in the level of 

marketization in the economy. 

Both the history and present of work and production in North Korea are still lacking in 

academic study, and future research could approach the topic in multiple different angles that 

could not be utilized in this thesis. Different data sets from different periods, utilizing Korean 

language media, setting more specific comparative studies with different socialist or non-

socialist countries, and conducting defector-based studies about the understanding of 

individual attitudes towards work are just some angles that the topic could be approached 

from. Especially interesting might be the further study of the similarities between the politics 

of production in North Korea and in capitalist countries, which was only hinted at in this 

study. 

Ultimately, it is important to remember that the image of the ideal worker examined here is 

just that: a constructed image, primarily meant for inspiring emulation and increases in 

production. The image will keep changing according to the needs of the Party leadership, the 
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developments of communication formats and other changing realities inside the country. 

Studying it can lead to a better overall understanding of North Korea, but it is also just one 

limited angle in a wider collection of tools that should be used to create a wider 

understanding of North Korea’s historical and contemporary position, both as an unique 

nation state and as a part of wider international historical processes.  

While this study could only focus on the politics of productivity from side of the state, these 

findings would become more relevant if looked at in the context of the other side of the 

politics, namely the workers themselves and their everyday lives. It remains open to 

speculation how the workers have reacted and continue to react to the state’s idealized 

images, what kind of conflicts exist in the workplaces and how the workers use their own 

agency both to support and resist the state plans. It is only by further consulting these kinds of 

questions that a more complete understanding of North Korean conception of work can be 

constructed. 
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