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Profile 

Introduction 

Almost the entire population of 24 million citizens who 
live in the isolated nation of North Korea are ethnic 
Koreans who share a common background, culture, and 
language.1 Few foreigners live among them, even though 
the Korean Peninsula has long served as a link between 
the cultures of Japan and China.  

Ruled by various competing dynasties in the past, 
Koreans have also experienced turmoil and change in the modern era. In 1945, the close 
of World War II also ended the Japanese rule of Korea, which began in 1905. At the end 
of the war, the U.S. and the Soviet Union divided the country approximately in half.2 The 
Soviet Union occupied the north and took a central role in establishing a communist 
government, and U.S. forces remained in the south.3, 4 Although the division  was 
intended to be temporary, and Koreans, as well as both occupying powers, worked to 
unify the Korean Peninsula, the division between north and south held over the years. In 
particular, North Korea’s isolation from the rest of the world, which began in 1945 with 
Japan’s defeat, has endured to the present time.5 Under North Korean leader Kim Jong Il, 
the concept of chuch’e, or self-reliance in social, economic, and political affairs, remains 
unshakeable.6, 7 Since 1955, this ideology has underscored North Korea’s path of 
development, which has been grounded in isolationism and marked in the 1990s by the 
emergence of a nuclear arms research program.8, 9  

                                                 
1 Population statistics are based on a 2008 estimate. Source: CIA World Factbook. Korea, North. “People.” 
5 March 2009. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/kn.html 
2 North Korea in Pictures. Behnke, Alison. “History and Government: Division.” “The People [pp. 38–
39].” 2005. Minneapolis: Lerner Publications Company. 
3 Encyclopædia Britannica. Korea. “Korea Since c1400 – Division of Korea – The Northern Zone.” 2009. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/322222/North-Korea 
4 Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “North Korea.” February 2009. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2792.htm 
5 North Korea in Pictures. Behnke, Alison. “History and Government: Division.” “The People [pp. 38–
39].” 2005. Minneapolis: Lerner Publications Company.  
6 North Korea in Pictures. Behnke, Alison. “History and Government: Kim’s Korea [p. 31].” 2005. 
Minneapolis: Lerner Publications Company.  
7 CIA World Factbook. “Korea, North.” 5 March 2009. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/kn.html 
8 The Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus. Haruki, Wada. “The North Korean Nuclear Problem, Japan, and 
the Peace of Northeast Asia.” 2007. http://www.japanfocus.org/_Wada_Haruki-
The_North_Korean_Nuclear_Problem__Japan__and_the_Peace_of_Northeast_Asia/ 
9 GlobalSecurity.org. “Juche [Self Reliance or Self Independence].” 27 April 2005. 
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/dprk/juche.htm 
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Area 

Located in eastern Asia, North Korea occupies the 
northern section (approximately 55%) of a peninsula that 
extends south between two oceans.10 The Sea of Japan 
(East Sea) borders North Korea’s eastern shore and the 
Yellow Sea its western shore. South Korea lies 
immediately to the south of North Korea; their border is 
238 km (148 mi) in length. On its northern side, North 
Korea shares a border with China (1,416 km / 880 mi), 
and on its far northeastern side, it shares a short border with Russia (19 km / 12 mi).11 

Geographic Regions and Topographic Features12, 13   

The land of North Korea consists mainly of mountains and highland areas, divided by 
narrow valleys. Lowland plains are found on the western side of the country. On the 
eastern side, a narrow coastal plain fringes the steep mountains that drop toward the 
shoreline. 

The Kaema Highlands extend across the northeastern part of the country, with an average 
elevation of 1,000 m (3,300 ft).14 This highland plateau is called the “roof of the Korean 
Peninsula.”15 On its northern boundary stands Mount Paektu, with an elevation of 2,750 
m (9,022 ft).16 According to legend, North Korean leader Kim Jong Il was born in a camp 
on Mount Paektu, a site of guerrilla activities led by previous leader Kim Il Sung in the 
1930s.17, 18 Lake Chon-ji, also known as “Heaven Lake,” lies inside the volcanic crater of 
Mount Paektu.19  

                                                 
10 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Korea, North: Introduction.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9108455  
11 CIA World Factbook. “Korea, North.” 5 March 2009. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/geos/kn.html 
12 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Korea, North. The Land - Relief.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
34920 
13 MSN Encarta. “North Korea. Land and Resources.” c.1993–2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761555092/North_Korea.html 
14 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Korea, North. The Land - Relief.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
34920 
15 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Kaema Highlands.” 2009.http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9044289 
16 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Korea, North. The Land - Relief.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
34920 
17 The China Report. “The Yanbian Korean Prefecture in Jilin Province of China.” 9 March 2009. 
http://www.southkoreareport.com/ChinaReport/Jilin_Province/Yanbian_Korean_Autonomous_Prefecture-
Main.html 
18 At that time in the 1930s, Kim Il Sung—who later became President of North Korea–was Commander of 
the Korean People’s Revolutionary Army. Source: Korea Computer Center in DPR Korea. Naenara. “Kim 
Jong Il’s Native Home in the Mt. Paektu Secret Camp.” 2009. 
http://www.kcckp.net/en/tourism/attraction/attract-view.php?2+0 
19 Korea Is One! “Mt. Paektu: The Last Unexplored Region of the Eurasian Continent.” 2004. 
http://www.korea-is-one.org/spip.php?article445 
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Forming a steep slope from the eastern side of the highland plateau 
downward to the Sea of Japan (East Sea), the Hamgyŏng Mountains 
run in a north–south direction. Referred to as the Korean Alps, they 
are the highest mountain range in the Korean Peninsula. Mount 
Kwanmo is their highest peak, at 2,540 m (8,333 ft). At the southern 
end of the Hamgyŏng Mountains, the Nangnim Mountains also extend 
north to south. Dividing the country between east and west, they are 
the largest mountain range in the central-north part of North Korea. 

Farther to the west lie the Kangnam Mountains, near the border with 
China. Extending from north to southwest, they are structurally linked 
to the Namgnim Mountains. Large plains and valleys formed by rivers lie between the 
Kangnam Mountains and other smaller ranges in the west, and lowland plains stretch 
through the western side of the country. 

In southeastern North Korea, the T’aebaek Mountains stretch 500 km (300 mi) along the 
eastern coast into South Korea.20 The highest peak in this range is Mount Kŭmgang, at 
1,638 m (5,374 ft) elevation.21 Since ancient times, this mountain has been famed for 
being one of East Asia’s most picturesque landscapes. The area surrounding it includes 
pillars of eroded stone, a variety of trees, and waterfalls flowing into ponds. There are 
over 100 temples that are remnants of the past.22 

Climate  

Cold, dry winters and hot, humid—often rainy—summers characterize North Korea’s 
continental climate. 23 Over half the precipitation throughout the country occurs in the 
summer (June–September), when total annual rainfall is approximately 1,000 mm (40 
in).24 At P’yǒngyang, located in the southwestern part of the country, the average 
temperature in July is 24°C (75°F). Almost directly east, Wǒnson lies near the shore of 
the Sea of Japan. Here, the average temperature in winter is -4°C (25°F).25 

                                                 
20 Encyclopædia Britannica. “T’aebaek Mountains.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9070886 
21 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Korea, North. The Land - Relief.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
34920 
22 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Kangwon.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9044563#1022749.hook 
23 MSN Encarta. “North Korea. Climate.” c. 1993–2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761555092/North_Korea.html 
24 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: North Korea. Climate.” July 2007. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/North_Korea.pdf 
25 MSN Encarta. “North Korea. Climate.” c. 1993–2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761555092/North_Korea.html 
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Rivers26,27  

Amnok (Yalu) Rive 28 

At 790 km (490 mi) in length, the Amnok River is the 
longest river in North Korea.29 It is often known by its 
Chinese name, the Yalu River. Beginning from its 
headwaters at Mount Paektu, the river flows in a general 
southwesterly direction along much of North Korea’s 
border with China, the northeastern region of Manchuria. 
It empties into Korea Bay, an arm of the Yellow Sea at 
the west coast of North Korea. The river has three main 
tributaries in North Korea and is navigable by small craft for 678 km (421 mi).30 In 
former years, larger craft could navigate much of the river, but since the 1950s, silting 
has greatly increased, and large ships have much more difficulty traveling upstream from 
the mouth of the river. During four months of winter (November through February), the 
river is covered with ice and closed to shipping. 

It was not until the 14th century that the Amnok River became a political boundary, 
marking the border between Korea and China. Besides dividing two nations, it has served 
as a dividing line between their respective cultures. Since the 16th century, when local 
fighters drove the Yojin tribe into Manchuria (China), only Koreans have inhabited the 
Korean side of the river. Han Chinese and Manchu people live on the river’s Chinese 
bank. 

Tumen Rive 31 

North Korea’s second longest river (521 km / 323 mi) is the Tumen 
River,32 although it is navigable for only 85 km (53 mi). Like the 
Amnok, it begins at Mount Paektu, but it flows in a northerly 
direction, tracing the country’s northern border with China. It then 
turns to the southeast and follows North Korea’s northeastern border 

                                                 
26 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Korea, North. The Land - Relief.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
34920 
27 MSN Encarta. “North Korea. Land and Resources.” c. 1993–2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761555092/North_Korea.html 
28 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Yalu River.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9077749 
29 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile – North Korea. Principal Rivers.” July 
2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/North_Korea.pdf 
30 MSN Encarta. “Yalu.” c. 1993–2008. http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761553750/Yalu.html 
31 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Tumen River.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9073746 
32 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile – North Korea. Principal Rivers.” July 
2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/North_Korea.pdf 
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with both China and Russia before it empties into the East Sea (Sea of Japan).33 

The Tumen River flows through mining districts as well as mountainous regions covered 
with heavy forests. Iron is mined near Musan, and coal along the middle stretch of the 
river. Sites with mineral resources are located farther downstream, and near the mouth of 
the river, a railway line connects the North Korean town of Unggi to Kraskino, Russia. 

Taedong Rive 34  

At 397 km (256 mi), the Taedong is North Korea’s third-longest river. It has a navigable 
length of 245 km (152 mi). The Taedong River begins in the Nangnim Mountains of 
central North Korea and flows toward the southwest. It passes through P’yǒngyang and 
discharges into a long, narrow inlet of West Korea Bay, the Yellow Sea that lies to the 
west of North Korea’s western border. 

Ch’ongch’on River 

This shallow river, located approximately halfway between P’yŏngyang and the 
Manchurian border, lies in the western-central region of the country. It begins 
approximately 120 km (75 mi) northwest of Hamhŭng, a city near North Korea’s eastern 
coastline. The river then flows approximately 200 km (125 mi) to the southwest, draining 
a large part of the country’s rich, central agricultural lands before it empties into Korea 
Bay.35 

Major Cities  

P’yǒngyang36 

With an estimated population of over 3 million, P’yǒngyang is the 
nation’s capital and largest city. It lies on the banks of the Taedong 
River, off the coastline of the Yellow Sea which is approximately 48 
km (30 mi) to the west. Although P’yǒngyang’s recorded history 
begins when a Chinese trading colony formed in 108 B.C.E., 
according to legend it is one of the nation’s oldest cities, founded in 
1122 B.C.E.37 Even before this time, the site was reputedly the capital 
of a mythical dynasty that existed in 2333 B.C.E., led by the first king 
of the Koreans, Tangun.38 

                                                 
33 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile – North Korea. Principal Rivers.” July 
2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/North_Korea.pdf 
34 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile – North Korea. Principal Rivers.” July 
2007. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/North_Korea.pdf 
35 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Ch’ongch’on River.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9082328 
36 Encyclopædia Britannica. “P’yongyang.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9062030 
37 B.C.E. = Before the Common Era (corresponds to B.C. = Before Christ).  
38 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Tangun.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9071177  
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P’yǒngyang has a tumultuous background, much of which is synonymous with the 
nation’s history. The city was overrun by invading Chinese forces in 668 C.E.;39 in 1592, 
it came under Japanese control, and in the 17th century it was destroyed by the Manchu. 
Based on these successive events in which foreign control was imposed over Korean 
territory, a suspicion of foreigners began to develop among Koreans in the region. Still, 
the country did begin allowing entry to foreigners in the 16th century. In the 19th century, 
P’yǒngyang became a base for intensive proselytizing by Protestant missionaries. The 
city saw renewed destruction in the Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895), but when Japan 
occupied Korea (1910–1945), P’yǒngyang became invigorated as a center of industry. 
Although the city was virtually destroyed during the Korean War (1950–1953), it was 
gradually rebuilt with help from both China and the Soviet Union. 

P’yǒngyang today is the center of government and national transportation and the site of 
the country’s most developed industrial infrastructure. It is also the nation’s center of 
culture and education, with libraries, museums, parks, a university, and a medical school. 
The city’s skyline is partly dominated by a large statue of a legendary winged horse, 
which represents North Korea’s economic progress following the Korean War. Many of 
the monuments and murals are political in nature, celebrating North Korean leaders Kim 
Il Sung and Kim Jong Il, and memorializing the idea of chuch’e, which is foundational to 
the nation.40 The Chuch’e Tower, opened to the public in 1982, rises above the city 
skyline and honors Kim Il Sung, founder of the chuch’e ideology.41 Other older 
monuments, temples, and reconstructions of ancient structures stand throughout the city.  

Hamhŭng-Hŭngnam42 

Hamhŭng, near the coast of the Sea of Japan, was 
northeastern Korea’s administrative and commercial 
center from 1392 to 1910 (the Chosŏn Dynasty). In 1928, 
with the construction of a fertilizer plant at Hŭngnam, 
northeastern Korea’s seaport city slightly to the southeast, 
Hamhŭng began to develop into an industrial center. The 
construction of hydroelectric plants on nearby rivers also 
contributed to Hamhŭng’s development.  

During the Korean War, U.S. bombing raids destroyed much of the city’s industrial 
infrastructure. However, rebuilding took place, and Hamhŭng added textile production to 
its industrial capacity, which now includes manufacture of metal, chemicals, and 
machinery, and food food.  

                                                 
39 C.E.= Common Era (corresponds to A.D. = Anno Domini). 
40 Lonely Planet. “Introducing Pyongyong.” 2009. http://www.lonelyplanet.com/north-korea/pyongyang 
41 Asia1on1.com. North Korea. “Tower of the Juche Idea.” No date. 
http://www.northkorea1on1.com/attractions.cfm?aid=pyojuchetower 
42 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Hamhung.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9039019 
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Hamhŭng is a center of culture and education for the region. A medical college, 
industrial-chemical college, and chemistry research institute are located here, along with 
a historical museum. The adjacent seaport of Hŭngnam officially became part of 
Hamhŭng in 1960. 

Kaesǒng43 

Kaesǒng is situated close to the South Korean border, just south of the 38th parallel 
(latitude) that divided North and South Korea before the Korean War. Seoul, South Korea, 
lies approximately 70 km (45 mi) to the southeast. For over 400 years (935–1392), 
Kaesǒng was capital of Koryŏ, the unified kingdom of the Korean Peninsula, ruled by the 
Koryŏ Dynasty during this period. The name “Korea” (a Western word) was derived 
from the name of this unified and powerful state.44  

Formerly named Songdo (City of Pine), Kaesǒng is one of Korea’s oldest cities and was 
constructed as a castle fortification, surrounded by a stone wall with gated entries. During 
the Korean War, communist forces overran it, and the first truce negotiations took place 
here in 1951. Kaesǒng became part of North Korea after the war. 

The Kaesǒng Industrial Complex, managed and financed mainly by South Korea, is 
located here. It consists of South Korean textile, electronics, machinery, and chemical 
factories whose employees are from both North and South Korea. The duty-free trade 
complex was set up by both governments to provide a way for South Korean businesses 
to manufacture products in North Korea. Kaesǒng has also been a source for ginseng 
since ancient times, exporting this herb to Southeast Asia and China for medical use. 
Finally, it is a cultural center and the site of many historic palaces, tombs, and temples.  

Namp’o45 

Only 50 km (30 mi) southwest of P’yǒngyang, Namp’o is 
located at the mouth of the Taedong River. For most of 
its past, it was a fishing village, but in 1897 it began to 
open to foreign trade and is now the region’s main 
seaport.46 Although the harbor is frozen in wintertime, 
ships as large as 20,000 tons can use the port when the 
water is free of ice.  

Namp’o has transportation connections to the nation’s interior by means of railway and 
by shipping up the Taedong River. It has an industrial base that includes shipbuilding, 
production of glass and electrodes, and refining of gold and copper. The city also markets 

                                                 
43 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Kaesong.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9044290 
44 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Koryǒ Dynasty.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9046099 
45 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Namp’o.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9054747 
46 The Free Dictionary by Farlex. “Nampo.” c. 2009. http://encyclopedia.farlex.com/Nampo 
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shellfish and other marine products, and high quality apples are grown on the land that 
surrounds the city. 

Ch’ǒngjin47 

Located in northeastern North Korea along the coast of the Sea of Japan (East Sea), 
Ch’ǒngjin is one of the country’s largest industrial cities. It was a fishing village until 
1908, when it became a trading port and began to develop a manufacturing base. 
Ch’ǒngjin also had a military function, serving as a base for Japan’s invasion of China, 
toward the end of the occupation of Korea by Japan (1910–1945). The city’s strategic 
location and transportation links to both Japan and China helped to establish its military 
and industrial development. Ch’ǒngjin’s industries include shipbuilding and 
manufacturing iron, steel, machinery, textiles, and chemicals. 

History 

In its role as a gateway between Japan and Asia, records 
show that the Korean Peninsula has been invaded over 
900 times during 2,000 years of recorded history.48 
Koreans from north to south have been ruled by Japan, 
China, Mongolia, and the Soviet Union. Even though 
these foreign invaders left traces of their own 
civilizations, Korea kept its own distinct identity, both 
politically and culturally. It also developed a strong drive 
to secure its own independence. 

Early History  

It is thought that around 4000 B.C.E., the Neolithic period, prehistoric people from what 
is now China, Mongolia, and Russia migrated to the Korean Peninsula.49,50 Tribes started 
forming there, and there is evidence of early agriculture and rice cultivation.  

The earliest civilization recorded on the Korean Peninsula reportedly developed in the 
second millennium B.C.E. and lasted over a thousand years.51 It was centered in the 
northwestern corner of the Korean Peninsula and began spreading both to the west and 
also north into the Manchurian area of China. The Chinese invaded this early kingdom, 
which then splintered and formed new states. Although Chinese power over the region 

                                                 
47 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Ch’ongjin.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9082329 
48 North Korea. Miller, Debra A. “Korea’s Rich History” [p. 25]. 2004. Lucent Books. 
49 North Korea in Pictures. Behnke, Alison. “History and Government: Ancient Choson” [p. 18].” 2005. 
Minneapolis: Lerner Publications Company. 
50 Encyclopædia Britannica. Korea. “Korea to c. 1400 – The Dawn of History – The Stone Age.” 2009. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-35001 
51 North Korea in Pictures. Behnke, Alison. “History and Government: Ancient Choson” [pp.18–19].” 
2005. Minneapolis: Lerner Publications Company. 
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gradually waned, Chinese ideas remained influential as Korea formed its government and 
civilization.  

After the demise of the early kingdom in the northwest, various states continued to 
develop as the peninsular region evolved. Koguryŏ, another early state, formed in the 
northeastern peninsula sometime around the 1st century B.C.E., spreading across the 
northern and central region of the peninsula.52 Near the same time, other states grew in 
the southern peninsula, including Baekje kingdom and the Silla kingdom. Allied with the 
Chinese Tang dynasty, Silla conquered both Baekje and Koguryŏ. The newly unified 
Silla dynasty, with its capital in what is now South Korea, eventually divided into 
separate realms. These were in turn unified in 936 under the Koryŏ kingdom, with the 
northern boundary of the Amnok River. In 1022 C.E., peace was established between 
Koryŏ and Manchuria.53 

The Chosŏn Dynasty 

Koryŏ began to weaken from within during the 12th 
century. It suffered an additional blow when Mongol 
forces invaded in 1231 and dominated the kingdom.54 
The Mongols were later defeated and their holdings 
confiscated by Chinese forces of the Ming dynasty. 
Another invader threatened from the east as Japanese 
pirates repeatedly raided the coast of Korea. In 1392, the 
Koryŏ General Yi Song-gye was ordered to attack Ming 
forces. Instead, the general—who favored a strategy of alliance with the Ming—seized 
the Koryŏ throne. He founded the Chosŏn dynasty, whose Yi clan members ruled Korea 
until 1910 when Japan annexed Korea.55, 56 

The society of the early Chosŏn dynasty in Korea consisted of a ruling aristocratic class; 
the yangban (meaning “two ranks or orders”), which included officials of military and 
civil background. They studied neo-Confucian philosophy that they had absorbed from 
the Chinese, and their exclusive profession was holding public office—obtained through 
a system of civil service examinations. They owned the land, and by dominating public 
office, they also controlled society. Many cultural and intellectual changes occurred 
during this time, including developments in agriculture, geography, history, astronomy, 
and medicine. Hangul, the Korean phonetic alphabet, was developed during the reign of 

                                                 
52 North Korea in Pictures. Behnke, Alison. “History and Government: Ancient Choson [pp.19–20].” 2005. 
Minneapolis: Lerner Publications Company. 
53 North Korea in Pictures. Behnke, Alison. “History and Government: The Koryo Kingdom [p.21].” 2005. 
Minneapolis: Lerner Publications Company. 
54 North Korea in Pictures. Behnke, Alison. “History and Government: The Koryo Kingdom [p.21].” 2005. 
Minneapolis: Lerner Publications Company. 
55 Bartleby.com. The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. “Korea – History.” c. 2007. 
http://www.bartleby.com/65/ko/Korea.html 
56 Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, U.S. Department of State. Background Note: North Korea. 
“Historical and Cultural Highlights.” February 2009. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2792.htm 
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the fourth monarch, Sejong the Great, who directed the project to its completion in 
1443.57 

Great destruction to the country took place as a result of continual foreign invasions. In 
the centuries that followed installation of the Chosŏn dynasty, Japan invaded Korea 
(1592 and 1597), and Manchu forces invaded both Korea and Ming China in the early 
1600s. The Koreans managed to drive the Japanese away but were less successful with 
the Manchus. They had to pay tribute to the Manchu emperor who now ruled China under 
the Qing dynasty, established by the Manchus in 1644.58 

In the mid 1800s, Western powers began to apply “gunboat diplomacy” to Korea.59 This 
approach had been preceded by visits from various Western sources. Europeans had 
begun traveling to East Asia in the mid 1500s, and the crew of a Dutch ship that ran 
aground was taken prisoner by the Koreans in 1656. Members of the crew escaped some 
years later and one wrote a book about Korea, the first narrative on the topic published in 
Europe. Catholic missionaries had made contact with Koreans in China as early as the 
16th century, and Catholicism began to spread in Korea. It eventually clashed not only 
with Confucian practices but also with the ruling class, and the Korean rulers became 
more closed to foreign influence. Ships from the West were rebuffed, and with the 
growing antagonism toward outside influences, Korea also refused Japan’s attempts at 
diplomacy.60 

The Modern Era and Korean Nationalism 

The Donghak Rebellion, an internal uprising in 1894 against 
government corruption, was followed by war, Japanese rule, and 
division of the country. This cycle of events began with the 1894 
rebellion, in which Korea’s Chosŏn rulers asked China to send troops 
to help subdue the rebels. Instead, the Japanese took advantage of the 
moment and sent their forces into Korea. Known as the Sino-Japanese 
War, the conflict ended in 1895 with Japan victorious over both the 
Donghak rebels and the Chinese troops. Japan used its victory to 
extend its control in Korea. Meanwhile Russia was also attempting to 
expand into the region, and their conflicting interests led to the Russo-
Japanese War, which broke out between Russia and Japan in 1904. 
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Japan won this war and made Korea a protectorate in 1905 and then a colony in 1910, 
annexed into the Japanese empire.61, 62  

Under Japan’s colonial administration, Korean culture and language were replaced with 
Japanese (it became illegal to speak Korean), and the Korean people and their culture 
were treated as below standard in their own land. The Japanese shut down newspaper 
publishing and private schools. They demanded that Koreans profess allegiance to Japan 
and adopt the traditional Japanese Shinto religion, worshipping only at Shinto shrines. 
The Japanese tore down buildings and replaced them with those of Japanese design. They 
banned political organizing, took Koreans’ land, and arrested them if they suspected anti-
government activities. By the 1930s, Japan was taking half of the Korean rice crop, 
leaving severe food shortages that resulted in starvation for many Koreans.63, 64 

Many Koreans were inspired by the Russian Revolution of 1917 and similar action in 
China on behalf of the working class and peasant class, respectively. They turned to their 
own Korean nationalism in the face of overbearing Japanese rule. In the 1920s, they 
started to organize Communist political parties, and by the 1930s they were making small, 
mobile, guerrilla attacks against the Japanese. They often worked alongside Soviet or 
Chinese communists who were also fighting the Japanese. It was during this time that the 
northern Korean fighter Kim Song-ju, later renamed Kim Il Sung, gained a reputation as 
a guerrilla and a Communist with notable leadership skills.65 

Division of Korea 

Japan remained in control of Korea until the end of 
World War II, 1945, at which time Korea was divided 
into two occupation zones, north and south. The Soviet 
Union occupied the land north of the 38th Parallel, and 
the U.S. administered the southern part of Korea in what 
was to be a temporary arrangement until the U.S., Soviet 
Union, United Kingdom, and China could form a trustee 
arrangement. Even though all parties worked toward this 
goal, Cold War politics and distrust between the U.S. and the Soviet Union slowed or 
derailed the progress. In the north, the Soviet Union in 1946 gave control to the 
Provisional People’s Committee, headed by Kim Il Sung, and he became leader of the 
unified Korean Workers’ Party (KWP). Those in the southern section of Korea set up a 
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democratic government with U.S. assistance. A further attempt was still made in 1947 to 
unify the country when the U.S. turned the Korean problem over to the newly formed 
United Nations (UN). Unfortunately, no progress was made toward unification. Under 
UN auspices, elections took place in the south, and on 15 August 1948, the Republic of 
Korea (ROK) was formed within the South with Syngman Rhee serving as its first 
president. Just over three weeks later on 9 September 1948, the North proclaimed the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) led by Premier Kim Il Sung.66,67  

The Korean War68, 69 

Border clashes and fighting along the 38th Parallel almost 
immediately followed establishment of the DPRK. On 25 
June 1950, war broke out when North Korea invaded 
South Korea in a surprise attack. The Soviet Union 
provided supplies, armaments, and counsel to North 
Korea, and China (the “People’s Volunteers”) also joined 
the North Korean effort. The UN and 16 member nations 
became involved on the side of South Korea under the 
UN Command (UNC). As one of the member nations fighting under the UNC, the U.S. 
provided a contingent of troops that was second in size only to the one that South Korea 
assigned to the war effort. 

Just weeks after Soviet ruler Joseph Stalin died on 5 March 1953, the Soviet Union’s 
Communist Party leadership voted to end the war in Korea. China and South Korea, 
however, continued to pursue engagement, and the war continued until 27 July 1953. On 
that day, an armistice was signed by the North Koreans, the Chinese People’s Volunteers, 
and the UN Command. The U.S. and South Koreans have adhered to the armistice as 
members of the UNC during the war. The war resulted in a stalemate, with Korea still 
divided into North and South at the 38th Parallel.70  

Post-War North Korea and Kim Il Sung71, 72  

After the war, Kim Il Sung was absolute leader of North Korea until his death in 1994, 
ruling at the center of a personality cult that revered him as “Great Leader.” He altered 
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his political position from being pro-Soviet, to being pro-Chinese, and last, to adopting an 
independent stance. In 1955, he promoted the concept of chuch’e (independent self-
reliance), and it became the nation’s guiding principle that supported two goals: 
industrializing the country and reunifying Korea as a whole under his rule. Refusing most 
foreign assistance as he pursued the first goal, he led a centralized economy that started 
off with strong industrial potential but later stagnated. His second goal, reunifying the 
entire nation under North Korean rule, also failed. In spite of this, his rule remained 
strong largely owing to the propaganda system he developed with great effectiveness. He 
controlled communications and messages, eliminated rivals, and oversaw a society in 
which North Koreans received only limited information from the outside world. In 
foreign policy, he consistently opposed South Korea and the U.S., and he developed ties 
with China and the Soviet Union.  

When the Soviet Union dissolved in the early 1990s, China remained North Korea’s only 
major ally. China, however, was developing diplomacy with South Korea, which was 
growing stronger economically and politically. North Korea grew even more isolated, 
although both North and South Korea became members of the UN in 1991. Tensions 
remained high between the two countries, especially after North Korea’s nuclear weapons 
program came to light. In early 1993, North Korea ended its diplomatic contacts with 
South Korea altogether. In 1998, the North Korean government eliminated the office of 
president, as Kim Il Sung was posthumously named “eternal president of the republic.” 73  

The Kim Jong Il Era  

After Kim Il Sung died in 1994, Kim Jong Il succeeded 
his father as leader of North Korea, having been groomed 
for the job since 1980. He continued the system of 
absolute dictatorial rule based on the philosophy of 
chuch’e. The era of Kim Jong Il has been marked by fuel 
shortages and economic decline compounded by famine, 
all within an extremely reclusive and closed society.74, 75  

Kim Jong Il, North Korea’s chief of state, is officially named Chairman of the National 
Defense Commission.76 He “built on the mystique already surrounding his father and 
himself” by overseeing the release of biographical notes, sometimes conflicting, which 
attributed “precocious abilities” to himself and “auspicious signs” to his birth.77 On the 
foreign relations front, he did attempt to improve diplomacy with some other countries in 
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the late 1990s and stopped long-range missile testing in exchange for reduced U.S. 
economic sanctions. In 2000, Kim Jong Il met with South Korean leader Kim Dae Jung 
in the first summit to address reunification between the two nations. However, relations 
with the U.S. took a turn for the worse after North Korea was designated part of the 
“Axis of Evil” by U.S. President Bush in 2002. During that same year, Kim Jong Il 
expelled from his country inspectors of the International Atomic Energy Agency.78  

The situation continued to deteriorate. In 2003, North Korea pulled out of the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty and announced plans to build nuclear weapons. In October 2006, 
North Korea claimed to have tested an underground nuclear weapon, even though it had 
agreed in 2005 to abandon such effort.79, 80 

Recent Events 

In December 2007, a new president (Lee Myung-bak) 
was elected in South Korea, and a downturn in diplomacy 
followed.81 First, relations between North and South 
Korea weakened when the president took a harsher line 
against the North than his predecessor had taken. In 2008, 
North Korea raised the stakes, announcing plans to cut 
nonmilitary telephone connections with the South and 
close the border crossing between North Korea and South 
Korea at the Kaesong Industrial Complex.82  

Since that time, tension has remained high. In March 2009, responding to annual U.S.-
South Korea military training exercises scheduled to take place, North Korea cut off its 
military phone hotline connection with the South and ordered its army on alert. It also 
announced the launching of a satellite, which the U.S. and South Korea believed was 
actually a long-range test missile, and warned against attempts to shoot it down.83 In 
addition, South Korea recently reported that North Korea has deployed new missiles that 
can reach medium-range targets in Asia and has increased its military troops by several 
thousand.84 Finally, North Korea has been intensifying its isolationist stance in other 
ways. Even though it is believed that over one third of all North Koreans do not have 
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adequate food, the government has expelled aid groups from the North and refused to 
accept more food aid supplies from the U.S. as of March 2009.85 

North Korea’s path of development with nuclear weapons has also increased the level of 
tension. The Six-Party Talks, multilateral negotiations that had led to P’yǒngyang’s 
agreement in 2005 to stop developing nuclear weapons, continued in 2007. At China’s 
urging, P’yǒngyang re-engaged in the talks with China, South Korea, the U.S., Russia, 
and Japan. Once again, the North Korean government agreed to end its nuclear program. 
Under observation and guidance of experts from the U.S., it closed the plant at Yongbyon, 
where plutonium was produced, and received fuel oil and aid in exchange. However, 
North Korea began to reactivate the facility in late 2008 as an act of protest for not 
having been removed from the U.S. terror blacklist.86, 87 

Economy  

Overview of the National Economy88, 89, 90 

North Korea has a centrally planned economy under which the 
government determines pricing, distribution of services and products, 
and production schedules. At the end of World War II,  

“…it was the North that had the bulk of the peninsula’s 
industry and its mineral resources. In this part of the country 
were 90 percent of Korea’s minerals (coal, iron, copper, lead, 
uranium, manganese), its hydroelectric power resources, and 
its forest products. The industrial base included steel and 
chemicals, and the North was by far wealthier than the 
South”.91 

                                                 
85 BBC News. “N Korea Refuses US Food Aid.” 18 March 2009. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-
pacific/7949785.stm  
86 Council on Foreign Relations. Zissis, Carin. “The Six-Party Talks on North Korea’s Nuclear Program.” 
14 October 2008. http://www.cfr.org/publication/13593/ 
87 BBC News. “Q&A: N Korea Nuclear Stand-off.” 11 October 2008. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-
pacific/2340405.stm 
88 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Korea, North: Economy.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-34929  
89 Federal Research Division, U.S. Library of Congress. “A Country Study: North Korea. Chapter 1 – 
Historical Setting. The Post-War Economy and Patterns of Industrialization.” June 1993. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/kptoc.html 
90Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: North Korea.” July 2007. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/North_Korea.pdf 
91 Cohen, Saul Bernard. Geopolitics of the World System [p. 258]. 2002. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=QkMD8HKRlgoC&pg=PA258&lpg=PA258&dq=north+korea+wealthi
er+than+south&source=bl&ots=UyKS1f6h4Z&sig=Y_C5JKJN99u0ljXcqjr5L2hXzXA&hl=en&ei=J7vCS
Z-9DoGStQPau9jvBg&sa=X&oi=book_result&resnum=4&ct=result 



 
19

Later, with massive aid from both China and the Soviet Union, North Korea recovered 
rapidly from the devastation of the Korean War.92 After 1954 (one year after the Korean 
War ended), the state began to establish a series of economic plans for the nation, 
emphasizing postwar reconstruction and industrial growth. Heavy industry in particular 
was slated for development. Metals and chemicals were initially produced, and later 
emphasis was placed on mechanization, development of technology, and exploitation of 
resources.  

Many factors combined to limit growth of the economy. Although North Korea relied on 
the Soviet Union for material assistance in developing its industrial base, its economic 
plans were also primarily structured around chuch’e. Thus, it did not seek foreign 
investment, and due to this and other factors, it generally failed to meet the goals of its 
economic plans. Lack of transportation infrastructure has hampered the nation’s growth, 
along with chronic fuel shortages. In addition, much of the national budget has been 
dedicated to large military expenditures.  

By the time the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, North Korea was already experiencing 
severe economic problems. Not only the Soviet Union but also its satellite states had been 
North Korea’s main trade partners. The loss of these sources of aid and foreign trade, 
combined with a series of drought, floods, and other natural disasters on the very small 
amount of arable land, was devastating to the North Korean economy. The country 
experienced severe shortages of food in 1995–1996 and in subsequent years. Although 
international aid prevented mass starvation for several years since the mid 1990s, the aid 
alone was not enough to avoid widespread malnutrition across the country. Also, the 
North Korean government has periodically halted such shipments.  

Agriculture93, 94, 95 

After the North Korean government was formed in 1946, 
it confiscated over half of the country’s privately held 
land and organized it into collectives. The new 
cooperative farms were larger than private farms had 
been, and they required fertilizer and farm machinery in 
order to operate. Kim Il Sung’s regime further 
collectivized the agriculture sector, expanding it and 
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trying to improve mechanization. However, industrial development remained of utmost 
importance to the country for many years, and North Korea’s agricultural sector was less 
of a priority.96  

New agricultural development strategies were applied in the 1970s in an attempt to create 
more of a balance between agriculture and industry, but the plans ultimately fell short. 
Only about 18% of the land in North Korea is arable, and even that is further limited by 
the mountainous terrain. The Six-Year Plan formulated for 1971–1976 and the Seven-
Year Plan for 1978–1984 outlined particular goals such as expanding grain production, 
reclaiming land, and distributing more tractors. Some advancement was made, such as 
increased grain production after 1970 and farm mechanization. However, given the 
country’s limited amount of arable land, ongoing shortages of fuel and fertilizer, and 
problems related to the weather, agricultural output has remained low. Floods in 1995 
damaged over 40% of the nation’s rice fields.97 The floods led to landslides (on 
previously cleared land) and destruction of large areas of reclaimed, terraced land, 
reducing the amount of arable land for years to come. At other times, drought has also 
taken a large toll. In addition to these extreme disadvantages, much of the land has been 
exhausted from the overuse of fertilizer in the 1980s.  

Under Kim Jong Il’s leadership, agricultural policies did not change much except to 
become more centralized. The loss of trading partners (the Soviet Union and affiliated 
countries in Eastern Europe) has led to shortages in fertilizer, farm machinery, parts, and 
fuel to operate what machinery there is. Linked to these problems, the agricultural sector 
in general remains characterized by inefficient methods and low productivity on the 
cooperative farms. North Korea cannot produce enough food to feed its people, and 
recent years have been characterized by food shortages triggered by natural disasters. In 
the 1990s, as many as one million North Koreans may have died from famine.98 Coping 
measures in the form of informal markets began to appear as the central government 
failed to relieve the nation’s food demands. Over a period of time, a market infrastructure 
arose consisting of “wholesalers, middlemen, retail vendors, and others,” gradually 
expanding from food to limited household and consumer 
goods.99 

Industry 

P’yǒngyang, twice heavily damaged and rebuilt, was one 
of North Korea’s early centers of industry. In the Sino-
Japanese War (1894–1895) and the plague that followed, 
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the city was almost deserted, much of it destroyed. P’yǒngyang was revived during 
occupation by the Japanese (1910–1945), who built the city up, developing industries that 
would support their war plans. However, the city again suffered extensive bombing in the 
Korean War (1950–1953). The North Koreans rebuilt the city after the war with 
assistance from China and the Soviet Union, and once again it emerged as an industrial 
center. Its growth in this direction has been stimulated by the availability of natural 
resources (iron, coal, limestone) in the surrounding region.100 North Korea’s industrial 
base in general is owned by the state and it was expanded after the war to add machinery, 
aircraft, armaments, and petrochemical plants.101 

Other heavy industry is located in various cities around North Korea. Steelworks are 
located at Tanch’on, Ch’ŏngjin, and Musan, and chemicals are produced at Namp’o, 
Hŭngnam, Ch’ŏngjin, and other cities. Large coal fields are located in the extreme north 
of the country, and also in the southwest. However, after years of neglect and 
underinvestment, the plants are inefficient and in need of repair and modernization. In 
addition, most manufacturing is focused on the needs of the military.102  

In the 1990s, industrial production fell drastically in North Korea. Between 1995 and 
1997, most factories stopped operating, and in the entire decade, North Korea’s gross 
national product was cut by almost half.103 The small private markets that had previously 
been “hidden from view” officially, began to come out more into the open. They spread 
rapidly throughout the country as people found alternative ways to feed themselves and 
to make money.104 

Imports and Exports  

The economic policies that are followed in North Korea, “one of the world's most 
centrally directed and least open economies,” have been a major factor leading to reliance 
on imports.105 The country finds it necessary to import fuel, food, grain, machinery, and 
other essential basic goods.106, 107 In addition, very few consumer goods are produced in 
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North Korea, since manufacturing needs are concentrated on the military, and most 
factories are in disrepair or nonoperational. Thus, the small number of North Koreans 
who have the means to pay for them rely on second hand consumer goods imported from 
Japan and China.108 According to 2006 statistics, North Korea receives 27% of its 
imports from China, 16% from South Korea, 9% from Thailand, and 7% from Russia.109 
Many goods are also smuggled into North Korea from China to sell on the black 
market.110 

North Korea’s main export partners are South Korea 
(45%), China (35%), and Thailand (5%). The nation 
exports minerals and metal products, textiles, animal and 
vegetable products, plastics, and chemicals. North Korea 
also exports missiles and armaments, narcotics, and other 
illegal products. 111, 112 Although much remains unknown 
about the exact range of such illicit activities, it is 
believed that in general they intensified in the 1990s 
when the North Korean economy was hit hard by the collapse of the Soviet Union (1991). 
Clients for armaments have included Pakistan, Iran, Libya, Syria, and other nations. In 
the mid 1990s, North Korea started to “produce drugs for export, beginning with opium 
but diversifying into methamphetamine and other synthetics following the floods of 
1995.”113 

North Korea also exports labor. Beginning as early as 1967, North Korea sent laborers to 
Russia to work in logging sites in the eastern part of the country. Construction workers 
and blue-collar workers from North Korea have also gone to Malaysia, Dubai, Saudi 
Arabia, Libya, Poland, the Czech Republic, and other countries. Many are routed through 
labor agencies that operate in China. The migrant workers’ wages are sent back to 
authorities in North Korea, providing a lucrative source of foreign currency for the 
government.114 
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Tourism 

Being a very isolationist state, North Korea does not have a developed tourist industry. 
The government oversees all tourism, subjecting it to strict regulation. Tourists are 
limited to visiting the country on guided tours led by official government tour agents. 
Spontaneous interaction with locals is almost entirely prohibited, and taking photographs 
is restricted.115 

Energy 116  

North Korea’s electrical energy network began with the 
construction of the Sup’ung Hydroelectric Plant in the 
northwest, developed during the Japanese occupation. 
The plant was “the largest of its kind in Asia” at that time, 
and before the country was divided, North Korea 
produced over 90% of the Korean Peninsula’s electrical 
energy. The system deteriorated due to poor maintenance, 
however. In the 1970s, North Korea began using coal as 
its main source of energy, as coal-generated plants could be built more cheaply and were 
more stable during times of drought. Still, more hydroelectric plants were constructed in 
the 1990s, some with Chinese assistance. After experiencing power shortages, North 
Korea built several small- to medium-sized hydroelectric plants near rivers where 
reservoirs could be constructed, after 1998. However, equipment problems and freezing 
of water sources has hampered the plants’ effectiveness. 

North Korea has no oil reserves and has to import oil for diesel, gasoline, and jet fuel 
needs. Its oil imports from the Soviet Union were disrupted in the 1990s. North Korea 
also received oil from China, which shipped it by pipeline, and Iran, shipping by sea. In 
1991, China began requiring hard currency as payment for oil, and as a result North 
Korea had to reduce its supply from this source and began relying more on oil from Iran. 

North Korea has not been able to resolve its energy limitations and shortages. The 
country cannot afford to purchase energy from external sources, and it lacks adequate 
domestic sources. Its existing plants require modernization, and the energy sector in 
general requires more efficient management. In addition, the country would have to 
construct new plants to provide for its domestic usages. To accomplish this, investment is 
needed from outside sources.117 
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Ethnic Groups 

There are very few foreigners and virtually no ethnic groups that are non-Korean in North 
Korea. Almost all the people who live in North Korea are ethnic Koreans, sharing a 
common background, culture, and language.118 Two exceptions are the small populations 
of ethnic Japanese and Chinese who live in North Korea.119 They live in communities in 
which they speak their own languages.120 

Ethnic Chinese in North Korea, who have connections in China, have often been 
discriminated against—suspected of illegal activities because of their foreign ties. The 
Chinese in North Korea were allowed for decades to travel back and forth to China, the 
only group with this privilege. Many “used this unique position to earn extra money by 
small-scale, part-time smuggling.”121 During the economic downturn of the 1990s, they 
expanded such operations as a means of survival.122 

Many Japanese came to North Korea with their Korean 
spouses. From 1959 to 1984, approximately 90,000 or 
more people, mostly ethnic Korean, emigrated from 
Japan to North Korea. Around 6,000 of that number were 
Japanese spouses.123 The migration was in response to the 
North Korean government’s invitation, offering jobs, 
housing, and welfare to those who returned from Japan. 
In reality, North Korea invited them because the country 
needed labor and many were eventually sent to prison camps for being “politically 
unreliable.”124 Some Japanese citizens moved to North Korea for political sanctuary after 
1970, and others were kidnapped from Japan and sent to North Korea during the late 
1970s to teach Japanese to North Korean spies.125  
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Religion 

Overview126  

In North Korea, the Constitution supports “freedom of 
religious belief,” but in practice, the government blocks 
individual freedom.127 As in other countries, the 
communist regime of North Korea associates religion 
with feudalism and foreign rule and discourages its 
practice. Under the leadership of Kim Jong Il, the 
government closely supervises the religious activity of 
groups that are officially approved, and severely 
penalizes religious groups that are not authorized by the state. Engaging in missionary 
activity or fostering ties to foreign evangelical organizations are dangerous activities in 
North Korea. According to refugees and people who have defected from the country in 
past years, the North Korean government arrests and harshly punishes those who are 
found to be members of underground Christian churches, sending them to prison camps 
or even executing them.  

It should be noted, however, that because so few countries have diplomatic relations with 
North Korea, it is difficult to acquire reliable information concerning religious matters. 
The North Korean government does not allow foreign journalists or government 
representatives to visit the country freely to assess religious freedom or the degree to 
which it exists. For this reason, the information that the U.S. State Department publishes 
in its “International Religious Freedom Report” is based on “interviews, press reports, 
NGO reports, and missionary, refugee, and defector testimony.”128 The agency also notes 
that the material may be dated because there can be a large gap between the time a 
refugee or defector escapes and the time he or she reports to an agency or a source  that 
can document the experience. In the Cultural Orientation material for North Korea, this 
“Religion” chapter and other chapters that focus on social life, describe current events 
that are subject to similar source limitations. 
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Historical Religious Background 

Over the centuries, people on the Korean peninsula have 
been greatly influenced by Chinese culture. Confucianism, 
as a social ethic and political worldview, became part of 
the Chinese state’s ideological foundation as early as the 
2nd century B.C.E.129 It spread as an element of Chinese 
culture to other East Asian countries, including Korea.130 
In “early modern times,” the most conspicuous aspect of 
Confucianism to be seen in Korea was veneration of ancestors.131 The Korean peninsula 
was also influenced to a lesser degree by Buddhism, a philosophy with religious aspects 
that had spread in early centuries from India to China. However, before either of these 
religio-philosophical systems made their way to Korea, people on the Korean peninsula 
were shamanist.132 This form of religion, which was common among hunting and 
gathering cultures, centers around a priest-shaman who can contact or influence gods and 
demons in the spirit world. In North Korea, such practice has largely disappeared.133, 134  

In the 18th and 19th centuries, Christianity made inroads into the Korean peninsula. In 
particular, P’yŏngyang and Sunch’on135 became active centers of Christian missionary 
work. During the Japanese occupation Christianity was repressed, and by the end of the 
Second World War, the missionaries were gone from North Korea. In the years that 
followed the Korean War, the government confiscated Buddhist temples and church 
property, most of which had been damaged and looted during and after the war.136  

Ch’ondogyo 

Ch’ondogyo is a religion indigenous (native) to Korea that mixes Confucianism, 
Buddhism, Taoism, shamanism, and even some Roman Catholicism into a monotheistic 
(one god) belief system. A Confucian teacher founded it in 1860, and it quickly gained a 
large number of followers. Ch’ondogyo did not incorporate the idea of an “eternal 
reward” for one’s good deeds, focusing instead on securing righteousness in the material 
world and in people’s everyday lives. Following this vision, many of its practitioners 
tried to improve and reform society. They played a prominent and supportive role in the 
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“March 1st Movement” of 1919, a series of nationalist demonstrations that called for 
independence.137, 138, 139  

Present Religious Practice 140 

Ch’ondogyo is presently an approved religion in North Korea, 
functioning under the auspices of the Ch’ondogyo Young Friends 
Society. Approximately 40,000 people practice it, according to 
estimates from the North Korean government. At international 
religious conferences, for instance, the North Korean state has at 
times been represented by approved Ch’ondogyo, Buddhist, and 
Christian organizations.141 

Reports (unverified) out of North Korea in recent years have 
estimated the number of “religious believers” to be 10,000 Buddhists, 
10,000 Protestants, and 4,000 Catholics.142 One Catholic church, one 
Russian Orthodox church, and two Protestant churches have been operating in 
P’yŏngyang, according to sources, all under the authority of the state.143 Conflicting 
reports have come out of the country on the number of practicing underground Christians 
in North Korea. Considerable evidence has shown that North Koreans who attempt to 
practice any religion in a way that is unauthorized by the state suffer harsh punishment.144 

The government has reportedly been known to use approved religious organizations to 
spread misinformation or political messages, or to create the illusion of free religious 
choice.145, 146 In the 1980s, the state was allegedly using North Korean Christians to 
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contact South Korean and Western Christians  to promote political goals, primarily 
reunification.147 North Korean religious representatives have also met with foreign 
religious guests to convey political or propagandistic information. Some non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) have reported that most of the religious 
organizations that do exist in North Korea “have been organized primarily as counterparts 
to foreign religious organizations or international aid agencies, rather than as instruments 
to guarantee and support free religious activities.” 148  

The Role of Religion in the North Korean Government  

The North Korean communist regime is officially atheist, but it has 
continued to allow religious practice as long as such practice is under 
control of the government.149 The North Korean Constitution (as 
revised in 1992), Article 62, “grants freedom of religious belief and 
guarantees the right to construct buildings for religious use and 
religious ceremonies.” 150 In practice, however, the only official 
worship allowed among the population has been the cult of Kim Il 
Sung (known as Great Leader) and Kim Jong Il (known as Dear 
Leader) and their chuch’e ideology. 151, 152 Han Sung-joo, previously a 
South Korean foreign minister, states that “There is deification and a 
religious emotional element [in chuch’e] in the North.” 153 Agreeing in 
substance, the U.S. State Department has reported that “The cult of personality of Kim 
Jong Il and his father and the official "juche" [chuch’e] ideology has declined somewhat, 
but remained an important ideological underpinning of the regime, approaching the level 
of a state religion.”154   
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Influence of Religion on Daily Life  

According to foreign guests in North Korea who have 
talked to those who represent state-sanctioned religious 
organizations, “some members are genuinely religious” 
but “others appear to know little about religious 
doctrine.”155 The same foreign visitors have also noted 
that although some of the religious activities carried out 
by practitioners seem authentic, many also seem 
“staged.”156 The U.S. State Department notes that in 
general, “little is known about the day-to-day life of religious persons in the country.”157  

Buildings of Worship  

Although there are a few Christian churches and 
approximately 300 Buddhist temples in North Korea, 
they are not open to the public for worship except for 
sponsored events. Limited religious activity is allowed to 
take place in the temples, and some Buddhist temples 
have been restored in recent years. However, the purpose 
of the restoration is thought to be preserving the sites as 
cultural relics of North Korea’s past. One such temple, 
the Shingye or Singyesa (Holy Valley) Temple, destroyed in the Korean War, was 
restored in 2007. Funds to complete the reconstruction were given by the government of 
the Republic of Korea (South Korea) and also from foreign tourists. In the past, the site 
has been available for the few visiting tourists who make their way to North Korea.158  

Anyone who visits a Buddhist temple should be aware that it traditionally holds murals 
and symbols of the Buddha’s life. A statue of Buddha is typically present, with his 
position representing different meanings. Hand gestures also carry different meanings.  A 
raised hand with the palm facing outwards and index finger forming a circle with the 
thumb may indicate teaching.159, 160  
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Behavior in Places of Worship 161 

Statues and images of the Buddha are sacred and should be approached quietly and with a 
respectful attitude. They represent North Korea’s cultural background. 

Exchange 1: May I enter the temple? 

Soldier: May I enter the temple? kyowey turaw gadoo tamneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

Strict rules apply in Buddhist temples worldwide, not only about conduct, but also about 
appearance. Visitors who enter a temple should not wear skimpy, revealing, or dirty 
clothing. The dress code includes clean shirts and long pants for men, and long skirts or 
pants along with blouses or sweaters that cover the shoulders for women. Everyone 
should remove shoes before entering (unless it seems customary to leave them on) and 
refrain from touching paintings or statues.  

Exchange 2:  Must I take off my shoes inside the temple? 

Soldier: Must I take off my shoes 
inside the temple? 

kyowey trawgaltey sinbarul pasoyaa 
hamneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 
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Just as in visiting a Buddhist temple, it is also important 
to dress conservatively when visiting a Confucian temple 
or a Christian church. Women’s clothing should be loose 
fitting, and skirts should not be shorter than knee length. 
Men should wear loose fitting pants and a shirt. All 
clothing should be clean and neat. Unless others are 
doing so, a woman does not need to cover her head with a 
scarf. 

Exchange 3:  Do I need to cover my head? 

Soldier: Do I need to cover my 
head? 

meoreeye mwosur saayaa hamneekaa? 

Local:  Yes.  ney 

 

In general, visitors to any temple should follow protocols 
that are posted in writing or that they see others observing. 
Once inside, if people are praying or meditating, visitors 
should observe silence as talking can interrupt prayers or 
be interpreted as rude behavior. They should not bring 
food or drink into a temple, nor should they deliberately 
point their feet directly at a Buddha statue or symbol. 
Finally, they should not take photographs inside or 
outside places of worship without permission. 

Visitors also need to be aware of North Korea’s restrictions concerning general religious 
conduct, whether inside places of worship or outside of them. They should avoid any 
kind of proselytizing, and avoid passing out religious materials or even giving them away 
occasionally to a local person. Visitors should also discourage conversations about 
religion and avoid any kind of religious socializing in groups, unless it is sanctioned by 
the government. Visitors should never invite a North Korean national to attend a religious 
service with them. Finally, if visitors wish to attend a religious service or presentation, 
they can do so only if it is state-approved.  
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Traditions 

Traditional Economy  

Agriculture has been a major part of the traditional 
economy on the Korean Peninsula for centuries. Peasants 
who work the land reflect Korea’s class system, and their 
status has changed through the years. In the centuries of 
the Chosŏn dynasty, tenant farmers worked on the large 
estates of strongly entrenched aristocratic landlords. 
During this period, landlords required that the tenants pay 
taxes by surrendering half or more of their crop to the 
landlords, plus paying other forms of tribute. This general land ownership pattern lasted 
until the 20th century, when it was broken up by rebellion in the north and land reform in 
the south.162  

Before land reform occurred, dynastic revival following the 16th and 17th century 
Manchu and Japanese invasions resulted in economic diversification. This in turn led to 
improved rice-growing methods and larger harvests, which enabled a number of peasants 
to become small landlords.163 However, during the early part of the 19th century, there 
was a decline in agricultural production. As a result, many peasants lost their livelihood 
and resorted to practicing slash-and-burn agriculture in mountainous areas where growing 
conditions were difficult.164 

Farming in North Korea has always been limited by a lack of arable land (less than 20% 
of the land is suitable for cultivation).165 The soil of the north is less fertile and the 
climate colder than that of the south. Most of the land is mountainous, rocky, and 
inaccessible. Before division of the country in 1945, people in the northern part of the 
country relied on food supplies from the south.166 In some of the country’s northern river 
valleys, however, rich soil and adequate growing conditions do exist. Agriculture in these 
areas has been a means of sustenance and a source of income for many people.167, 168  
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Along the banks of the Amnok (Yalu) River’s lower course, rice 
remains the main crop. Farther upstream along the river’s more 
mountainous areas, farmers cultivate barley, soybeans, sweet potatoes, 
millet, and corn. The total amount of arable land along the Amnok 
River is not over 89,000 ha (220,000 a).169  

Agriculture dominated the overall Korean economy until the 1880s, 
when industrial development began. As Japan began to make inroads 
into Korea, eventually occupying and ruling the entire peninsula 
(1910–1945), Japan developed and exploited Korea’s substantial raw 
materials.170 Most of the country’s mineral deposits, such as coal, iron 
ore, tungsten, lead, zinc, and gold, are located in the north.171 

Alongside agriculture, fishing off the coast has also been an important traditional source 
of income for many people in northern Korea. The coastline, indented with many bays, 
inlets, and river estuaries, and the offshore reefs and currents with mixed temperatures 
also attract diverse species and contribute to an environment that produces rich fishing 
grounds.172 

Greetings, Communication, and Status173 

Historically, Korea has been a class-based society, and 
these traditions are still reflected in the way people greet 
each other and communicate in North Korea. In order of 
importance, the Kim family ranks highest of all classes, 
and they are followed by loyalists who are army officers 
as well as party leaders and activists. Among ordinary 
citizens, class comes into play concerning family 
background and the degree to which families have either 
cooperated with or resisted the government. If one family member offends the governing 
authorities, the entire extended family will suffer the consequences, at minimum by 
losing status.174 
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169 Encyclopædia Britannica. “Yalu River.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9077749 
170 Encyclopædia Britannica. Student Edition. “Korea – Economy.” 2009. 
http://student.britannica.com/comptons/article-203484/Korea 
171 Encyclopædia Britannica. Korea, North. “Economy – Resources and Power.” 2009. 
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-34930 
172 Bartleby.com. The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. “Korea.” c. 2007. 
http://www.bartleby.com/65/ko/Korea.html 
173 CountryReports.org. “Korea, North – In Their Language.” c. 1997–2009. 
http://209.85.173.132/search?q=cache:X_V0e-
rakSAJ:www.countryreports.org/people/greetings.aspx%3FCountryname%3D%26countryId%3D133+Kor
ea,+North+language+and+greetings&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us 



 
34

Besides being guided by status, North Koreans are also guided by a longstanding 
Confucianist ethos that mandates attentiveness to social conduct. The Confucian ethic 
and its many outward forms of behavior are shared by South Koreans, because since 
north and south have shared centuries and even millennia as one nation. Shared cultural 
values include those based on Confucian philosophy, such as respecting social protocols, 
deferring to people in authority and elderly people, and placing more significance on 
community rather than the individual.  

During initial exchanges with a Korean person, it is important to ask about his or her 
family, without being overly personal or inquisitive. Koreans are family-oriented and 
place a high value on collective or family identity. They are very aware of public 
decorum and the importance of appropriately acknowledging the family members in 
order of rank. 

Exchange 4: How is your family? 

Soldier: How is your family? kaajuktul modu chal chineysaayo? 

Local:  They are doing fine, 
thank you. 

ney modu chal chineyko isimneetaa 
kamsa hamneetaa 

 

Greetings among Koreans tend to be formal, accompanied by a bow. A person who is 
young or otherwise of lesser status will bow in greeting until the other person (of higher 
status) either bows in return or offers to shake hands. 

Handshakes differ according to gender and status. When 
a man offers to shake hands, he offers his right hand and 
uses his left hand to support or grip the wrist of his right 
hand. This gesture is intended to show deference. When 
women greet each other, they extend both of their hands 
so that they are holding both of each others’ hands. 
Handshakes for both men and women are accompanied 
by a bow of the head, which is common throughout East 
Asian culture. When a child greets an adult, the child always bows. If the child is meeting 
another child, he or she will either bow or wave. 

                                                                                                                                                 
174 Everyculture.com. North Korea. “Social Stratification.” c. 2007. http://www.everyculture.com/Ja-
Ma/North-Korea.html 
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Exchange 5: Good morning. 

Soldier: Good morning. chohun achimneedaa 

Local:  Good morning. chohun achimneedaa 

 

When a visitor initiates a greeting, it is customary to bow 
and offer to shake hands with the eldest person first. If a 
male is shaking hands with a woman, the grip should be 
very light, and not prolonged. Embracing or kissing on 
the cheek is not acceptable except among family 
members. People who are only casually acquainted do not 
engage in such public displays, and foreign male visitors 
should refrain from touching Korean women, even 
casually. In addition, direct eye contact is considered disrespectful, similar to an invasion 
of privacy. For this reason Koreans may look beyond the person or downward as they 
express their greetings, or they may hold minimal eye contact. 

Exchange 6: How are you? 

Soldier: How are you? otokey chiney saayo? 

Local:  Fine, very well. chal chinemeedaa  

 

The Korean language uses different expressions and word endings according to the level 
of formality. Such variations depend on the level of status between the people who are 
speaking. For instance, certain terms are used when addressing one’s superiors, and they 
are different from the forms used for addressing children or those who are considered 
equal in rank.   

If a foreigner is aggressive or confrontational in his tone, 
those with whom he is speaking are likely to withdraw 
from the conversation. In all instances, it is an affront to 
publicly criticize someone (thus causing that person to 
lose face) or display impatience or anger. Sometimes an 
intermediary is used to deliver unpleasant news in order 
to save face and preserve surface harmony. 
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The concept of “saving face” is a powerful underlying force when communicating with 
Korean people. A visitor can speak in a way that causes the recipient to either lose face, 
resulting in a negative reaction, or save face, resulting in a more positive reaction. 
Causing someone to lose face results from interacting rudely, showing lack of respect, 
disagreeing publicly, or speaking in a confrontational way. Alternatively, it is possible to 
give face or cause another to save face by speaking politely, making an appearance to 
support someone, or simply demonstrating one’s respect. This clearly can be a route 
toward more cooperative outcomes. 

In general, conversational exchanges should not be overly direct 
(which can be perceived as intrusive or demanding), but quietly 
measured and polite. This is also true when asking questions of a 
Korean person. The questioner should be indirect, as opposed to 
direct. For instance, in social interactions it can appear rude and 
abrupt to ask “Do you understand me?” in a way that seems to 
command an immediate, direct response. Instead, the questioner can 
rephrase the question in a less demanding way, such as “Does this 
seem reasonable?” or “Is this how you would see it?” Conversation 
should have a formal tone that respects the boundaries of a culture 
still influenced by Confucian values. 

Exchange 7: Good afternoon. 

Soldier: Good afternoon. chohun ohu imneedaa 

Local:  Good afternoon. chohun ohu imneedaa 

 

In general, good manners require that visitors be polite 
and friendly in their interactions. Knowing something 
about the culture and being openly willing to learn about 
it also communicates respect. This approach is in the 
visitor’s best interest, as it is likely to lead to the most 
cooperation from local people. It is always in the visitor’s 
interest to secure cooperation. 
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Exchange 8: Hello! 

Soldier: Hi, Mr. Kim. kim sansongnim, anyong aaseyo  

Local:  Hello! anyong 

Soldier: Are you doing well? chal chineysaayo? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

It is often the case in Western culture for people to be openly casual 
and even revealing with their emotions and feelings. Such is not the 
case in Korean culture, where it is customary to keep one’s feelings 
private and not display them to the world. Rather than communicating 
friendliness, for instance, a smile or a neutral expression may simply 
be a calm reaction to a variety of conflicting emotions that a Korean 
person is feeling. It may reflect a desire or intention to allow harmony 
to restore itself naturally, without reacting or attempting to change 
anything. An impassive expression is common, because facial 
expressions and body language reveal one’s thoughts, and group 
consensus is much more important than individual feelings among 
Koreans. 

When addressing a Korean person, use his or her honorific title and the family name 
(surname). 

Exchange 9: Good night! 

Soldier: Good night! onyonghee chumusaayo  

Local:  Good night! onyonghee chumusaayo 

 

It is common for men in Korea to display public affection toward male friends. For 
instance, they may walk together holding hands, or one man may put his arm around the 
shoulder of his male friend. These friendly gestures should not be interpreted according 
to American culture, which might judge them inaccurately. In Korea, it is simply an 
indication of friendship.  
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Hospitality and Gift-Giving175 

Unannounced visits are rare in North Korea, and even 
arranged social visits seldom take place. As for visitors 
from other cultures, Andrew Holloway—an Englishman 
who lived in North Korea for one year while working as a 
reviser for the DPRK—reports that “It is strictly 
forbidden for the Koreans to invite foreigners into their 
homes.” He noted that foreigners who live there do not 
achieve so much as “marginal assimilation,” and added: 
“Even the foreign students in North Korea who are sharing classes with Koreans are kept 
well segregated from them outside of the classroom.”176 In other words, it would be 
extremely unlikely that a foreigner visiting North Korea would be invited into the home 
of a citizen who lived there. 

A meeting between a visitor and a North Korean national would rarely occur even in a 
public place. Holloway states, 

There do not seem to be any firm guidelines on whether locals can 
meet foreigners in public places but there are very few public places, 
apart from the street and a handful of restaurants, to which both have 
free access. Koreans are not, for example, allowed in the international 
hotels except on business. In the absence of firm guidelines, most 
Koreans anyway fight shy of arranging contact for fear of getting into 
trouble. Koreans are not supposed to call on foreigners…177  

Still, there is a slim (although unlikely) possibility that a foreign guest could be invited 
into the home of a North Korean. If this is the case, certain conventions should be 
observed. A guest should remove his shoes before 
entering, and wear slippers if offered, but otherwise leave 
his socks on. After entering the home, he should remove 
his hat, if wearing one.  

The guest should bring a gift to the host and offer it with 
both hands. It can be a souvenir from one’s home culture, 
or fruit. The value of the gift is less important than the act 
of offering it.  

                                                 
175 MSN Encarta. “Customs of North Korea – Socializing.” c. 2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/sidebar_631522240/customs_of_north_korea.html 
176 Aidanfc.net. Holloway, Andrew. “Chapter 3: A Year in Pyongyang.” c. 2003. 
http://www.aidanfc.net/a_year_in_pyongyang_3.html 
177 Aidanfc.net. Holloway, Andrew. “Chapter 3: A Year in Pyongyang.” c. 2003. 
http://www.aidanfc.net/a_year_in_pyongyang_3.html 
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Exchange 10: This gift is for you. 

Soldier: This gift is for you. sanmul paatey saayo 

Local:  I cannot accept this. chan paatul so abseyo 

 

After entering a private home, a foreign guest should show deference to the host’s family 
and any other guests that are present. Formal manners and an air of reserve are quite 
important attributes. The guest should defer to his host for seating at a dinner table. 
Seating is determined by status according to age and 
social rank. The manner in which food is served would 
follow the same hierarchical guidelines.  

Visitors should acknowledge the hospitality of their host, 
since it is likely in a Korean home that they would be 
offered the best that a host could obtain. The guest can 
show appreciation though conversation and by bringing a 
respectful attitude to the table. 

Exchange 11: I really appreciate your hospitality. 

Soldier: I really appreciate your 
hospitality. 

singangsaa jooshin gaat namoo kamsaa 
hamneedaa 

Local:  It is nothing. pyul mal sim-ulyo 

 

When the host offers coffee or tea, a guest should graciously accept. This is true even if 
the kind of tea or coffee being offered is unfamiliar. Rejecting the host’s hospitality 
indicates poor manners and could be seen as a personal rejection of the host. 
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If in doubt about something you are drinking or eating, simply ask politely what it is. 

Exchange 12: What is the name of this dish? 

Soldier: What is the name of this 
dish? 

moosin umsig yeyo? 

Local:  This is Bibimbob. pipim paapimneedaa 

 

If a host offers snacks or a light lunch, be sure to compliment the host or hostess on the 
quality of the food. 

Exchange 13: This food is very good. 

Soldier: This food is very good. omsigee naamoo maaseesaayo 

Local:  It’s Bulgogee. pilkogey eemneedaa 

 

Korean food is unique. Some of the flavors may be 
unexpected to the Western palate. A guest’s expressed 
interest in the food being served can lend itself to 
interesting conversation at a hospitable get-together or 
luncheon.  

Exchange 14: What ingredients are used? 

Soldier: What ingredients are 
used to make Bulgogee?  

pulgogiye mosee turaagamneekaa 

Local:  Meat, soy sauce sugar, 
wine, garlic, mushrooms, 
green onions, syrup  

kogee, kanjhang, sultang, changchoo, 
maanul, paasat, paa, buljachee turaa 
kamneedaa 
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Eating Customs and Habits 178 

Andrew Holloway lived in North Korea in 1986–1987, before the famines began. At that 
time, living in P’yŏngyang, he observed the following about North Korean food:  

I … discovered how frugal was the diet of the Koreans around me. 
Rice or maize [corn], a little pickled vegetables [kimchi], and soup if 
they are lucky, three times a day. Meat, except a little to flavour the 
soup, was for festival occasions. A bar of chocolate or a packet of 
biscuits was a rare extravagance.… Not even vegetables are available 
in ample quantities… Almost the entire population has the same 
relentless diet: a ration of grain, preferably rice, soup, a little pickled 
cabbage or radishes, washed down with hot water. Coffee is way 
beyond their price range. Nor can they afford to drink tea or soft drinks 
except occasionally.179  

Since that time, the food supply in North Korea has 
severely deteriorated. The end of Soviet assistance in the 
early 1990s together with natural disasters, declining soil 
fertility, and failed harvests resulted in widespread 
malnutrition and starvation in North Korea in ensuing 
years. International aid has relieved the situation 
somewhat, in some areas, but in general, food is still in 
very short supply, and many people still suffer from 
malnutrition.180 In December 2008, the World Food Programme estimated that 
approximately 40% of North Korea’s population “will urgently need food assistance 
because of an expected cereals deficit in the coming months.”181  

                                                 
178 MSN Encarta. “Customs of North Korea – Eating.” c. 2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/sidebar_631522240/customs_of_north_korea.html 
179 Aidanfc.net. Holloway, Andrew. “Chapter 8: A Year in Pyongyang.” c. 2003. 
http://www.aidanfc.net/a_year_in_pyongyang_8.html 
180 World Food Programme. “Korea, Democratic People’s Republic (DPRK).” c. 2009. 
http://www.wfp.org/countries/korea-democratic-peoples-republic-dprk 
181 World Food Programme. “8.7 Million North Koreans Need Food Assistance.” 10 December 2008. 
http://www.wfp.org/content/87-million-north-koreans-need-food-assistance 
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Standard foods that are presently part of the North 
Korean diet include a cold noodle dish called naengmyon. 
As Holloway notes, kimchi (pickled cabbage) is a 
traditional dish. Many people eat only maize (corn), wild 
foods, and vegetables, and their diets lack fats and 
protein.182 When harvests are adequate, the North Korean 
diet includes foods made from maize, wheat, soybeans, 
and millet. 

Because they work long hours and all family members are working, families seldom eat 
meals together on a routine basis. Instead, they eat at cafeterias in their workplaces. 
Factory workers or average citizens do not eat in restaurants because of the expense. 

Exchange 15: The food tastes so good. 

Soldier: The food tastes so good. omsigey maasee namoo chwaayo 

Local:  Thank you. kamsaa hamneedaa 

 

North Koreans do not eat while walking on the street as it is considered very poor 
manners. Only children are allowed to do this. While people are eating (unless it is a 
formal occasion), conversation is kept to a minimum. Social manners prohibit eating with 
one’s fingers; people eat most food with chopsticks and soup with spoons. 

Honor and Values 

Throughout most of the history of the Korean Peninsula, the social 
values of its population were grounded in Confucian philosophy 
combined with shamanistic religious practices. According to 
Confucianism, which originated in China, emphasis was placed on 
social ties that would reflect a “properly ordered human 
community.”183 Respecting one’s elders, honoring the family lineage, 
and subordinating oneself to authority are basic concepts of Confucian 
thought.  

                                                 
182 World Food Programme. “Korea, Democratic People’s Republic (DPRK).” c. 2009. 
http://www.wfp.org/countries/korea-democratic-peoples-republic-dprk 
183 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: North Korea. “Chapter 2 – The 
Society and Its Environment. Social Structure and Values.” June 1993. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/kptoc.html  
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Neo-Confucianist philosophy became the dominant state ideology in the Chosŏn dynasty 
(1392–1910). It became conservative and rigid by the mid 1500s, with a greater emphasis 
on the social hierarchy and the “harmonious integration of individuals into a collective 
whole.” 184 This was believed to be the closest reflection of nature, or the natural order.  

Although Confucianism, which values hierarchy and the collective group, has faded into 
the background as a formal philosophy in North Korea, it remains embedded in social 
values and behavior. It is the Confucianist idea of “centralized political authority, a rigid 
hierarchy, and strict deference to one’s superiors” that contributes significantly to North 
Korean people’s degree of obedience to the Kim dynasty.185  

Shamanism, indigenous to Korean culture, along with Ch’ondogyo (which arose in the 
1800s as a blend of religions) has also influenced Korean values and conduct. 
Interestingly, it emphasized individuality and contrasted in other ways with the 
Confucian model of highly disciplined self-control.186 Together, all these belief systems 
have contributed to the current North Korean social value system. 

Chuch’e 

In North Korea, a powerful ideology arose in the 1950s, after the 
Korean War ended. Chuch’e, sometimes called “Kim Il-Sungism,” 
originated with Great Leader Kim Il Sung. Chuch’e broke with both 
Confucianism and the communist ideology that had been adopted 
after the war. By the 1970s, chuch’e had completely eclipsed 
Marxism-Leninism as a unique North Korean ideology and social 
value system.187  

Chuch’e (often translated as self-reliance), helps to explain the North 
Koreans’ strong sense of independence. It emphasizes that North 
Korea remain apart from the rest of the world and use only the 
country’s own resources and efforts to develop. It not only “legitimizes cultural, 
economic, and political isolationism” but also emphasizes relentless work, dedication to 
national leadership, self-sacrifice, and the “proper revolutionary spirit.”188 There is no 

                                                 
184 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: North Korea. “Chapter 2 – The 
Society and Its Environment. Social Structure and Values.” June 1993. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/kptoc.html  
185 US Army War College. “Notional North Korea.” Scobell, Andrew. 
http://www.carlisle.army.mil/usawc/parameters/07spring/scobell.pdf 
186 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: North Korea. Seekins, Donald M. 
“Chapter 2 – The Society and Its Environment. Social Structure and Values.” Savada, Andrea Matles, Ed. 
June 1993. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/kptoc.html  
187 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: North Korea. Cumings, Bruce G. 
“Chapter 1 – Historical Setting. Corporatism and the Chuch’e Idea.” Savada, Andrea Matles, Ed. June 1993. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/kptoc.html  
188 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: North Korea. Seekins, Donald M. 
“Chapter 2 – The Society and Its Environment. Social Structure and Values. Chuch’e and Contemporary 
Social Values. ” Savada, Andrea Matles, Ed. June 1993. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/kptoc.html  
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such thing as personal authorship or ‘ownership of one’s work’; it is simply done 
anonymously for the good of the state, whose authority is not to be questioned. Chuch’e 
is more than a means to encourage citizens to seek great accomplishments for the benefit 
of the country and the Kim family leadership. It is also a means to ensure that all North 
Koreans believe in and value such anonymous accomplishments. Altogether, chuch’e 
underlies the North Korean educational system, forms a basis for creating and judging 
cultural achievements, and enables people to envision their way of life as uniquely North 
Korean.189 

Foreigners who visit North Korea should not question these deeply held values, which are 
a source of pride to North Korean nationals. Any spoken or implied offense against 
chuch’e, the Kims, or the North Korean family and social structure could invoke instant 
and extreme negative reaction.  

Dress Codes  

Recently (2005), the North Korean government 
advocated that women wear the traditional style of 
clothing, the Chosŏn-ot. For women, this outfit consists 
of a long, full, wrap-around skirt and short jacket. For 
men, it includes loose pants that either have elastic or that 
tie at the ankles, and a short jacket. The North Korean 
government has urged women to adopt this style of dress 
because it is indigenous to the country, and the 
government increasingly wants to counter foreign influences (including clothing).190, 191  

Exchange 16: How should I dress? 

Soldier: How should I dress? myowaasur iboyaa hamneekaa? 

Local:  Wear loose fitting clothes 
which cover your body. 

hanaa naagey mahnin holing anosree 
eepooseyo 

 

                                                 
189 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: North Korea. Seekins, Donald M. 
“Chapter 2 – The Society and Its Environment. Social Structure and Values. Chuch’e and Contemporary 
Social Values. ” Savada, Andrea Matles, Ed. June 1993. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/kptoc.html  
190 redOrbit.com “North Korea Urges Women to Wear Dresses.” 4 November 2005. 
http://www.redorbit.com/news/oddities/295252/north_korea_urges_women_to_wear_dresses/ 
191 Click Asia. “Korea National Dress: Hanbok.” 1998. http://www.clickasia.co.kr/aboutf2.htm  
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Typically, North Korean women wear pants or slacks with a jacket. Most of them work 
outside the home in light industry. Whether working in factories or fields, however, they 
tend to dress in clothing that is warm, inexpensive, and easy to put together. In general, 
they wear very similar styles of clothing; there is little 
individuality 192 

Andrew Holloway, reported that the North Koreans he 
saw in various walks of life appeared to wear the same 
clothing day after day. He also noticed that though they 
apparently had few outfits to choose from, the clothing 
was always “neat, clean, and presentable” as though they 
took the time from their arduous schedules to wash and 
dry clothing daily.193 Schoolchildren, he observed, wear 
identical uniforms that are in compliance with state guidelines and in fact are state-
issued.194 

Exchange 17: Is this acceptable to wear? 

Soldier: Is this acceptable to wear? eeyosil eebado taayo? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

                                                 
192 Everyculture.com. “Gender Roles and Statuses” and “Marriage, Family, and Kinship.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Ja-Ma/North-Korea.html 
193 Aidanfc.net. A Year in Pyongyang. “Chapter 8.” c. 2003. 
http://www.aidanfc.net/a_year_in_pyongyang_8.html 
194 Aidanfc.net. A Year in Pyongyang. “Chapter 3.” c. 2003. 
http://www.aidanfc.net/a_year_in_pyongyang_3.html 
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Non-Religious Holidays  

There are several non-religious holidays in North Korea. 
Listed in order of date, the national public holidays are as 
follows:  

• New Year’s Day (January 1) 

• Kim Jong Il’s Birthday (February 16 and 17) 

• Day of the Sun (Kim Il Sung’s Birthday, April 15) 

• Army Day (April 25) 

• Labor Day (May 1) 

• Victory Day (July 27) 

• Liberation Day (August 15) 

• National Day (September 9) 

• Korean Workers’ Party Founding Day (October 10) 

• Constitution Day (December 27) 

Other days that are celebrated include a 3-day holiday for the Lunar New Year (a variable 
date in January or February), Surinal (a spring festival formerly called Tano, on a 
variable date in April or May), and Han’gawi (the Harvest Moon Festival, on a variable 
date in September or October). 195 

                                                 
195 Q++ Worldwide Public Holidays Database. “Public Holidays and Bank Holidays for North Korea.” No 
date. http://www.qppstudio.net/publicholidays2009/north_korea.htm 
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Social Events 

Weddings 196  

According to old traditions, lavish weddings were 
common in Korea, both north and south. This tradition 
has changed dramatically in both North Korea and South 
Korea, but particularly in the North.197  Lavish weddings 
were not only wasteful of limited resources, they also 
were seen by authorities as having potential to be 
politically subversive, perhaps by casual mingling of 
guests. Therefore, by the 1960s, the North Korean 
government viewed elaborate weddings with suspicion and discouraged people from 
arranging them.  

Although authorities later reversed their position and began to endorse traditional 
customs as a way to encourage a nationalistic spirit, people simply could not afford the 
expenses of a lavish wedding. According to tradition, the family of the bride would 
provide the household items for the marriage, and the family of the groom would provide 
the living accommodations. Most housing is owned by the state now, and people rent for 
a low fee. This situation leaves the bride’s family with the greater burden of cost, having 
to provide furniture and other household items. If the family is prosperous, they could 
afford this. The fact is, though, most people in North Korea are not prosperous. A bride’s 
family could seldom afford more than a few utensils for the kitchen and blankets, which 
in a North Korean house serve two purposes: comfort and decoration. 

Exchange 18: I wish you both happiness. 

Soldier: I wish you both happiness. hangbug aasigil paaraa imneedaa 

Local:  We are honored. yongang imneedaa 

 

                                                 
196 KoreaTimes.co. Lankov, Andrei. “North Korean Weddings.” 2008. 
http://209.85.173.132/search?q=cache:UWkE-
h1t3VEJ:www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/opinon/2009/03/166_35716.html+weddings+in+North+Korea
&cd=3&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us 
197 Korea Scope. “Marriage, Funeral, and Ancestor Memorial.” c. 2008. 
http://www.koreascope.com/zbxe/?mid=e150&category=5162&document_srl=60099 
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As for wedding attire, the groom’s family customarily 
provides the bride’s wedding dress, and the bride’s family 
provides a wedding suit for the groom. This can be a 
burdensome cost for most people. Typically, women have 
resorted to sewing their own wedding gowns from 
whatever fabric has been rationed by the state.198 

People who marry must first get permission to wed from 
the Communist Party officials at their workplaces. The weddings take place in either 
public places or homes. As part of the ceremony, the couple must make a loyalty oath to 
both Kim Jong Il and Kim Il Sung. Following the ceremony, the state mandates that they 
place a tribute of flowers on the nearest statue of Kim Il Sung, the nation’s founder. 
Finally, there is no honeymoon; because of cost and demanding work requirements, it is 
not part of a North Korean wedding ceremony.199 

In the 1990s, the North Korean government restricted the amount of rice that a wedding 
party was allowed to consume. Thus, weddings became very small. For all these 
circumstances, both the bride’s and groom’s family came to feel strained by hosting a 
wedding. For this once-lavish and highly-celebrated event, they are now severely limited 
by lack of funds and state regulations. 

Exchange 19: Congratulations on your wedding! 

Soldier: Congratulations on your 
wedding! 

kaaron chukaat rimneedaa 

Local:  We are honored you could 
attend. 

jhamsuket chosaa yongwang imneedaa 

 

                                                 
198 Everyculture.com. “Gender Roles and Statuses” and “Marriage, Family, and Kinship.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Ja-Ma/North-Korea.html 
199 Korea Scope. “Marriage, Funeral, and Ancestor Memorial.” c. 2008. 
http://www.koreascope.com/zbxe/?mid=e150&category=5162&document_srl=60099 



 
49

Funerals  

In 1945 when the communists took power in North Korea, 
they abolished many traditional customs. This included 
funerals and memorial services, which in form were 
required to adapt to the new social principles (including 
banning of religion) that characterized the communist 
state. The condolence period that preceded a funeral was 
formerly three days. However, because of people’s 
increasingly limited resources, it was eventually reduced 
to one day.200 

Exchange 20: I would like to give my condolences. 

Soldier: I would like to give my 
condolences to you and 
your family. 

choo-eerul pyoo haamneedaa 

Local:  Thank you. kamsaa hamneedaa 

 

When Kim Il Sung died, his funeral cortege in P’yŏngyang was an elaborately staged 
pageant. Hundreds or thousands of people lined the streets and openly expressed their 
grief, crying, wailing, and fainting as the funeral cortege passed them by. An official 
announced on the city’s Korean Central Television network that “Our country is 
enveloped in the deepest sorrow in the 5,000-year-history of the Korean nation.”201 The 
mourning period for Kim Il Sung lasted 12 days, and his birthday is still celebrated yearly. 

Exchange 21: Please be strong. 

Soldier: Please be strong. kaangaagey puteysaayo 

Local:  We will try. koorotorok haages sumneetaa 

 

                                                 
200 Korea Scope. “Marriage, Funeral, and Ancestor Memorial.” c. 2008. 
http://www.koreascope.com/zbxe/?mid=e150&category=5162&document_srl=60099 
201 Encyclopedia.com. The Washington Post. Reid, T.R. “Tumultuous Funeral for North Korean: Throngs 
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Do’s and Don’ts  

Do be aware of all official regulations and follow them. 

Do remove your shoes before you enter a temple or a private home. 

Do use your entire right hand only to summon a person. Keep your palm down and wave 
downward. 

Do not show disrespect to images or statues that represent state leaders, state authority, or 
the chuch’e ideology. 

Do not criticize or show any disrespect to North Korean officials or citizens. 

Do not criticize or show any disrespect, direct or implied, to members of the Kim family. 

Do not engage in open expressions of affection with the opposite sex. 

Do not touch a North Korean person casually; it is a violation of personal space. 

Do not deliberately point your foot at or show disrespect to statues or images of Kim Il 
Sung, Kim Jong Il, or any members of the Kim family. 

Do not deliberately point your foot at an image or statue of the Buddha. 

Do not discuss religion or try to promote any religious ideas to North Koreans. 

Do not point to anybody with a finger. Use the entire right hand instead. 

Do not point upward with the middle finger. It is obscene in the U.S. and equally so in 
North Korea. 

Do not use obscene or indecent language within earshot of North Korean citizens. Some 
may be familiar with American slang. 
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Urban Life 

Urbanization and Migration Patterns 

After the Korean War ended, thousands of people in the 
North Korean countryside migrated to urban areas. 
Approximately 17.7% of the country’s population resided 
in the nation’s cities in 1953 (the year the war ended), 
according to official statistics. By 1987, however, that 
figure had risen to almost 60%.202 The years in which 
urban growth was most rapid were 1953–1960, when 
populations of large cities in North Korea grew at an 
annual rate of between 12% and 20%.203 According to estimates from the United Nations, 
in 2007 approximately 60% of the people in North Korea lived in cities, compared to 
40% who lived in the countryside.204 

The North Korean government has followed a policy of monitoring the nation’s 
demographic patterns. It strictly controls the number of people who are allowed to 
migrate to urban areas within the country and also controls their destination. This is to 
ensure that the population is balanced between city and countryside, for purposes 
determined by the state.205, 206 Besides controlling internal urban-rural migration, the 
government does not allow citizens to leave the country, although many have left 
illegally. Between 2003 and 2004, an “unprecedented” number of North Koreans—
estimated to be between 140,000 and 300,000—fled illegally to China in order to attempt 
to reach South Korea.207 Very few managed to complete this journey. They are strictly 
penalized if caught trying to exit the country without permits.208  
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Urban Workforce  

Most industry is located in or near urban areas, and approximately 
64% of the workforce is employed in industrial or service jobs, 
according to 2007 estimates.209 All citizens of work age (over 16), 
both men and women, are required by the government to work and 
“strictly observe labor discipline.”210 It is not clear, however, what 
kind of jobs they do, since North Korea’s industrial operations have 
declined in recent decades. The government, largely subsidized by the 
Soviet Union and China, developed its industrial infrastructure after 
the war. After the Soviet Union collapsed and subsidies diminished 
from both the Soviet Union and China, the economic structure 
deteriorated.211 Factories and equipment became antiquated, supplies 
sharply dwindled, and industry began operating at very low capacity or factories closed 
because of energy shortages.212, 213 Damaged or worn-out equipment has gone unrepaired 
because of lack of parts and lack of technical expertise among workers to make repairs.214  

In 1994, the North Korean government “first officially admitted that food shortages had 
deteriorated into famine” and began seeking foreign aid from various countries.215 The 
famine of 1994 was an indication that industrial production had dropped. In particular, 
the nation’s domestic industry had lost the ability to supply needed inputs (such as spare 
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parts, fuel, farm equipment, and technologies that could have improved yield).216, 217 
Even in light of this knowledge, it is not clear to what extent the decline in industrial 
productivity in North Korea has affected urban workers, either forcing them into 
retraining programs or leaving them without jobs, rations, or means of support.  

In some cases, it has been possible to draw limited conclusions about the relationship 
between North Korea’s deteriorating economy and its effects on workers and production. 
At the Kaesong Industrial Park, part of a special economic zone where South Korean 
companies employ a large number of North Koreans, a situation of declining productivity 
has been noted by the South Koreans. Related to this, the absentee rate for the Kaesong 
(North Korean) workers has increased from 5% to 15% since late 2004, according to a 
spokesman from an organization that promotes inter-Korean trade.218 He believes that 
productivity has suffered from the absenteeism caused by increasing hunger conditions in 
North Korea. Even though North Korean officials have tried to block the South Korean 
managers from access to a cafeteria in the Kaesong Industrial Zone to observe workers at 
lunchtime, South Korean employers have noticed that food supplies brought to work by 
the North Koreans seem very meager, not enough to sustain the energy needs of the 
production line.219  

Work Environment 

In the shadow of the industrial downturn, there are many questions 
that remain about the status of the work environment in urban, 
industrial areas. It has not been possible to determine the rate of urban 
unemployment in North Korea, as the government does not allow 
access for journalists, foreign governments, or their representatives in 
order to study, assess, or report on the country in any way. The 
minimum wage in industries owned by the state is also not known, but 
it is believed from reports based on personal testimonies that the 
average wage is not enough to support a family. After 2002, workers 
experienced more difficulty in acquiring certain services such as 
transportation or housing because previous government subsidies had 
been discontinued. In addition, some foreign observers claim that factory workers have 
for some time been failing to show up for work, bribing managers to list them as present 
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so they could earn money by working in private businesses on the side. Finally, in respect 
to working conditions, the rate of industrial accidents is reportedly high, with workers 
often forced to work under dangerous or substandard conditions.220 

Andrew Holloway, a British citizen who lived and worked in North Korea from  1986 to 
1987, observed over a period of time the building of a large bridge. He describes part of 
the process on the construction site as follows: 

Apart from a few cranes that in Europe would have been rejected as too dilapidated for an 
industrial museum, there was no machinery permanently on site. The bridge was erected 
with the help of slow, antiquated cement mixers, wheelbarrows, spades and bare muscle. 
I saw workers dragging great slabs of concrete into position with the aid of nothing more 
than ropes. They did not have proper scaffolding with which to support the structure of 
the bridge, but improvised with rough-hewn timbers nailed together.221 

The work day is believed to be longer than eight hours so that workers can participate in 
required social activities, such as studying the writings of the national leader or 
participating in mass events. 222 Andrew Holloway further reported on the general work 
environment as follows: 

From my observations, I would say that people in the DPRK are not 
subject to brutal coercion, but they are constantly subject to intense 
psychological pressure to conform in thought, word and deed and to 
push themselves to the limit in building the revolution and 
construction. Collectively, people are continually exhorted to work 
harder by posters, slogans, loudspeaker vans, newspapers, radio and 
TV. From time to time special campaigns are launched. In February 
1988, the biggest ever was launched, a two-hundred-day campaign 
during which people would work a twelve-hour day, seven days a 
week, to step up production. The intention was to fulfill all the 
economic targets for the whole year by September 9th, the fortieth 
anniversary of the founding of the Republic, and make the occasion a 
“great festival of victory.” The campaign was heralded by a mass rally 
in Kim Il Sung Square which was broadcast live on television. Reports 
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on the campaign’s progress, uniformly and unrealistically glowing, 
dominated the North Korean media over the ensuing months.223 

Hiring Restrictions 

It is known that the North Korean government considers 
loyalty to the state as a qualification in hiring. First, the 
entire population is divided into classes based on loyalty 
to the government. Then, depending on which class a 
citizen belongs to, he or she is either denied or granted 
access to certain jobs. Such class membership also 
determines access to where people can live and what kind 
of education they are eligible to receive, both of which 
can directly affect their choice of jobs.224 

Labor Unions 

Labor unions represent industrial workers in North Korea, but the government strictly 
controls the unions. Even though workers belong to unions, they do not have any rights to 
collective bargaining or to strike.225 They belong to unions that represent technical trades 
and industry, all affiliated with the General Federation of Trade Unions. Trade 
organizations also exist for professional workers such as scientists, artists, and lawyers.226 
Regardless of the type of work represented, however, the unions exist solely as 
government organizations. 227 

Daily Urban Life  

North Koreans are monitored by the government in just 
about all aspects of their daily lives. They live under a 
system in which their movements, activities, and beliefs 
are controlled by the government. If one person is found 
guilty of a crime, his or her entire family is punished. To 
ensure that people comply with the state’s laws and 
regulations, the North Korean government uses 
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informants to report on citizens’ activities. A large part of the informants’ responsibility 
is to find out who is critical of the regime so that it can identify people who might cause 
trouble. Citizens’ names are then placed on different lists, according to their judged 
loyalty or lack of loyalty to the state, and this judgment affects where they are allowed to 
receive medical treatment, attend school, work, or even shop. The government also 
monitors correspondence and phone calls in an effort to make such class-based 
determinations. Although use of cell phones has been banned since 2004, recently, one 
foreign company was allowed to launch a mobile phone network in the capital.228 
However, foreign diplomats who have traveled to P’yŏngyang have reported that they 
could not make phone calls freely.229  

Exchange 22: May I use your phone? 

Soldier: May I use your phone? chanaarul sayongal soo isumneekaa? 

Local: Sure. murlonee cheeyo 

 

It has been reported that there are restrictions on  who can 
enter P’yŏngyang or live in the city, where living 
conditions such as housing, healthcare, and food outlets 
are considered better than in other cities or the 
countryside. Visiting foreign dignitaries have observed 
that checkpoints block entry into the city, and North 
Korean citizens need permission to enter. Resettlement of 
citizens out of P’yŏngyang and into other areas of the 
country has also taken place on a large scale. The U.S. State Department reports that this 
was a practice in past years, involving “forced internal resettlement of tens of thousands 
of persons from P’yŏngyang to the countryside.” 230 Authorities took this action for a 
variety of reasons, including social engineering, punishment for crimes, or suspected lack 
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of loyalty to the state. People with mental or physical disabilities (excluding military 
veterans) were also among those exiled from P’yŏngyang.231 

Visitors to P’yŏngyang have reported that the reconstructed city seems to have been built 
more as a showcase for the outside world than for its own inhabitants. Many observers 
have commented on the city’s wide streets and impressive monuments, buildings, and 
apartment complexes, all creating “evidence of a large, modern, and well-planned urban 
landscape.”232 However, the people who live here do not seem to use many of the city’s 
facilities in their daily lives. There is, for instance, very little motor traffic on the 
boulevards, and few pedestrians are seen in much of the city. One journalist has noted 
that the city seems to serves the needs of public display through creating an ideal 
impression, more than it serves the urban residents who live here.233 As Holloway says, 
“All the main roads [in P’yŏngyang] are fronted by relatively attractive modern 
apartment blocks. Step behind these apartment blocks and there will be shabbier blocks 
or else rows and rows of these comparatively primitive dwellings, discreetly hidden from 
the view of the casual passer-by. It is like stepping backward in time.”234 

Housing Issues  

Urban housing in North Korea, subsidized in the past, now generally provides a bare 
minimum living standard. Wage earners live in apartments as small as one room with a 
half-size kitchen.235 Living in P’yŏngyang in 1986–1987, Andrew Holloway observed 
that the majority of households were very small (two rooms and a kitchen for most 
families) and shared bathrooms or latrines. The homes lacked not only heated running 
water, but also facilities for showering or bathing.236, 237 Even in newer apartments that 
did have bathtubs or showers, he noted, residents often received only cold water in their 
homes, and for limited periods of time daily. People compensated for this difficulty, 
Holloway notes, by going to a large public building that had extensive bathing facilities 
for the general population to use. The baths were divided into private, communal, and 
family usage, and the facility was popular with city residents. They would go there to 
bathe and afterwards visit the cafeteria housed in the complex, one of the city’s few 
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outlets for socializing.238 As for electricity usage in homes, satellite photos of North 
Korean cities have shown that both private homes and businesses are dark at night. There 
is an energy shortage in the country, and strict conservation rules are in place out of 
necessity. 

Media and Internet 

Independent media do not exist in North Korea, and the media that 
does exist is government-controlled and censored, with outlets mainly 
located in urban areas. People’s access to information is extremely 
limited; they are told what the government wants them to hear. They 
can receive only domestic programming on their TV sets and radios. 
Internet access is also limited to the extent that it’s almost non-
existent. The government grants the privilege of internet usage to 
government officials of high rank and also to certain university 
students. A broader use is made of an intranet service (limited to 
certain agencies and to access within the country). Students, 
professors, or administrators in certain elite schools and some people 
who work in selected factories and research institutions may be likely to receive this kind 
of limited networking access.239 

Entertainment and Cultural Events 

In North Korea, one of the main purposes of cultural 
entertainment such as books, movies, operas, and 
theatrical plays has been to “buttress the cult of 
personality surrounding Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il.”240 
It is illegal for North Korean citizens to listen to or watch 
“foreign” entertainment or news, such as TV shows or 
radio programs.241 Music is popular in North Korea; 
many people like to sing or listen to folk music. Andrew 
Holloway’s impression of the music he heard while living in North Korea is as follows: 
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“The only music Koreans get to listen to is traditional folk songs, 
which are still popular. These might be described as their secular 
music, although quite a few of them have been given new words to 
make them ideologically sound. Then there is the sacred music, the 
Juche-oriented revolutionary music, the compositions of the past forty 
years, stylistically in the Korean folk tradition but heavy in ideological 
content. About three-quarters of the songs are paeans of praise to the 
leader or his son. For example: “The Song of General Kim Il Sung,” 
the immortal revolutionary paean, and “Long Life and Good Health to 
the Leader” are widely sung among our people. These are successful 
compositions which give artistic expression to the fervent loyalty of 
the entire people.”242  

Some non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have reported that many DVDs are 
smuggled into the country from South Korea and China. The North Korean government 
actively works to expose this kind of activity, going so far as to raid apartments to see 
what people are watching. People who have been involved in smuggling movies in from 
South Korea or China have been sentenced with reeducation or even the death penalty as 
a consequence. According to the U.S. State Department, an NGO in North Korea 
reported in 2008 that five students were tried publicly for watching South Korean movies. 
As punishment, one student reportedly received a prison sentence of seven years, and his 
family was sentenced to forced exile from P’yŏngyang.243  

Transportation 

Very few people in North Korean cities own or operate 
automobiles. Such vehicles are limited to a few of the 
country’s elite leaders who, through connections, have 
access to them. Travel within and between the cities is 
further limited by the absence of public transportation, 
and also by checkpoints that are intended to discourage 
people from entering or leaving cities.244 
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There is weekly train service between Beijing and P’yŏngyang, going both directions. 
Visitors entering P’yŏngyang meet with a guide at the P’yŏngyang train station, who 
escorts them to their destination.245 

Exchange 23:  Is there a train station nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a train 
station nearby? 

kichayawgee kachaa-un gosey 
isumneedaa? 

Local: No. aaneeyo 

 

According to Holloway, he saw few instances of people 
using bicycles to get around in P’yŏngyang. Occasionally, 
a senior company official might be driven to a business 
event or meeting in a small car such as a Toyota. 
Holloway also reported that workers sometimes sat in the 
back of trucks or lorries to travel from P’yŏngyang to 
worksites in fields outside the city.246 In P’yŏngyang, 
they sometimes formed long lines to ride on old, rundown 
buses that broke down frequently.247 

Exchange 24:  Will the bus be here soon? 

Soldier: Will the bus be here soon? pawsugaa kumbang omneekaa 

Local: Yes. ney 
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People who repatriated from Japan often brought automobiles with them that they had 
bought while living in Japan. Unfortunately, when the cars eventually need repair, the 
owners are forced to order spare parts from China. This can be quite costly. Once the car 
breaks down, they are left with no further means of private transportation. They cannot 
trade it in for a different model, a luxury option that is not available to North Korean 
citizens because of the poor economy and lack of manufacturing or material goods.248 

Health Care249, 250  

There is a difference between the theory and actual 
practice of health care in North Korea, between what the 
system promises, and what it can actually deliver. North 
Korean citizens in theory have free, socialized health care 
with no out-of-pocket expenses. The system was working 
relatively well until the 1990s. Then, the Soviet Union 
broke apart and stopped providing major financial 
assistance to North Korea. The country’s health care 
system, which relied on Soviet supplies and infusions of Soviet capital, has thus declined.  

In cities such as P’yŏngyang, quality treatment may be available, depending on one’s 
state-assigned status, which determines which medical facilities a person can use. The 
nation’s healthcare system has different tiers or levels of service, with the highest located 
in P’yŏngyang. Here, hospitals, clinics, and medical staff trained in both Korean and 
Western medicine can be found. Outside the city, it is another matter: services and 
facilities may be entirely nonfunctional because of poor sanitation and lack of energy 
supplies, drugs, equipment, and medicine. In 2001, the director of the UN’s World Health 
Organization reported after visiting North Korea that the health care system was close to 
collapsing. She said that city hospitals lacked medicine, medical equipment, running 
water, and electricity.251 In addition, most of the population must now pay for medical 
care. One South Korean physician who engaged in a study of the North Korean health 
system has estimated that families may pay more than their entire annual income for a 
single hospital visit, depending on the condition treated.252 
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The healthcare system is designed to operate according to an established process. First, 
patients see a physician’s assistant when they become ill. 

Exchange 25:  Is Dr. Kim in, sir? 

Soldier: Is Dr. Kim in, sir? kim baaksaagaa aney kaashimneeka? 

Local: No. aan key shimneetaa 

 

Depending on the illness, the physician’s assistant may 
assign the patient to a hospital for treatment. For more 
serious cases, hospitals linked to medical universities 
may be available to receive referred patients. 

Exchange 26:  Is there a hospital nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a hospital nearby? kachaa-on gosey pyangwaanee 
isumneekaa? 

Local: Yes, in the center of town. ney, shiney kaawundey isumneetaa 

 

The highest level of care is at hospitals in P’yŏngyang. 
Such care, however, is likely to be more expensive than 
laborers or average working people can afford, since the 
service is no longer free. The best care is provided to 
military and government elites and officials of the Korean 
Workers’ Party (the major political party).253 
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Exchange 27:  My arm is broken doctor, can you help me? 

Soldier: My arm is broken doctor, 
can you help me? 

paaree burojanindey, tu-aa jul soo 
isumneekaa? 

Local: Yes, I can help you.  ney, tu-aa tidee kaasumneetaa 

 

Education254, 255 

Beginning in November 1958, education through the 
elementary grades became free and compulsory. By 1975, 
this free, compulsory education had been extended to 11 
years of education for every child, including a year of 
preschool in a collective environment. The 11-year 
educational period also included attendance at primary 
school for four years, and secondary school for six years. 
Child care was available in factories and collective farms, 
so that mothers could go to their fulltime jobs. At the daycare centers, children were 
cared for and socialized within a group setting. 

The educational process in North Korea has been centered on teaching communist and 
state ideology. Words and vocabulary that are introduced in state-issued educational 
materials strictly reference ideas and concepts that are related to party and state interests. 
These interests would include words such as patriotism, anticapitalism, class struggle, 
and loyalty, dedication, and obedience to the state and the country’s leader. Likewise, 
words and ideas that do not conform to state interests—such as those discussing romance 
or love relationships—are neither taught nor printed. This linguistic control process 
results in effective censorship within the schools, and is played out in society. 

North Korea’s educational process has also served the function of teaching technical and 
scientific skills. Thus, it is designed to prepare the workforce so that that they can meet 
the country’s economic goals. Alongside their studies, heavy in technology and science, 
students are required to participate in productive labor.  

The nation’s main university is in P’yŏngyang, Kim Il Sung University. Higher education 
is not designed for the general public. Instead, it is a privilege extended to gifted students, 
those who have completed military service, or those recommended by party or state 
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officials. A system of adult education has been developed throughout the country, again 
centered on technical training. Adult education centers are located in the industrial 
complexes. 

Restaurants and Marketplace 

There are few places to spend money, aside from having 
drinks or dinner at a local bar or perhaps a hotel where 
one is staying. In P’yŏngyang, entertainment is very 
limited,256 but a few restaurants cater to foreign visitors.  

Exchange 28:  I would like coffee or tea. 

Soldier: I would like coffee or tea. kopinaa charal maasko shipsimneedaa 

Local: Sure. ney 

 

Foods available in restaurants include local favorites, such as cold buckwheat noodles, 
and more exotic or expensive fare, such as duck or ostrich. A restaurant outside 
P’yŏngyang, known as P’yŏngyang Ostrich Farm, specializes in dishes made of ostrich 
meat. Other restaurants specialize in pies and cakes. At the Chongryu Restaurant, patrons 
can order sinsollo—a type of hotpot dish with up to 30 ingredients—which they cook in 
individual chafing dishes.257 

Exchange 29:  Do you have a dessert? 

Soldier: Do you have a dessert? hoosuegee isaayo? 

Local: Yes, we have Shikhey and 
fruit. 

ney, ooreenin shikyewa kwaayree 
isimneeda 
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A group of people eating at a restaurant may wish to pay 
their bill individually or put it all on one tab. Regardless 
of which choice they make in this regard, the patrons 
should find out in advance the acceptable way to pay the 
bill. Note that credit cards are not an option. Everyone 
should have the requisite money available when the bill is 
due.  

Exchange 30:  Can I have my total bill, please? 

Soldier: Can I have my total bill, 
please? 

kasansorool taa kataa choosil shoo 
isaayo? 

Local: Yes, of course. ney bulbonee cheeyo 

 

Accepted currency includes euro coins and Chinese yuan in small denominations. It is not 
generally possible to get change for large denominations or notes.258 

Exchange 31:  Can you give me change for this? 

Soldier: Can you give me change 
for this? 

kaasowlun tonul chul soo isumneekaa? 

Local: No. awbsumneetaa 

 

According to Andrew Holloway, the standard of personal honesty in North Korea dictates 
that waitresses and others who provide service are not supposed to accept tips. He also 
noticed when he was there (1987–1988), that stores had few displays and were not well 
stocked.259 It is possible that they would have even less stock today, after the decline of 
Soviet support and several years of famine and industrial decline. Still, national souvenirs 
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or gifts are on sale at several outlets for tourists in the city. Visitors can purchase 
postcards, books, T-shirts, and interesting propaganda stamps.260 

Exchange 32:  May I examine this close up? 

Soldier: May I examine this close 
up? 

eegowsil kachapkey salpey pul soo 
isumneekaa? 

Local: Sure. mul-loneecheeyo 
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Rural Life 

Rural Economy 

Agriculture has been the backbone of the economy in 
rural areas, even though only 20% or less of the land is 
suitable for cultivation.261 Most of the land in the DPRK 
is mountainous and rocky, its soil low in fertility. In some 
of the country’s northern plains and river valleys, 
however, agriculture has been a primary, if increasingly 
unstable, means of existence. 

Agriculture contributes around 23% to North Korea’s gross domestic product (GDP), still 
falling short of the higher levels that existed in the early 1990s, before the collapse of the 
Soviet Union.262 North Korea had long depended on the Soviet Union and China for fuel 
and supplies for making fertilizer. When these sources sharply declined, farmers and 
agricultural workers could no longer operate tractors, fertilizer factories, or irrigation 
pumps.263 North Korean farmers have suffered not only from the loss of Soviet subsidies 
and trading arrangements, but also from severe, widespread flooding in 1995 and again in 
2007. 264, 265 Drought conditions in 1997 and 2000 harmed the agricultural sector 
further.266 All problems combined, including inefficient collective farming practices and 
shortages of parts and equipment, have led to ongoing food shortages, famine, and 
malnutrition across the nation.267  

In 2002, the government attempted a measure of economic reforms when it began 
allowing farmers to sell agricultural products through private markets. It also increased 
the agricultural wage structure and created new rules for farming cooperatives that 
rewarded high-producing workers.268 After an improved harvest, however, the 
government reversed some of its reform policies in 2005 when it reinstituted centralized 
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food rationing and forbade the private selling of grain. 269, 270 None of these changes have 
led the agricultural sector to recovery, in large part because its infrastructure is old and in 
disrepair, and the nation’s energy production has collapsed.271  

Primary Sources of Rural Income 

Grains constitute the primary cultivated crops in North 
Korea, and along the banks of the Amnok (Yalu) River’s 
lower course, rice is the main harvest.272 Other crops 
include maize, rice, barley, and corn. Fruits from trees, 
vegetables such as sweet potatoes and potatoes, and 
soybeans are widely grown. Farmers also harvest plants 
for industrial use, including cotton, tobacco, and flax. 
Some livestock, mainly poultry, are raised in areas where 
grains and vegetables do not grow well, although grazing land is scarce in the 
mountainous regions.273  

Exchange 33:  Do you know this area very well? 

Soldier: Do you know this area very 
well? 

ee chee-aagul chal amneekaa? 

Local:  Yes, I know it well. ney, chaal amneetaa 

 

Many people also earn income from fishing off the coast. The coastline in the north 
includes many bays, inlets, and river estuaries. Offshore reefs and currents with mixed 
temperatures also attract varied species and contribute to the country’s rich fishing 
grounds.274 People who live near the coastline have been able to take advantage of the 
many resources offered by the sea and estuaries, and also by farming fish in aquaculture 
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enterprises. Types of fish that are available from deep-sea fishing and in the shallow 
coastal waters include herring, sardines, yellowtail, mackerel, and shellfish.275  

Cooperative Farms 

Put into operation between 1954 and 1958, cooperative 
farms in North Korea were originally organized into 
individual units of around 300 families, each farming 
1,200 acres.276, 277  

Exchange 34: Do you own this land? 

Soldier: Do you own this land? ee tangul soyoo-aago isumneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

The cooperative system still operates, even though years of failed harvests—at least 
partly (some believe principally) due to poor agricultural management—have altered its 
form somewhat.278 According to North Korea’s original model for cooperative farming, 
similar to that of the former Soviet Union, a management committee is in control of each 
cooperative farm. It establishes production quotas and determines the amount of seed and 
fertilizer that the farm needs to meet its quotas. The farm then delivers the harvest to 
government sites, where it is allocated for distribution to state-owned stores. The 
communist government has allowed farmers to keep bees and chickens, a small garden, 
and any fruit trees they can grow. Although it has been acceptable in theory to sell extra 
farm produce at makeshift local markets, farmers by the mid 1990s were unable to 
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produce anything above the minimum they needed to survive.279 As shortages of food 
increased due to falling agricultural production, rural workers and farmers began to 
cultivate crops illegally, using common plots of idle land for their private use. Because 
this initially eased food shortages, the government ignored the practice, trying to contend 
with the spreading famine, evidence of which began appearing in the northeast by 1993–
1994. Famine spread throughout the countryside, causing social order to break down in 
remote provinces, which caused grave concern among the authorities.280  

It is not known how many people died from famine by the late 1990s, but it is believed 
that the number was much higher in rural areas.281 Official sources in P’yŏngyang 
estimate a starvation rate of around 1% of the country’s population, but outside sources 
estimate a much higher figure.282 Since then, the country’s agricultural production has 
fluctuated, as have government agricultural and rationing policies, but food shortages 
have remained.283  

Rural Settlements and Housing  

Inland areas of the DPRK are only sparsely settled 
because of the cold climate and poor growing conditions. 
Most rural people in North Korea live in the river valleys 
and surrounding plains, and the coastal lowlands on the 
eastern and western sides of the country. Because of the 
cold winter weather, villages in these areas are usually 
grouped at the southern bases of mountains or hills. Thus, 
they receive protection from the fiercely cold winds that 
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blow from the north or northwest during the winter months. Small fishing hamlets and 
villages are found mostly along the eastern coast.284 

Exchange 35: Is there lodging nearby? 

Soldier: Is there lodging nearby? kacha-un gosey sukpakaal koshee 
isumneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. Ney 

 

Visitors are not allowed to travel freely in the North Korean countryside, so not much is 
specifically known about rural lifestyles. Michael Harrold, a British citizen who lived in 
North Korea for seven years (1987–1994), worked as a “reviser” (revising and editing 
English translations of speeches made by Kim Jong Il and Kim Il Sung). He reports that 
“For seven years I was shielded from the North Korean reality. . . . restrictions and 
surveillance were imposed, preventing me from meeting ordinary North Koreans.”285 He 
did visit a North Korean home in 1989 and reported adequate living conditions. At the 
same time, he said, “I was only allowed to see inside the best houses and even then the 
visit was carefully arranged to give a positive impression.” 286 Mr. Harrold did make a 
rare trip through the countryside outside P’yŏngyang in 1990 and describes it as follows: 

“The occasional signs of civilization I did see were small villages, 
perhaps no more than a cluster of half a dozen low, plaster-covered 
apartment buildings surrounded by a brick wall with a mud track 
leading through an opening. Inevitably a red banner would be strung 
high above this gateway or on the front of a main building, 
emblazoned with some exhortation to the farmers to work harder and 
produce more grain for the leader, the Party, the people and the 
army. . . . My mind would turn to the rumors I had heard of desperate 
poverty, of freezing winter evenings with no fuel for warmth, of barely 
enough food to survive on, of nasty diseases caused by the insects 
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lurking in the paddy fields, and of the rudimentary medical care and 
lack of proper medicines.”287 

Other foreign guests or representatives who experienced 
limited travel in the country made some basic 
observations about rural housing, noting that it appears 
very plain and undeveloped. One source reports a remote 
mining town in the northeast where houses  

“…had no running water, no electric or fuel 
heating system, no lavatories or bath, no 
washbasin, no kitchen, and almost no furnishings. The residents used 
communal facilities and lived in tiny two-room houses heated by coal. 
Houses were equipped with electricity for lights, but its use was 
strictly controlled.”288 

Andrew Holloway (who lived and worked in North Korea) observed traditional Korean 
cottages between 1986 and 1987. He describes the heating system: 

“The traditional Korean cottage boasts a rudimentary but effective 
central heating system. The kitchen stove is at one end of the cottage, 
but instead of the heat being discharged straight up a chimney, it is 
carried through a pipe beneath the floor and expelled at the other end 
of the building.”289 

Rural Transportation  

Transportation in rural as well as urban areas is limited by a worn-out 
transportation infrastructure as well as by fuel shortages. It is further 
limited by the restrictions on travel that exist throughout North Korea. 
However, it is not uncommon for people to travel illegally, especially 
since the famines when people began to roam through the countryside 
in search of food. Still, travel permits are officially required for 
citizens to leave the towns or regions they live in, and people may be 
severely penalized if they don’t have the necessary permits.290 

Since the 1990s, when the economy began its sharp decline, North 
Korea’s transportation network has deteriorated. No new railway lines 
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or major highways have been constructed, and those that do exist suffer from overuse and 
lack of upkeep. The majority of roadways in the countryside are unpaved, and very few 
people have access to private automobiles.291 Fuel rationing has also curtailed the 
transportation sector since the 1990s.292 Even in the 1980s, Soviet assistance had been 
declining as the Soviet Union struggled to hold its own economy together. Observing 
North Korean society in 1986–1987, Andrew Holloway writes about the streets of 
Kaesong and beyond:  

“Kaesong is … clean and well maintained, but its wide roads have 
scarcely any traffic. You are as likely to see a bullock cart trundling 
along the street as a motor vehicle. Beyond the city the roads are in a 
dreadful state of repair.”293  

The main transportation is railroads, accounting for approximately 80% of the nation’s 
passenger service and 70% of its freight.294 The railways run from north to south on each 
side of the country, linking cities. Branches extend off the main north–south lines and 
connect to some of the river valleys. Their purpose is primarily industrial, serving mining 
centers and foundries in the country’s interior.295  

River transportation is a less frequently utilized means of moving passengers and goods. 
Transportation by river and sea combined represents only around 2% of the country’s 
cargo transportation.296 Two of the main rivers used to transport freight are the Amnok 
(Yalu), running along part of the border with China, and the Taedong, flowing from 
central North Korea to the southwest.297  
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Rural Health  

According to North Korea’s health care system, citizens 
are eligible for free healthcare whenever needed. The 
government set up a socialist healthcare system that 
offered health insurance and national medical care for 
everyone in the 1960s and 70s. However, in both rural 
and urban areas, the country’s health care system 
declined severely after Soviet aid ended; according to the 
World Health Organization, the system was close to collapsing in 2001.298 Since that time, 
free care has no longer been available. Now, more than half the population must pay out 
of pocket for services. A hospital visit reportedly can cost more than a family’s entire 
annual income.299  

Exchange 36:  Is there a medical clinic nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a medical clinic 
nearby? 

kachaa-on gosey pyongonee 
isumneekaa? 

Local:  Yes, over there. ney, chowgee-ey isumneetaa 

 

Outside cities such as P’yŏngyang, it is unlikely that people can receive quality treatment 
for illnesses or emergencies. Even in the city, healthcare depends on the status of 
individuals or families. A state-assigned status determines which facility people can go to 
in order to get medical treatment. Military, state, and party leaders receive the best level 
of care.300, 301 Outside the urban areas, shortages of equipment, medicine, anesthesia for 
surgery, and surgical instruments have negatively impacted the entire rural healthcare 
system. In addition, failing energy supplies and poor sanitation have combined to make 
the situation worse, especially in the countryside. Conditions are so grave, according to 
one official source, that “One hospital facility has reported having running water for only 
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one hour a day and no heating, even in the middle of winter,” and “Doctors have been 
forced to hammer out their own operating tools.” 302  

Rural Education  

Little is known about the current state of rural education 
in North Korea. It falls within the jurisdiction of the 
nation’s general educational policies, which mandated 11 
years of primary education by 1975.303 Years earlier (by 
1945), educational opportunity had opened up in rural 
areas of the country, where none had existed before. Both 
girls and boys were able to take advantage of the new 
education policies, which were seen as a way to gain 
support among the peasantry for the new regime. Between 1947 and 1948, the number of 
rural high school students doubled, compared to a 10% increase for high school students 
who lived in the cities.304 Starting in 1959, the state broadened its financial support to 
cover all educational expenses for students, including uniforms, books, supplies, and 
room and board, if necessary.305 This made it even easier for children from poor, rural 
families to receive an education. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and subsequent free-fall in the North Korean 
economy affected all aspects of the nation, social as well as economic306 The government 
of North Korea could no longer provide subsidies for rent, food, and social services as it 
had done in its past, and it is not known to what extent this affected educational policies. 
Some sources report that North Korea still offers free education to its citizens, while 
other sources report differently, discussing shortages of school supplies and textbooks. It 
can only be assumed that famine between the early 1990s and the end of the decade 
(possibly longer), would have negatively affected the operations of rural schools. Limited 
data suggests that authorities in the early 1990s organized people in rural regions into 
groups of “five-family teams,” with an intellectual or a schoolteacher directing each of 
several teams. The purpose of each team was “educational and surveillance functions,” 
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including involvement with after-work study sessions that all office and factory workers 
were required to participate in.307  

Academic freedom is restricted and applied according to 
ideological guidelines in North Korea, whether in urban 
or rural areas.308 Within this model, the teaching of 
technical skills is valued because of the emphasis on 
industrial growth and national development. North 
Korea’s particular ideological views are applied to the 
very foundations of education, in which  

“…the philosophy of Juche or ‘self-determination’ serves as the 
dominant principle for the North Korean people to follow. According 
to Kim [Il Sung], . . . every individual must have his or her own will 
and self-determination, Juche. To establish Juche in education, the 
main emphasis in instruction should be placed on the culture of one’s 
own country. . . [people] should be educated so as to be aware of the 
problems of socialist construction and economic development within 
Korea and master the theoretical knowledge themselves in order to 
overcome these problems.”309  

Disabled students and others who have disabilities are banished routinely from 
P’yŏngyang and sent to rural areas to live, according to aid groups and those who have 
defected. (An exception is made for veterans who are militarily disabled; they do receive 
support.) Disabled people exiled out of P’yŏngyang to the countryside have neither social 
services (such as education) nor rehabilitation clinics or equipment to assist with their 
disability. Children who have developmental or learning disorders are also excluded from 
education; there are no known special education programs in North Korea.310 
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Village Life and Gender Roles   

While industry is considered a man’s profession, agricultural work 
does not carry the same distinction. Women in rural villages work 
fairly equally in the fields with men. Besides toiling a full day outside 
the home, women are responsible for taking care of the household and 
raising the children. Although their work hours are long and the level 
of responsibilities high, women in North Korea hold a lesser status 
than that of men.311 

Married couples in the countryside live in small houses that the 
authorities have officially approved for occupancy. The fact that 
houses are small may act to restrict the size of the family. Generally 
households consist of a nuclear family, although aged parents may live with their 
children.312 

On a rare trip through the North Korean countryside during the period he worked in 
P’yŏngyang (1986–1987), Andrew Holloway described a country scene as follows: 

“Orderly fields, drab and colorless at the end of a long winter, co-
operative farm villages of identical whitewashed tiled cottages, the 
same as the ones that proliferate between the apartment blocks in 
Pyongyang. Some more industrialized townships where the train 
sometimes stopped. It all looked pretty dreary, but then things always 
do in winter and there were tractors to be seen as well as donkeys and 
bullock cards. Technical advisors whose tasks had necessitated that 
they were taken off the tourist track assured me that the countryside 
was much the same wherever they went.”313 

Prior to collectivization of farms in North Korea (carried 
out between 1945 and 1958), farmers lived in small 
communities that dotted the countryside. After the first 
stage of collectivization, small landowners lived on their 
own private plot of land but shared resources such as 
tools and animals, and pooled their labor. In the second 
stage, the land was pooled although still privately owned, 
and through a common fund, the cooperative bought 
supplies, tools, and animals. The third stage brought socialist cooperatives in which the 
collective owned and managed all land and paid its members according to the amount of 

                                                 
311 Everyculture.com. Culture of North Korea. “Socialization: Child Rearing and Education.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Ja-Ma/North-Korea.html 
312 Everyculture.com. Culture of North Korea. “Socialization: Child Rearing and Education.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Ja-Ma/North-Korea.html 
313 Holloway, Andrew. A Year in Pyongyang [Ch. 11]. c. 2003. 
http://www.aidanfc.net/a_year_in_pyongyang_11.html 



 
78

labor they contributed. In 1977, a new law decreed that all cooperatively owned land 
would pass to state ownership.314 

During this process, the state pushed for reorganized villages that were based on merged 
cooperatives rather than individual households. This resulted in changes for family life, 
weakening lineage ties and undermining the traditional patterns of kinship. North Korea’s 
traditional kinship system, in its original form, depended on the insulation of small 
village hamlets.315, 316 

Exchange 37: Does your family live here? 

Soldier: Does your family live 
here? 

kaajogee eegosey samneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

Who’s In Charge? 

In rural villages, as in cities, the North Korean 
government wields total power. Citizens in all parts of the 
country, even those who hold some level of community 
authority, are subject to rigid control over their lives.  

Exchange 38:  Can you take me to your mayor? 

Soldier: Can you take me to your 
mayor? 

sheejangaantey an-nehey chul soo 
isumneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 
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North Korean authorities have executed or imprisoned cooperative farm leaders in the 
countryside as well as farmers who break the rules and operate private farms.317 Any 
local rural officials are necessarily subservient to state authority and regulation. 

Exchange 39: Respected mayor, we need your help. 

Soldier: Respected mayor, we need 
your help. 

chongyengwaanin sheejangnim, chaynin 
tangshiney tomee peeryohameedaa 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

State authority is vested in its “internal security 
apparatus,” which includes the State Security Department 
(SSD) and the Ministry of Public Security (MPS). The 
military also operates to maintain order throughout the 
country. It has four branches: Naval Force, Ground Force, 
Civil Securities Force, and Air Force.318 If security forces 
suspect any person of committing a crime against the 
state (political crime), that person can be removed to a 
prison camp, and the prisoner has no right to trial. This is a function of the People’s 
Safety Agency, which manages and prosecutes criminal cases independently.319 

In general, the government is the ultimate entity in charge in North Korea, whether in the 
countryside or in the cities. It does not share its power with members of the community 
unless they have been appointed or selected for this purpose because of their loyalty to 
the state. 

                                                 
317 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State. 2008 Human Rights Report: 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Introduction and “Unlawful and Arbitrary Deprivation of Life.” 
2008. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2008/eap/119043.htm 
318 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State. 2008 Human Rights Report: 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Introduction and “Role of the Police and Security Apparatus.” 
2008. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2008/eap/119043.htm 
319 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State. 2008 Human Rights Report: 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Introduction and “Arrest and Detention.” 2008. 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2008/eap/119043.htm 



 
80

Checkpoints 

Military and police checkpoints are placed throughout the country. They exist at the exits 
and entrances to all cities and towns because people do not have the right to move around 
freely. 

Exchange 40:  Where is the nearest checkpoint? 

Soldier: Where is the nearest 
checkpoint? 

kajhaang kachaa-un chadansogaa odi-
imneekaa? 

Local:  It’s two kilometers. ee keeromeetaa jongdo tarojani 
koshimeetaa 

 

Everyone is required to obtain permits to move from one place to 
another, for any purpose. In the mid 1990s, some relaxation of these 
rules occurred, but it is not known whether this was intentional. It 
may have been because the border checkpoint system broke down 
somewhat and officials were willing to take bribes to relax the 
rules.320 

Exchange 41:  Is this all the ID you have? 

Soldier: Is this all the ID you have? ee kominsungee tangshinee kaajin 
chanbu imneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 
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At the borders, military personnel maintain strict 
vigilance, checking all who try to pass to see that they 
have the correct permit. Those who try to defect receive 
severe penalties, which can include prison or 
execution.321 

Exchange 42:  Please get out of the car. 

Soldier: Please get out of the car. chaayeso neyreeshipsheeyo 

Local:  OK. aras simneetaa 

Landmines 

North Korea has neither agreed to nor signed the Mine 
Ban Treaty. In the past, the country is known to have 
produced antipersonnel mines; however, its current 
production cannot be determined due to lack of 
information. Its mine stockpile is estimated to be large, 
but again, this remains undetermined.322 

Exchange 43:  Is this area mined? 

Soldier: Is this area mined? eegosee tangang choneemeekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

The number of landmine casualties in North Korea is unknown. Further, there is no 
information as to whether records are kept on such occurrences. It is reported that people 
who are disabled by landmines do not have access to rehabilitation clinics or social 
services. 
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Family Life 

The North Korean Family in Perspective 

It is very difficult to acquire information on modern 
North Korean households and family life because the 
nation as an entity is so reclusive. Foreigners who visit 
cannot mingle with North Korean families, and official 
agencies cannot interview or report on them. In 1998, 
there was a brief crack in this policy as North Korea was 
attempting to recover from famine and began to engage in 
very limited ways with South Korea in particular. North 
Korea during this period was more receptive, not only to aid from South Korea, but also 
to limited entry of South Korean tourists. South Koreans were, after almost 50 years of 
frozen relations between the two countries, allowed to travel in special buses to visit the 
North, witnessing daily life in the cities and countryside. However, a new government in 
South Korea took charge and made this engagement subject to preconditions, such as 
requiring that the North address human rights concerns and shut down its nuclear 
program. This caused deterioration in relations, and the beginning of the opening up 
process was stopped. . The tourism program ended after an unarmed South Korean tourist 
was shot and killed by a guard in the North in 2008. Virtually all dialog and relations 
between North and South ceased.323  

The only information that can be gleaned on family life in the North is through meager 
unofficial reports. There are relatively few foreign visitors, including some tourists from 
other countries, representatives of NGOs, and foreign diplomats. None of them have the 
opportunity to learn the uniqueness of the Northern culture or details about family life.  

Changes to Traditional Family Structure 

It is assumed that—because the Korean Peninsula has a 
very long history that predated the division of the country 
into North and South—many cultural traditions remain 
linked. On the other hand, the radical political and social 
changes made in the North have altered the country 
significantly, severing the traditional organization of 
lineages and reshaping family life. It is known that 
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“…after World War II, the occupying Soviets did not recognize the 
Korean traditional family system or Confucian philosophy; age-old 
lineage records were burned, and the kinship system was broken. 
Through education, people were molded to fit the pattern of party 
idealism, and private life and individual freedom became extremely 
limited.”324  

When the North Korean state reorganized villages into a structure of merged cooperatives 
at the expense of individual households, it altered the essence of traditional kinship 
patterns. The “lineage” group, which had owned property and fulfilled social 
responsibilities like educating its children and providing for the welfare of needy 
members, was replaced by public schools and the state system of medical clinics and 
hospitals. Also affected by these changes was the surname group, which had been 
important in determining permissible marriage partners.325, 326  

From these and other examples, it must be assumed that although North and South still 
share some centuries-old traditions concerning family life, there are also many 
differences caused by the deep split in their way of life. In general, most descriptions of 
family life in North Korea seem to be based on a familiarity with former traditional 
Korean culture mixed with speculation. Actual knowledge on which to establish a current 
understanding is scarce. Thus, the following information takes into consideration these 
limitations.  

Family Life in a Typical Household 

Typically, a husband and wife take up residence in an 
apartment or small house that has been officially 
approved for that particular couple’s occupancy. The 
small size of the house is thought to restrict the size of the 
family, discouraging the concept of an extended family 
whose members live under one roof. Although it is 
believed that a lifestyle organized around nuclear families 
predominates in North Korea, aged parents may still 
continue to live with their children, space permitting.327 
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Exchange 44: How many people live in this house? 

Soldier: How many people live in this 
house? 

ee jeebey modyoo myat myangee 
samneekaa? 

Local:  Ten. yowl myangimneetaa 

 

Family members organize their lives around work. As 
Andrew Holloway observed, although North Koreans are 
very family-oriented, their private lives within their 
families are of less importance than their public lives as 
workers for the state. In the latter realm, they serve as 
members of the collective and are ultimately accountable 
to authorities in their daily activities.328  

Exchange 45:  Where do you work, sir?    

Soldier: Where do you work, sir?    awdeesaw eeraasimneekaa? 

Local:  I am a farmer, sir. chon dongbu-eemneetaa 

 

When planning family activities, North Koreans must take into account not only their 
work schedules but also state-sanctioned events or restrictions. In addition to meeting 
collective commitments, people must be aware that certain days are held aside for public 
events or public displays of loyalty to the state. For instance, the two months between 
Kim Jong Il’s birthday (February 16) and Kim Il Sung’s birthday (15 April) are known as 
“Loyalty Festival Period.” During this time, families are prohibited from holding certain 
festivities, including wedding feasts and the birthday festivals that celebrate one’s 60th 
birthday (known as heokap), symbolizing longevity.329 
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Distribution of Roles and Responsibilities 

All members of the family help to support the family unit. The arduous schedules that 
they commit to are reminders that income-producing work is more important than family 
life.  

Exchange 46:  Are you the only person in your family who has a job? 

Soldier: Are you the only person in 
your family who has a job? 

kaajok chungyey chigaabul kaajhin 
boonee tangshin hojaa eemneekaa? 

Local:  No. aanyo 

 

Men are often found occupied in heavy industrial work, 
and women, too, work outside the home. They are in fact 
required to do so, leaving their children in state-run 
nurseries or with elderly family members.330 Working 
women, however, are generally more involved in 
agricultural and light industrial work because heavy 
industry is considered a man’s profession. In rural 
villages, women not only raise the children and complete 
the daily household labor (cooking and cleaning), they also typically work a full day in a 
job outside the home, often in the fields.331 

Exchange 47:  Are these your children? 

Soldier: Are these your children? tangsheen eydeur imneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 
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During the mid 1990s when the economy was in a sharp 
downturn, people began moving throughout the country, 
and small trade began to proliferate as a means of 
survival. Many North Korean women became active in 
trading and business activities during this period. Their 
husbands, or the men in their families, remained attached 
to their factory jobs, even though the factories were not 
running and their only recompense was rationing coupons 
that had become virtually worthless. While the men hoped and waited for “normal life” to 
resume, the women “embarked on frenetic business activity. Soon some of these women 
began to make sums that far exceeded their husbands’ wages.”332  

Exchange 48:  Did you grow up here? 

Soldier: Did you grow up here? yawgeesaa charas sumneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

Other groups began to make inroads into private business trading during these difficult 
economic times. Many ethnic Chinese living in North Korea, for instance, expanded 
trading or smuggling operations with their relatives in China in order to develop ways to 
earn a living.333   

Status of Women and Children  

Women  

Women have a high level of responsibility in providing 
support for their families and helping them thrive. 
Women not only earn income but make sure meals are 
served, the house is clean, and the children are cared for. 
Still, their status in society is far less than that of men.334 
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Exchange 49:  Is this your wife? 

Soldier: Is this your wife? eebunee aaney imneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

North Korea’s Constitution states that “women hold equal social status and rights with 
men.”335 Few women, however, achieve high-level positions in the government or the 
Party structure. According to reports, although women at one time constituted 20% of the 
legislature, or Supreme People’s Assembly (SPA), they held only around 4% of the 
Korean Worker’s Party Central Committee leadership positions.336  

Children  

Spending many years in institutional care while their parents work, 
children are raised in an environment that downplays individualism as 
it places top priority on the group. They are conditioned to be 
obedient to their family and authority and to work selflessly for their 
government by helping to build the society the regime has envisioned. 
In this endeavor, they represent the future of the country. 

Exchange 50:  Do you have any brothers? 

Soldier: Do you have any brothers? hyongjeygaa isumneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

                                                 
335 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State. Korea, Democratic 
People’s Republic Of. Country Reports on Human Rights Practices. “Women.” 25 February 2004. 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2003/27775.htm 
336 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State. Korea, Democratic 
People’s Republic Of. Country Reports on Human Rights Practices. “Women.” 25 February 2004. 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2003/27775.htm 
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While he was living in North Korea, Andrew Holloway observed the following about the 
country’s educational process: 

“At school the children are equipped with the 
“collectivist spirit.” They learn unquestioning 
obedience and unfailing politeness. They are 
trained to be orderly, clean and tidy. Like 
schoolchildren everywhere, they acquire numeracy 
and literacy. They learn to accept responsibility for 
the collective property; in Pyongyang I often saw 
children at school sweeping the yard, painting the 
doors, or cleaning the windows.”337  

While still very young, children participate in activities that 
include military training and indoctrination. The training takes place at their schools as a 
mandatory part of their education. Authorities may remove them from school to help with 
meeting production goals by working on farms or in factories.338  

Exchange 51:  Do your children go to school? 

Soldier: Do your children go to 
school? 

aayeedree hagkyowey taaneemneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

                                                 
337 Holloway, Andrew. A Year in Pyongyang [Ch. 12]. c. 2003. 
http://www.aidanfc.net/a_year_in_pyongyang_12.html 
338 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State. Korea, Democratic 
People’s Republic Of. Country Reports on Human Rights Practices. “Children.” 25 February 2004. 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2003/27775.htm 
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Marriage and Birth 339 

Marriage  

Like most other aspects of life, marriage is regulated by a 
combination of tradition and state authority. First, it is common for 
parents to arrange their children’s marriages. Then, before they marry, 
young people must wait until they have completed state obligations 
such as military service. To this end, the state has regulated the 
minimum marriage age for men and women as 27 and 25 years old, 
respectively.340  

Exchange 52:  Are you married? 

Soldier: Are you married? kaaron hashas sumneekaa?  

Local:  No. aanyo 

 

Class origin has become more important than ancestral 
names as a consideration when arranging a marriage or 
deciding on whom to marry. A Party official of high rank 
or a government official would likely not marry someone 
who is of lesser rank or status; society would not approve 
such a union. Difficulties could also arise between a 
person from a family repatriated from Japan and a local 
North Korean. Because the government is suspicious 
toward those who still have family or social connections with people in other countries, 
anyone marrying into this situation could be placing his or her own future in jeopardy.341 

                                                 
339 Everyculture.com. Culture of North Korea. “Marriage, Family, and Kinship.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Ja-Ma/North-Korea.html 
340 MSN Encarta. Customs of North Korea. “Marriage and Family.” c. 2009. 
http://encarta.msn.com/sidebar_631522240/Customs_of_North_Korea.html 
341 Everyculture.com. Culture of North Korea. “Marriage, Family, and Kinship.” c. 2007. 
http://www.everyculture.com/Ja-Ma/North-Korea.html 
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Exchange 53:  Are these people part of your family? 

Soldier: Are these people part of 
your family? 

ee saramduree tangshin kajok 
imneekaa? 

Local:  No. aanyo 

 

Birth 

It is customary for newlyweds to look forward to the birth 
of a child, since North Koreans remain connected to a 
strong family tradition. Children represent not only 
continuance of the family, but also are sometimes the 
only means of assistance for parents in poor families. 
Children can help the family with farm work, housework, 
and caring for younger brothers and sisters. Children are 
also part of a social security network that offers some 
likelihood that the parents will be cared for in their old age, especially if the child is a son. 

Exchange 54: Is this your entire family? 

Soldier: Is this your entire family? bodoo tangshiney kaajog imneekaa? 

Local:  Yes. ney 

 

The subject of birthdays and age can be confusing in Korean culture in general. 
According to tradition, a Korean child is considered to be one year old at the moment of 
birth. Many Koreans also consider themselves one year older as of each January 1. So 
often, a Korean person (whether North or South) will be considered 1 to 2 years older 
than a person from another culture who has the same birth year.342 

 

 

                                                 
342 Learn Korean Language. Korean Culture. “People.” c. 2007. 
http://www.learnkoreanlanguage.com/Korean-Culture.html#People 


