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Introduction

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), more widely known as North
Korea, stands among the world’s most secretive and enigmatic nations. Surrounded by
high walls—both literal and metaphorical—North Korea’s culture has unfolded largely
out of international view. This profound isolation, shaped by decades of political
division, ideological indoctrination, and the ever-present prominence of its ruling
family, has produced a society starkly different from those of its neighbors and from
much of the world.

For many, North Korea’s culture is shrouded in mystery and, at times, distortion. It is
frequently viewed only through the lens of political tension, its vibrant traditions and
everyday realities overshadowed by stories of defiance, nuclear ambitions, and visible
displays of regime loyalty. But beneath the surface lies a unique cultural landscape,
defined as much by resilience and adaptation as by the omnipresent state. North
Koreans, despite stringent restrictions, nurture a shared sense of history, national
pride, and communal values that have endured generations of hardship and change.

At the heart of North Korea’s cultural identity is the ideology of Juche, an all-
encompassing philosophy of self-reliance that dictates not only political and economic
strategies but extends to art, family structures, education, and the smallest patterns
of daily life. The veneration of the Kim family and the “military-first” Songun policy
further color every aspect of society, from grand architectural projects and
monumental art to modest family rituals and holiday celebrations. These doctrines,
instilled from an early age, form the moral and intellectual framework within which
North Koreans live and view the world.

Yet, true understanding of North Korean culture is inevitably challenged by the state’s
tight control over information. Access to outside influences is limited, and much of the
available insight emerges filtered through official propaganda or the personal stories
of defectors—each providing essential, though incomplete, perspectives. In this
environment, culture becomes both a means of survival and a tool of the regime, used
to shape collective identity, stoke patriotism, and maintain social order.

This book aims to provide newcomers with a balanced and comprehensive
introduction to the culture of North Korea. Drawing upon historical context, social
values, artistic expression, and the routines of daily life, it seeks to illuminate both the
familiar and the unfamiliar, the symbolic and the practical. Each chapter offers
snapshots of North Korea’s inner world, examining not just what is seen, but what is
signified—what it means to live, work, celebrate, create, and believe under North
Korea’s particular conditions.
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By examining the complexity of North Korean society from various angles, this text
invites readers to look beyond surface-level assumptions. Understanding North Korea’s
culture, with its blend of tradition and transformation under extraordinary constraints,
is essential to developing a nuanced view of a country too often reduced to caricature.
This journey into North Korea’s social fabric begins with history, but ends with
people—their adaptation, their struggle, and the many ways they define who they are
within one of the world’s most tightly controlled societies.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Overview: The Birth of
North Korea

To truly grasp the unique cultural tapestry of North Korea, one must first rewind the
clock and understand the tumultuous birth of the nation itself. It wasn't a sudden
emergence but rather a protracted and painful process, deeply influenced by
colonialism, global power struggles, and internal ideological conflicts. The Korean
Peninsula, for centuries a unified entity with its own distinct culture and history,
became a pawn in a larger game, ultimately leading to the division that persists to this
day. This foundational period laid the groundwork for the cultural distinctiveness that
would eventually define North Korea.

For much of its history, Korea existed as a relatively unified kingdom, often navigating
the complex geopolitical landscape between its powerful neighbors, China and Japan.
Despite external pressures, a strong sense of Korean identity and cultural heritage
flourished, marked by unique linguistic traditions, artistic expressions, and social
customs. However, the late 19th and early 20th centuries brought an era of profound
upheaval that shattered this long-standing stability. The "Hermit Kingdom," as Korea
was sometimes known due to its isolationist policies, found itself increasingly
vulnerable to the imperial ambitions of regional and global powers.

The most significant external influence during this period was the rise of imperial
Japan. Following the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) and the Russo-Japanese War
(1904-1905), Japan steadily exerted its dominance over the Korean Peninsula. In 1910,
Korea was formally annexed by Japan, marking the beginning of a brutal 35-year
colonial rule. This period profoundly impacted every facet of Korean life, from its
political structures and economic development to its cultural practices and national
identity. The Japanese sought to assimilate Koreans, suppressing the Korean language,
imposing Japanese names, and even attempting to alter traditional customs. Despite
this oppression, a strong sense of Korean nationalism simmered beneath the surface,
fueled by resistance movements both within Korea and among exiles abroad.

The end of World War Il in August 1945 brought with it a wave of euphoria and the
promise of liberation for the Korean people. Japan’s defeat meant the end of colonial
rule, and Koreans eagerly anticipated the restoration of their independent nation.
However, the joy was short-lived, as the geopolitical realities of the emerging Cold War
quickly cast a long shadow over the peninsula. The victorious Allied powers,
specifically the United States and the Soviet Union, had different visions for post-war
Korea, and their conflicting ideologies set the stage for division.
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In a move that would have lasting consequences, the United States and the Soviet
Union agreed to temporarily divide Korea along the 38th parallel. The Soviets
accepted the Japanese surrender north of this line, while American forces did the same
in the south. This division, initially intended to be temporary, quickly hardened into a
de facto border as the two superpowers began to establish their respective spheres of
influence. In the north, the Soviets supported the rise of anti-Japanese guerrilla leader
Kim Il-sung, who had fought with the Soviet Red Army. In the south, the United States
backed Syngman Rhee, a fervent anti-communist who had lived in exile.

The period immediately following liberation was characterized by political chaos and
intense ideological struggle throughout Korea. Various political factions, both left and
right, vied for power, each with their own vision for the future of the nation. In the
North, with Soviet backing, Kim Il-sung rapidly consolidated his power, eliminating
rivals and establishing a communist-style government. He skillfully tapped into Korean
nationalist sentiments, promising a strong, independent, and self-sufficient nation free
from foreign domination. This promise resonated deeply with a populace that had
endured decades of colonial subjugation.

On September 9, 1948, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) was
formally established in the North, with Kim ll-sung as its supreme leader. Just weeks
earlier, on August 15, 1948, the Republic of Korea (ROK) had been proclaimed in the
South, solidifying the division. This marked the official birth of two separate Korean
states, each claiming legitimacy over the entire peninsula and each backed by
powerful international patrons. The ideological chasm between them - communism in
the North versus anti-communism and nascent democracy in the South - was vast and
seemingly insurmountable.

The formative years of the DPRK under Kim Il-sung were critical in shaping the cultural
identity that would come to define North Korea. With the immediate task of rebuilding
a war-torn society, Kim Ill-sung embarked on an ambitious program of social and
economic transformation, heavily influenced by Soviet models but tailored to what he
presented as uniquely Korean conditions. Land reform was implemented, industries
were nationalized, and a centrally planned economy was established. Education was
prioritized, albeit with a strong emphasis on ideological indoctrination.

Crucially, during this period, the cult of personality around Kim Il-sung began to take
root. He was portrayed not just as a political leader but as a heroic liberator, a brilliant
strategist, and the benevolent father of the nation. His image became ubiquitous,
appearing in homes, schools, and public spaces. This deliberate cultivation of his
persona, combined with the emphasis on national self-reliance, fostered a deep sense
of loyalty and reverence for the leader, which would become a cornerstone of North
Korean culture. The seeds of Juche, though not yet formally articulated as a distinct
philosophy, were being sown, emphasizing the idea that the Korean people were the
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masters of their own destiny, guided by their great leader.

The establishment of the DPRK was not without internal challenges. Kim ll-sung had to
skillfully navigate various factions within the Workers' Party of Korea, including those
who had fought with him in Manchuria, those who had been educated in the Soviet
Union, and those who had remained within Korea during the colonial period. Through a
series of purges and political maneuvering, he solidified his control, ensuring that his
vision for North Korea would be the dominant one. This centralization of power was a
key factor in the development of a highly controlled and ideologically driven society.

The division of Korea along the 38th parallel also meant a rupture in a shared cultural
heritage that had evolved over millennia. While both North and South Korea inherited
the rich traditions of the unified Korean past, their subsequent political and ideological
trajectories led to divergent cultural paths. In the North, the state actively sought to
reframe traditional narratives and artistic expressions to align with its revolutionary
ideology, creating a distinct "socialist culture" that emphasized collective struggle,
revolutionary heroism, and unwavering devotion to the leadership.

The years immediately following the birth of the DPRK were therefore a period of
intense nation-building and ideological consolidation. The state actively shaped public
consciousness through education, propaganda, and mass mobilization, forging a new
national identity that celebrated its socialist system and its supreme leader. The
experiences of Japanese colonial rule and the subsequent division by foreign powers
instilled a profound sense of grievance and a fierce determination for self-sufficiency,
which would continue to influence North Korean culture for decades to come. This
historical foundation, marked by both liberation and division, is the essential backdrop
against which all other aspects of North Korean culture must be understood.
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