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Note on Usage

I have used the McCune-Reischauer system for the romanization of 
Korean names and terms, except in quoting original North Korean pub-
lications in English and in cases where the spelling has become common 
usage, such as in Pyongyang or Kim Il Sung. I have kept the last name fi rst 
in referring to Korean historical fi gures in the text and to Korean authors 
in the notes, as is the standard practice in Korean unless they have their 
own romanized names. For the romanization of foreign terms other than 
Korean, I have simply duplicated the system used in the source consulted. 
In the discussion of the colonial period in chapter 2, I have indicated 
Japanese terms with a “J” where it was unclear whether the transliterated 
term was Korean or Japanese.

The two Koreas were offi cially named the Democratic People’s Re-
public of Korea (DPRK) in the north and the Republic of Korea (ROK) 
in the south with the founding of separate states in 1948, but following 
general convention I refer to them in shorthand as North Korea and South 
Korea. For consistency, I also use these terms with the beginning of the 
two separate occupation zones in 1945 despite the fact that they were not 
two separate states until 1948.

All translations are mine unless otherwise indicated.
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 Introduction 

 A satellite image of the Korean Peninsula at night shows South Korea 
and the surrounding regions bathed in light while North Korea seems 
engulfed in darkness except for the capital city of Pyongyang. The im-
age has symbolized North Korea’s “backwardness” since U.S. Secretary 
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld referred to it during a news briefi ng on De-
cember 23, 2002: “If you look at a picture from the sky of the Korean 
Peninsula at night, South Korea is fi lled with lights and energy and vitality 
and a booming economy; North Korea is dark.” 1  From this description, 
he concludes matter-of-factly, “It is a tragedy what’s being done in that 
country.” To be sure, North Korea has serious problems, but what is the 
precise nature of the tragedy? 

 A closer look at the process of creating the image reveals a more com-
plicated picture. A product of modern technology, it is a composite of 
multiple images from repeated orbits around the earth—236 to be exact—
with sophisticated algorithms to adjust for anomalies such as fi res and 
lightning. 2  In other words, it is not an image that the naked eye could see 
from the sky, nor an image that speaks for itself, as Rumsfeld would have 
us believe. It is a constructed image, made possible only through sophis-
ticated engineering. It is worth pondering to what extent other images of 
North Korea are deployed to fi t certain premises. 

 Rumsfeld’s conclusion linking light and energy with “a booming 
economy” implies that economic growth is an inherent good, and without 
it there is only tragedy. However, as unrestrained consumption of energy 
comes under growing scrutiny, it is no longer clear how desirable it is for 
so much light to fl ood such uneven patches of the globe. North Korea is 
not the only place in the world without as much light as South Korea or 
Japan. Vast inhabited stretches of Africa, South and Southeast Asia, and 
China do not come close to the amount of electricity consumed per capita 
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in the United States and Europe. 3  Rather than split the world into sim-
plistic binaries of light and dark as markers of good and evil, in this book 
I start from the premise that the world is integrated, particularly with the 
acceleration of modernity that, beginning in the nineteenth century, com-
pressed time and space, creating a world that is highly uneven, with some 
places modernizing at the expense of others. 

 North Korea is a part of that world, and I begin with this common im-
age in order to deconstruct widespread perceptions that it is “backward” 
and therefore outside of modernity. Even those who trace North Korea’s 
predicament to the trauma of the Korean War (1950–53) and American 
responsibility for carpet bombing much of the country still characterize it 
as “a country suspended in time, one that exists off modernity’s grid . . . 
a place where the cold war never ended, where the heirloom paranoia is 
taken down and polished daily.” 4  It is true that the Cold War has not ended 
in Korea—the North and South remain divided—but North Korea was a 
different place before the Korean War. 

 Indeed, northern Korea was more modern than many other parts of 
East Asia, witnessing substantial industrialization under Japanese colonial 
rule (1910–45), especially during the 1930s when mobilization for war re-
quired industries from steel to chemical factories. The capital, Pyongyang, 
was known as the “Jerusalem of the East,” the largest center of Christian 
activity in East Asia with the attendant importation of Western culture. 
Despite the acknowledged importance of history, however, North Korea 
is seldom thought to have a history worth examining; through the lens of 
the Cold War, it is consigned to the dustbin of history as an anachronistic 
relic of a Stalinist state. This book is an attempt to restore North Korea’s 
historicity and its place within the history of modernity, an inconvenient 
truth perhaps better left ignored for fear that North Korea’s problems may 
not be its alone. There is enough responsibility to go around, including 
that of the United States, for modernity’s discontents. Rather than rec-
ognize the shared heritage, however, Western media coverage of North 
Korea paints it as a vast network of gulags ruled over by an omnipotent 
dictator, a realization of George Orwell’s dystopia in  1984  where modern 
technology is used to police both thought and action. Through repeated 
stock images, modernity’s worst excesses are displaced onto North Korea 
as a singular anomaly rather than the common by-product of modernity. 
Consequently, North Korea has become a place where “Dr. Evil” rules 
over one corner of the “axis of evil” in the last “outpost of tyranny,” in 
the words, respectively, of  Newsweek , President George W. Bush, and Sec-
retary of State Condoleezza Rice. 5  
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 Scholars have not done much better. After acknowledging that politics 
in North Korea is far more complicated than it is usually made out to be, 
one specialist declared, “Of course, the simplifi ed historiography of North 
Korea is not totally without merit, for the political history of North Korea 
is essentially a history of the rise of one man. Kim Il-song [ sic ] is the sole 
winner, the hero, the omnipotent one.” 6  But North Korea emerged out of 
a complicated and neglected history, and this book opens at the beginning. 
Without an understanding of its origins, North Korea will forever remain 
the Other, potentially taking us to the brink of another tragic war on the 
Korean Peninsula. North Korea’s history is not simply the history of one 
man or the party, but part and parcel of the history of modernity, not 
“suspended in time” but part of the global history of decolonization. This 
is a story of peasants and villagers during North Korea’s social revolution 
from 1945, when Korea was liberated from Japanese colonial rule, to 1950, 
before the start of the Korean War. 7  North Korea embarked on an alterna-
tive path to modernity, opposing both colonial and capitalist modernity. 

 Generally, modernity has been linked with a wide variety of develop-
ments in the modern age, from rationality, science, and technology to 
bureaucracy, social stratifi cation, market systems, legal jurisprudence, and 
democratic institutions. From the perspective of modernization theory, 
modernity was the natural outcome of a universal linear development of 
mankind from traditional agrarian societies to modern industrialized ones, 
aided by technological innovation that led to increased production and 
mass consumption. However, a broad survey shows that different forms of 
technologies, markets, laws, bureaucracies, and social differentiation have 
existed in different parts of the world throughout much of human history. 8  
What set the modern era apart from previous history to defi ne the main 
characteristics of modernity was industrialization and the impetus for it—
namely, capitalism. As Immanuel Wallerstein has stated succinctly, “We 
do not live in a modernizing world but in a capitalist world.” 9  

 Although the Enlightenment is often touted as the beginning of mo-
dernity, its faith in science as the source of universal laws was not too far 
a leap from faith in the divine as the source of absolute truth, as demon-
strated by the deep religiosity of such key Enlightenment fi gures as Isaac 
Newton and René Descartes. 10  Not until the Industrial Revolution was 
the power of human design made visible through revolutionary advances 
in transportation and manufacturing, changing the fabric of everyday life. 
Despite a growing sense of human agency, however, the mechanization of 
labor that replaced the tradition of skilled craftsmanship subjected increas-
ing numbers of workers and their families to the “laws” of the market. 
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Regulated by the “invisible hand,” the status of capitalism as “scientifi c” 
marginalized human agency just when it seemed historically most sub-
stantive. The publication of Adam Smith’s  The Wealth of Nations  (1776), 
the fi rst major treatise on modern economics and capitalism, was followed 
emblematically by the French Revolution in 1789. The revolution de-
clared man master of himself with the Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and of the Citizen, invoking natural law rather than a higher being as the 
basis for inviolable rights. This was the birth of modern subjectivity. The 
modern subject was to remain largely bourgeois, defi ned by those privi-
leged enough to own property and participate in public life in the exercise 
of their economic and political rights. Socialist modernity was a direct 
response to the limits of capitalist modernity. It attempted to realize more 
fully the emancipatory potential of modernity, not by faith in the “invis-
ible hand” of capitalism but by purposeful planning in service of collective 
social need over individual profi t. 11  

 The problem with defi ning modernity as the rise of bureaucracy and 
rationality is, from Max Weber to Michel Foucault, the confl ation of moder-
nity’s form common to all modern societies with its varied substance, quite 
deliberately blurring the boundaries between different political systems. Yet 
it matters whether modernity is colonial, capitalist, or socialist. Critique of 
modern methods of discipline and control should not preclude a rigorous 
analysis of differences  within  modernity, so as to restore its potential for hu-
man emancipation. Admittedly, much violence has been perpetrated in the 
name of freedom, but the present as a stage toward a better future is not the 
monopoly of the modern era. What is central to modernity is not the notion 
of liberation per se, but the idea that the efforts of men (and more recently 
also women) will bring about change—that is, Man as Creator. As Agnes 
Heller aptly described it, “None of our predecessors could consciously create 
history, prepare the future, or plan it. Only the moderns are able to do these 
things.” 12  The revolutionary and emancipatory potential of Marxist thought 
that differentiates it from the liberal variety is precisely the elevation of the 
most downtrodden and exploited to the position of privileged subjects—the 
ones to bring about a better future for all of humanity. Invoking the term 
 heroic modernism , I mark socialist modernity as distinct from either capitalist 
or colonial modernity in its belief in the emancipatory potential of history 
through new forms of community. Socialist modernity embodied the capac-
ity of people to boldly step out as political agents to make history, even if 
the conditions were not of their choosing and the outcomes were not what 
they intended. It is the very defi nition of heroism: the courage to try even 
at risk of failure. 
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 With the Japanese surrender at the end of World War II, Korea gained its 
independence from Japan’s thirty-fi ve-year colonial rule not on its own 
terms, but by default. Still, years of colonial discrimination and political 
oppression had created a fi ercely nationalistic people with a desire for self-
government and independence. These desires found expression through 
numerous self-governing organizations spontaneously formed throughout 
the peninsula in the void left by the dissolution of the Japanese colonial 
apparatus after August 15, 1945. They were called “people’s committees” 
(PCs,  inmin wiwŏnhoe ), among other names, and they quickly spread across 
the country, organizing people at every level down to the villages. The 
PCs were organs of self-government with local autonomy, providing a 
basis for an independent Korean government. But Korea became the fi rst 
victim of the Cold War. Liberation was marred by the division of the 
country into two separate occupation zones—the Soviets in the north, 
the Americans in the south. As the two spheres solidifi ed, the northern 
PCs, supported by the Soviets, became organs for social change albeit 
centrally directed, whereas the southern PCs were quickly suppressed by 
the American occupation, which perceived them as left-wing and as chal-
lenging the power of the United States military government. By 1948 
the increasingly centralized regimes on both sides declared two separate 
states—the Republic of Korea in the south on the third-year anniversary 
of liberation, and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in the north 
the following month. Participatory grassroots organs of self-government, 
unprecedented on such a scale in Korea, had by then been purged in the 
south and centralized in the north. 

 The colonial experience weighed heavily on the resurgence of cen-
tralized state power, which fused the ethnic nation and the political state 
to create the fi rst modern republic in Korea in the north and the south. 
However, the process of state formation was complicated by the division 
of the country, which exacerbated colonial cleavages mapped onto Cold 
War confl icts. Those who had sided with the colonial government, either 
to survive or to get ahead, believing in its imperial project for modern-
izing Korea, were now considered useful by the American occupation for 
setting up an anticommunist bulwark on the peninsula. Colonial collabo-
rators were given a new lease on life by joining with the United States in 
the coming Cold War. On the other hand, the vast majority of peasants 
who made up Korean society were ready for radical change; they had been 
relegated to the margins under colonial rule with few to no opportuni-
ties offered by modernity, whether in the form of education or consum-
erism. Peasants demanded land reform and political autonomy through 
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the people’s committees—all programs supported by the Soviets—which 
automatically branded them as communists whether they had any under-
standing of its actual tenets. Under these circumstances, the division of 
Korea decreased room for maneuvering on both sides. Nonetheless, North 
Korea attempted to sketch out its own path, instituting sweeping changes 
that sought to eradicate both its painful colonial past and its traditional 
hierarchical relations of gender, class, and social status. Although older 
forms of inequality and exploitation were eliminated only to be replaced 
by different forms of hierarchy and domination, changes in North Korea 
in this period were revolutionary and unprecedented in Korean history. 

 The Russians hardly show up in the coming pages precisely because 
they were not present at the local level. Koreans were running the show 
the further away one got from Pyongyang. Local documents—many of 
them scribbled in newly learned handwritten letters—reveal token ac-
knowledgment of the Soviet Union but overall show people preoccupied 
with reconstructing a new nation and governing themselves. As the only 
American reporter to travel through North Korea in 1947, Anna Louise 
Strong was struck by how “naïvely” insistent “Koreans seemed to think 
that they were running things.” 13  She observed that the “only concentra-
tion of Russians was in the capital, Pyongyang, and they were not very 
conspicuous even there.” A local Korean informed her that only ten to 
twelve Russians were in his provincial capital and three to four in his 
county seat “just to give advice.” A committed admirer of Soviet Russia, 
Strong was openly condescending, seeing North Koreans as “adolescents 
in politics who still have to learn some international facts of life,” but she 
was also keen to note that “their attitude showed an awakened sense of 
their own political power . . . [as a] furiously active political life went on.” 14  

 Of course, in looking at Soviet documents it is clear that the Sovi-
ets were attempting to mold the newly emerging North Korean state, 
and successfully so. 15  They were particularly infl uential in the drafting of 
the constitution and reform measures, as well as the formation of foreign 
policy, military organizations, and the training of party cadres. However, 
as Erik van Ree documented from Soviet sources, the Soviets pursued the 
same interests as the Russian Empire in the nineteenth century—access to 
warm water ports and a friendly government in Korea as a bulwark against 
Japanese threats. 16  Soviet military maps at the end of the Asia-Pacifi c War 
indicated plans only down to the 38th parallel, honoring the agreement 
with the United States for a divided occupation zone; the units to be de-
ployed for the occupation of North Korea were not fi nalized until August 
25, 1945, fi ve days  after  fi ghting had ended with the Japanese in Korea. 17  
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Moreover, a decree by the Soviet occupation dated September 27, 1945, 
announced the abolition of all Japanese colonial institutions and the con-
fi scation of all lands owned by Japanese and pro-Japanese elements. 18  Such 
a decree was in stark contrast to orders issued by the American occupa-
tion, which in effect instructed that the colonial structure be left intact 
and made English the offi cial language in the south. 19  Although both oc-
cupation powers were unprepared for their mission, the Soviets clearly 
understood the political stakes of decolonization, whereas the Americans 
did not. 

 What is missing from Soviet documents, and indeed from most studies 
on North Korea, is the everyday life of local villages undergoing a major 
transformation, instituting hands-on the radical changes in a revolution 
that no Soviet offi cial could have orchestrated. Andrei Lankov, another 
scholar who has looked at the role of the Soviet Union in early North 
Korea, concludes from Soviet sources that there was limited coordina-
tion between the Soviets and Koreans: “Most decisions were made on 
the spot, and the military reported to Moscow only some problems and 
plans. . . . Sometimes, local Communists were ‘more Catholic than the 
Pope himself,’ copying the Moscow pattern with a zeal that even their 
Soviet patrons occasionally found a bit excessive.” 20  

 However, attention solely to local politics has its own pitfalls. Para-
doxically, a postcolonial history that purports to go beyond the “nation” 
to emphasize local developments combines powerfully with a nationalist 
history that wants to fi nd domestic origins for historical change to erase 
the truly transnational character of Korea’s socialist and nationalist move-
ments. This combination has had unfortunate results in the historiography 
of socialist movements in Korea by sidelining the internationalism inher-
ent in the socialist program (despite “socialism in one country”), particu-
larly with respect to socialism in North Korea. 21  Partly, this was necessary 
to move beyond Cold War binaries while also defl ecting charges of an 
international communist conspiracy. 22  North Korea itself has increasingly 
deemphasized the role of the Soviet Union and the international com-
munist movement in its history. Still, local developments in North Korea 
need to be situated within a transnational context. 

 Local people’s committees, party chapters, and mass organizations 
served as forums through which transnational ideologies and competing 
visions for the ideal nation-state were played out in the immediate post-
liberation period. What distinguished these competing visions were not 
lofty political ideas—principles of independence, democracy, and equality 
were touted by all—but the minute details of how everyday life should be 
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organized. Everyday life, whether public or private, came under scrutiny 
as the primary arena for social change. This move was solidly within the 
current of discourses and practices of modernity in the fi rst half of the 
twentieth century, as the opening chapter shows. 

 Rather than take the everyday for granted as a natural unit of time, 
however, chapter 1 historicizes the everyday as a distinctly modern con-
cept that emerged from the experience of industrial capitalism. Although 
everyday life is often confl ated with the ordinary—the common, repeti-
tive elements that make up daily life, such as food, fashion, home, work, 
and recreation—the everyday is a modern phenomenon and there is noth-
ing ordinary about it. 23  It is a distinctly modern temporal category whereas 
the ordinary is a normative concept, making the latter that much more 
arbitrary and ambiguous since what is deemed normal is specifi c to place 
and time. A particular everyday may certainly be ordinary, but not every 
day is ordinary. During revolutions the everyday is quite purposefully 
the site of social change, making it extraordinary. Indeed, an alternative 
everyday was envisioned within socialist modernity during the heyday of 
revolution in the Soviet Union. Adding Chinese examples to the discus-
sion, the North Korean Revolution is located within these currents of 
everyday socialist modernity in the fi rst chapter. 

 I want to make clear that my focus on the everyday differs from studies 
of everyday life that take the everyday as the “authentic” and the “real,” 
offering a potential for resistance against metanarratives and hegemonic 
structures. I do not take the everyday as an authentic space of agency 
 outside  of or  against  structure, but as a site of conjuncture in which differ-
ent forms of agency are articulated  within  and  through  various structural 
formations. Chapter 1 presents the everyday as a site of such articulations 
in order to show how the socialist everyday articulated a specifi c kind of 
agency quite different from, and in opposition to, the one under capital-
ist modernity. Although the everyday served to maintain the status quo 
under capitalist modernity, it became the most visibly radical site of social 
change during the North Korean Revolution. 

 After having laid out the everyday as the theoretical framework for the 
book, chapter 2 looks back at Korea’s colonial period to show how North 
Korea’s socialist modernity was a direct response to colonial and capitalist 
modernity, which together had introduced a form of modernity without 
the concomitant recognition of modern subjects. Although Japan’s co-
lonial modernization brought rationalized production and public educa-
tion to Korea as two hallmarks of modernity, its treatment of colonial 
subjects and “imperialization” policies stripped colonial modernity of a 
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full-fl edged sense of modern subjectivity. In reaction, North Korea would 
develop an alternative collective subject based on the idea of self-reliance 
that was to become one of the most distinct aspects of North Korea’s so-
cialist modernity. 

 Describing the formation of this alternative collective subject, chapters 
3 and 4 hone in on one particular county in North Korea—Inje County—
for a detailed view of how everyday life was transformed during the revo-
lution to produce a new modern subject. Not only is the county situated 
along the 38th parallel but the archives offer the most abundant material 
on the county of any county in North Korea, facilitating its close study. 
Chapter 3 highlights three events—a radical land reform that restruc-
tured social relations, the fi rst mass election in Korea’s history, and a lit-
eracy campaign that brought educational opportunity to the most remote 
villages—as particularly signifi cant in forging a new basis for social rela-
tions, political participation, and cultural life. 

 No matter how groundbreaking they may be, landmark events have to 
be sustained by permanent organizations and ongoing practices that insti-
tutionalize the essential tenets of those events into the everyday. Chapter 4 
focuses on organizations through which the revolution was institutional-
ized, defi ning one of the primary changes in everyday life as the emer-
gence of a collective life through participation in organizations, especially 
in the ubiquitous meetings and study groups that structured daily habits. 

 Organizational practices are brought together with discursive ones in 
chapter 5, showing how specifi c identities such as “worker,” “peasant,” 
and ambiguous terms such as “ samuwŏn ” (offi ce worker, or clerk) were 
constructed as revolutionary subjects through the practice of writing 
autobiographies and fi lling out resumes. In the process of narrating their 
personal lives within the larger history of the revolution, individuals 
came to identify themselves as part of a collective, and abstract catego-
ries like worker and peasant came to have concrete meaning. To show 
the process of narrative construction, one particular dossier—that of Kim 
Ho-ch’ŏl—is examined in depth, comparing three different versions of his 
autobiography. 

 Although women are part of the story throughout the chapters, chapter 
6 examines more specifi cally the treatment of the “woman question” dur-
ing the revolution and the gendered discourse of revolutionary subjectiv-
ity through a close reading of  Chosŏn yŏsŏng  (Korean Woman), the only 
women’s journal published in North Korea after liberation. Contrary to 
pervasive images of masculine revolutionary brotherhood in communist 
iconography, revolutionary motherhood became the quintessential symbol 
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of revolutionary subjectivity, melding the old and the new, as a model for 
all of North Korean society. 

 Finally, chapter 7 bridges past and present by looking at how the revo-
lution is remembered within the broader frame of “liberated space,” as 
the immediate postliberation period is often described. Incorporating oral 
histories and memoirs from both the north and the south, the chapter 
points out differences between men’s and women’s narratives of liberation, 
signaling the importance of organizations and collectives by which expe-
riences take on meaning and memories live on. Indeed, collective memo-
ries are powerful sources of individual identity, but collective memories 
cannot be sustained without institutional support. In that sense, this fi nal 
chapter reaffi rms the signifi cance of a collective life, particularly for mar-
ginalized groups such as women. 

 Whereas North Korea’s focus on the collective has been explained 
through corporatist models, there has been little effort to explain what 
such a collective orientation means in terms of concrete practices and how 
it might be understood within the socialist project. Past legacies such as 
Korea’s commitment to neo-Confucianism or the colonial experience of 
the Japanese emperor system fail to account for the development of a col-
lective society in North Korea that drew specifi cally on Soviet socialist 
practices. After all, socialism is grounded in the idea of the collective, not 
only in its faith in the collective power of the working class but also in its 
utopian vision of society organized on the basis of collective social needs. 
Illustrating everyday practices that generated a sense of collectivity dur-
ing North Korea’s formative years, each of the following chapters paints 
a picture of how particular collectives began to take on meaning and the 
extent to which they resonated with those living through the revolution. 
This book will have achieved its purpose if it succeeds in explaining why 
and how the everyday was defi ned by “social practice” in North Korea, 
which sought to create a “socially productive life” that challenged both 
colonial and capitalist notions about modernity. 

 Historiography and Sources 

 Although the idea that North Korea was a satellite state of the Soviet 
Union has lost credibility since the fall of the Soviet bloc, many con-
tinue to emphasize the Stalinist roots of North Korean state formation, 
using the opening of Soviet archives to support such analysis without tak-
ing into consideration North Korean reactions to Soviet policies. 24  Even 
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among those that acknowledge domestic and internal dynamics, the focus 
remains on state building, the political leadership, party politics, and the 
policies of the Soviet Union, emphasizing the top-down state-led aspect 
of the North Korean Revolution. 25  Although a handful of pathbreaking 
works, beginning with  The Origins of the Korean War  by Bruce Cumings, 
went beyond this top-down focus to include social conditions, covering 
statistical data on tenancy rates, political disturbances, and affi liations of 
the people’s committee leadership, studies on the inner workings of the 
people’s committees and village life have remained major lacunae. Al-
though the people’s committees in the south have been studied by South 
Korean historians, the people’s committees in the north have received 
scant attention. 26  There are only a handful of monographs in Korean, and 
none in English, that focus on the people’s committees in North Korea. 27  
Even though, starting in the mid-1990s, scholars in South Korea have be-
gun to look at the relationship between national and local developments 
in North Korea, the focus remains on political history. 

 The reasons are many. The study of North Korea, whether historical 
or contemporary, has been shrouded in the continuing legacy of the Cold 
War. Much too often, events in Korea are seen as extensions of the grow-
ing confl ict between the Soviet Union and the United States, with Kore-
ans acting as pawns rather than as historical actors in their own right. To 
this day, the various aspects of a socialist system are simplistically lumped 
together as a “one-party” state or a “totalitarian” state, without defi ning 
what socialism meant in concrete terms for people’s lives. 28  One-party 
states can take on many different forms, and the simple fact of one-party 
rule has little explanatory power in itself. Meanwhile, totalitarianism, a 
term that gained popular currency during the Cold War to refer to the 
Soviet Union, has been polemically driven, defi ned either too narrowly 
and thus unrealistic—focusing overwhelmingly on the state as a mono-
lithic political system, in which absolute obedience is effectively enforced 
by dogmatic ideology and terror—or encompassing so many different 
characteristics that its usefulness as a theoretical category is compromised. 29  

 By contrast, I frame the history of North Korea as part of socialist mo-
dernity. Some might question whether such variants of “actually existing 
socialism” are genuinely socialist. 30  The point here is not to engage in a 
theoretical debate about the essential tenets of socialism but to historicize 
what socialism meant for postcolonial, predominantly agrarian societies 
like North Korea, and how they went about putting what they considered 
to be socialism into practice through mass participation. I take socialist 
modernity to encompass the general impulse to liberate people from the 



12   Introduction

adverse effects of capitalism toward the full achievement of human po-
tential and emancipation through new forms of community. It is in this 
emphasis on a socialist collective (not necessarily a “workers’ state”) that 
the North Korean Revolution was fully within the frame of socialist mo-
dernity, however broadly defi ned. This line of argument also challenges 
Eurocentric histories of socialist modernity that relegate socialism in the 
Third World to top-down Soviet manipulation, as if they were mere pup-
pets, discounting their variant of socialism as “parochial” and “instru-
mental,” as if their motivations for economic development and national 
sovereignty had nothing to do with social equality or political freedom. 31  

 Nonetheless, the dominance of the state in the politics of a divided 
country such as Korea have led conventional histories in both Koreas to 
emphasize the role of the state in history-making and the extent of state 
penetration in social life, dichotomizing state and society. The approach I 
take in this book challenges the strict separation of state and society, ex-
amining the degree to which state-society relations are actually fl uid and 
interdependent. The newly forming state was not simply expanding into 
remote villages as an oppressive force. It had to be sensitive to everyday life 
concerns, public opinion, and demands, particularly at a time of compet-
ing hegemony between north and south. 

 This book is thus a social history, focusing on the practices of everyday 
life in North Korea—to date the only work of its kind—moving away 
from an emphasis on political leaders and central urban institutions toward 
those less prominent, such as women, peasants, the local, the rural, and 
the everyday. These populations and locales are diffi cult to trace histori-
cally because they do not have access to conduits through which history 
has usually been passed down. Personal memoirs and other writings were 
limited to the elite by disparities in education and positions of power and 
status. Offi cial documents serve a particular purpose, and areas outside 
their purview were neglected and ignored. Compounding the problem 
in the case of North Korea is the lack of access to North Korean archives. 

 The best source for North Korea’s early history is, ironically, in the 
United States, just a few miles outside Washington, D.C. The collection 
commonly referred to as the North Korean Captured Documents contains 
1,608,000 pages of “Records Seized by the US Military Forces in Korea” 
during the Korean War (1950–53). Declassifi ed in 1977, the collection is 
housed at the National Archives II in College Park, Maryland, under Re-
cord Group 242. 32  It includes an amazing collection of materials including 
letters, diaries, personnel fi les, minutes of meetings of various organiza-
tions, educational materials, newspapers, magazines, court documents, and 
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photographs. 33  The collection offers an excellent window into early North 
Korea, but only a handful of scholars have used it, and no one to date has 
used the materials for a microhistory of everyday life. 34  Parts of this col-
lection have been reproduced in a continuing series of volumes entitled 
 Historical Materials Related to North Korea  ( Pukhan kwan’gye saryojip ) pub-
lished by the National History Compilation Committee (NHCC,  Kuksa 
p’yŏnch’an wiwŏnhoe ), a government research institution in South Korea. As 
of 2011, sixty-seven volumes in this series have been published. 35  

 The vast majority of the captured documents are government docu-
ments and offi cial publications. Nonetheless, combing through the pages 
reveals multiple voices and competing interests underneath the offi cial line 
that come through  despite  attempts to centralize and homogenize what was 
actually a complicated revolutionary process involving confl ict, negotia-
tion, and compromise. The story of the North Korean Revolution is not 
a triumphant story of the heroic coming together of revolutionary leaders 
and masses for a social revolution, nor a tragic story of a revolution be-
trayed by the revolutionary leaders who had forsaken the masses in their 
own rise to power. Neither the top-down model of revolution that views 
the North Korean Revolution as Kim Il Sung’s singular project nor the 
bottom-up model that views it as entirely spontaneous is accurate. People 
are never automatons simply doing what they are told, and neither are they 
completely spontaneous, without histories or trajectories. The spontaneity 
under such circumstances was similar to what Pierre Bourdieu, in describ-
ing the  habitus , called “regulated improvisations” or “spontaneity without 
consciousness.” 36  Spontaneity within the fl ow of time can never be some-
thing that arises out of nothing, but strictly speaking must be revisions and 
transformations based on the historical past. Looking at North Korean 
peasants as historical actors, I bring together individual subjectivity and 
agency with collective interests and identities as a process of negotiation 
between the larger revolutionary agenda and the individual’s place in it. 



 Even in a crowd, they know how to express their opinions, clap and raise 
their hands, and exclaim with bursting sincerity that women also need to 
learn. This must be the noble lesson taught to them by the era. In everyday 
life from liberation until today, they have personally experienced that without 
learning one cannot be useful as a person. They have become the valiant 
women of Korea supporting the radical development of a new Korea. 
 Soyŏn,  CHOSŎN Y ŎSŎNG,  May 1947 

 1. Revolutions in the Everyday 

Figure 1.1. Korean-Soviet friendship (n.p., n.d.). RG 242, SA 2012, 
box 5, item 139. Courtesy of the National Archives and Records 
Administration.

 During the North Korean Revolution, everyday life became at once 
the primary site of political struggle and the single most important arena 
for experiencing the revolution in progress. Publications were peppered 
with expressions that emphasized a particular aspect of everyday life, from 
more recognizable terms such as family life ( kajŏng saenghwal  ) and social 
life ( sahoejŏk saenghwal  ) to less familiar ones such as party life ( tang saengh-
wal  ), organizational life ( chojik saenghwal  ), collective life ( tanch’e saenghwal  ), 
ideological life ( sasang saenghwal  ), scientifi c life ( kwahakchŏk saenghwal  ), life 
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reform ( saenghwal kaesŏn ), and life skill ( saenghwal kisul   ). Life after liberation 
was variously described as a new life ( sinsaenghwal  ), a happy life ( haengbokhan 
saenghwal  ), and ultimately a total “revolution in life” ( saenghwal hyŏngmyŏng ). 
Composed of two Chinese characters for life and living,  saenghwal  (生活) 
denotes life in the act of living. Thus, the repeated references to  saenghwal  in 
these phrases refer more accurately to a way of living, a lifestyle for everyday 
life. 

 Indeed, an article calling on women to revolutionize their  saenghwal  
advocated the following: 1  

 1. Let’s work and learn. 
 2. Let’s overthrow superstition. 
 3. Let’s eliminate extravagance and gossip. 
 4. Let’s have a plan in daily life. 
 5. Let’s reform old habits and customs of the past (simplify the tradi-

tional rituals for capping, marriage, funeral, and ancestor worship). 
 6. Let’s have a scientifi c dietary life (maximize nutrition; shorten 

cooking time). 
 7. Let’s reform our clothes to suit productive activities (dark clothes; 

appropriate fabric). 
 8. Let’s fi x our home so that we can work comfortably and live well 

(ventilation; heating). 
 9. Let’s strengthen our sense of hygiene in daily life. 

 No aspect of the everyday was left untouched, from undesirable habits to 
the appropriate housing, clothing, diet, and hygiene. Topping the list were 
the two most important elements to incorporate anew into one’s everyday 
life—work and education. 

 At fi rst glance, however, such slogans and appeals may seem rather 
mundane and banal, reminiscent of other modernization projects, par-
ticularly under colonial Korea when various attempts had been made to 
mobilize peasants as well as women. Cultural reformers had advanced re-
markably similar advice about leaving behind “traditional” customs, such 
as extended families, and “bad” habits, such as white clothing (which 
required extra laundering), as part of the life reform movement among 
urban intellectuals. 2  Likewise, agrarian reformers in the 1920s and early 
1930s from the Ch’ŏndogyo, an eclectic Korean religion founded in the 
mid-nineteenth century, and Christian organizations including the Young 
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) had attempted, with limited suc-
cess, to modernize the countryside through peasant participation in rural 
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development projects that included literacy and other educational pro-
grams. 3  In the 1930s and 1940s, the colonial government organized groups 
at the local level, including Councils for Rural Revitalization ( nongch’on 
chinhŭng wiwŏnhoe ), fi nancial co-ops ( kŭmyung chohap ), and mutual-aid pro-
duction associations ( siksan’gye ), to foster agricultural production and el-
evate the standard of living in the countryside. 4  After the Japanese invasion 
of mainland China in 1937, Patriotic Units ( aegukpan ) and Village Leagues 
( purak yŏnmaeng ) were organized all across Korea; they controlled the en-
tire process of production and distribution of goods in order to increase 
productivity and extract resources for the war effort. 5  All of these programs 
attempted to rid Korea of traditional customs that were thought to hinder 
its development, replacing them with a new set of practices defi ned by ra-
tional ordering, productivity, and hygiene that bore a striking similarity to 
the above list of advice for women in postliberation North Korea. 

 Some might question whether anything new was going on in North 
Korea, not only due to ostensible parallels with the colonial period but 
also because North Korea was seen as a Soviet satellite throughout much 
of the Cold War. 6  Although colonial and Soviet legacies were certainly in-
strumental after liberation, exactly how they were infl uential is either not 
made clear or the reputed infl uence is off the mark. The colonial period, 
for example, can hardly be lumped into one uniform experience: the more 
liberal 1920s operated in a mood substantially different from the 1930s 
and 1940s war mobilization, which curbed the already limited gains. In 
short, the colonial antecedent and Soviet infl uence help situate the North 
Korean Revolution within the history of modernity by highlighting the 
North Korean Revolution as a simultaneous critique of colonial moder-
nity and capitalist modernity. The dual critique allowed a repudiation of 
Korea’s colonial past while also rejecting a capitalist modernity for Korea’s 
future, pointing toward an alternative modernity modeled on the Soviet 
Union. The North Korean Revolution sought to bring a new kind of 
everyday life, free of colonial and capitalist subjugation. But how was ev-
eryday life experienced differently as something new? 

 Those living through the colonial to the postcolonial period articu-
lated what was felt to be so different. In September 1948, some three 
years after liberation, a poor peasant named Sŏ Yŏng-jun from Sŏnch’ŏn 
County in North P’yŏngan Province, wrote a short autobiography at-
tached to his resume as required for his admission into the Youth League. 7  
The full text read: 

 As a poor peasant family since before my grandparents, we lived ( saeng-
hwal ) as tenant farmers to Mr. Kim Un-pu in Sŏkhwadong for 13 
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years and in 1925 lived ( saenghwal  ) as Mr. Pak Pyŏng-ŭp’s farmhand in 
Sŏkhodong, not only oppressed and exploited but also bitterly suffering 
a wretched life ( pich’amhan saenghwal  ), not able to go to school, caring 
for my younger siblings until I was 12, and then in order to support my 
siblings, I started farming at 13 until liberation when we were allotted 
land, and I was able to farm freely and live a life of freedom ( chayusŭrŏun 
saenghwal  ). Before liberation, I couldn’t even read, but after liberation 
in 1946, I started attending Korean School until 1947, learning to read 
and participate in organizational life ( chojik saenghwal  ) and beginning 
a collective life ( tanch’e saenghwal  ), joining the Youth League on May 
26, 1946 and the Peasant League on February 10, 1946, and then I took 
charge of physical education for the Youth League in our village, train-
ing the league members every morning and having fun with this work, 
and then I wanted to have an organizational life ( chojik saenghwal  ) and 
joined the Workers Party in January 1947, beginning my organizational 
life ( chojik saenghwal  ) and taking charge of the party cell on January 6, 
1948 and carrying on the cell life ( sep’o saenghwal  ) to this day. 8  

 Born on December 15, 1926, Sŏ Yŏng-jun had not learned to read and 
write until 1946, when he was twenty years old. This fact was inscribed 
into the very pages of his handwritten autobiography, which was com-
posed only a couple of years after he became literate, as indicated in the 
repeated spelling errors and lack of punctuation that are lost in translation. 
Nonetheless, the differences in his work life and educational life before 
and after liberation are quite clearly marked throughout the short auto-
biography: he uses the term  saenghwal  nine times within a text no longer 
than a paragraph. His “wretched life” of tenancy and suffering had turned 
into a “life of freedom” supported by the seven thousand  p’y ŏ ng  ( just over 
two hectares or almost six acres) of land he had received in the land reform 
of 1946, an important detail noted in his resume. Moreover, he was eager 
to embrace a collective lifestyle, joining one organization after another 
in quick succession. This changed his daily routine, as signaled by the 
morning exercises he notes in his autobiography. The two most important 
components of everyday life—work and education—had fundamentally 
changed for this poor peasant, who was no longer destitute and illiterate 
but now tilled his own land, living a full collective life. 

 Making a similar distinction in women’s lives before and after libera-
tion, an editorial in a women’s journal, dated August 13, 1947, argued that 
Korean women in the past had been relegated to the private realm solely to 
live a “family life,” whereas men lived “social lives,” dominating the public 
realm. 9  Admittedly, the number of women fi nding work outside the home 
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had been increasing throughout the colonial period. However, the edito-
rial claimed that this kind of work did not constitute an authentic social life 
because women worked to support their families, rather than to foster an 
“independent productive life.” The social life, thus entered through work, 
was an extension of family life to aid the social life of men. Moreover, 
responding to the claim that women had increasingly become consumers, 
participating in public life in the process of consumption if not production, 
the editorial argued that their consumption of fashion and cosmetics was 
not for their own sake but in order to fulfi ll the desires and tastes of men. 
Thus, the editorial reasoned, “Korean women did not have a life of their 
own, and could not have an independent life as a human being, living 
subjugated under men. A life of domination, always being dragged around, 
this was the totality of the life of past Korean women.” However, after lib-
eration, North Korean women now had the right to vote and be elected to 
public offi ce; they could participate in the full range of public life: political, 
economic, and cultural. The editorial triumphantly concluded, “The life 
of a North Korean woman today has been completely freed from subor-
dination, domination, subservience and exploitation so that she can live a 
social life of her own, an economic life of her own, for a socially produc-
tive life from a position of equality with men.” Although the editorial was 
intended for women readers, a “socially productive life” was expected of 
everyone as part of the general reconstitution of everyday life. 

 The everyday, thus, became the chief arena for revolutionary change 
in North Korea, situating it broadly within the history of modernity and 
more specifi cally within the history of socialist modernity. 

 What Is the Everyday? 

 The everyday as a privileged site for theorists of social change gained 
prominence mostly through such postwar European thinkers as Fernand 
Braudel, Henri Lefebvre, and Michel de Certeau. 10  Less studied but no less 
important were the intellectuals outside Western Europe at the beginning 
of the twentieth century who were preoccupied with the everyday as they 
attempted to come to terms with the modern. Harry Harootunian’s study 
of Tosaka Jun is just one example, showing how everydayness became “a 
philosophic concept in order to understand the ‘modern life’ of the pres-
ent” in Japan. 11  Indeed, modernity may be defi ned by the birth of the 
everyday as an experiential and temporal category. There was no everyday 
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as such before modernity precisely because each day lacked the objective 
continuity of clockwork. Time was attached to space, unique to each lo-
cality, and each day had yet to be encompassed within a universal homo-
geneous temporality. Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) became a means to 
standardize time worldwide only in the late nineteenth century. 

 As Japan became the fi rst nation to modernize in East Asia, its formal 
colonization of Korea in 1910 happened to coincide with the beginnings 
of a qualitative shift in the way people experienced the world, which was 
evidenced by paradigmatic changes in fi elds as varied as music and phys-
ics. 12  The debut of Igor Stravinsky’s  The Rite of Spring  in 1913 resulted in 
riots as people reacted to the unsettling sound of atonal music. Ferdinand 
de Saussure’s structuralism threw out the idea that the meaning of words 
had anything to do with the objects they represented. At the pinnacle 
of this paradigm shift was Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity, which 
signaled the end to any sense of fi xity in time and space. Such cultural 
and intellectual transformations in Europe were accompanied by concrete 
technological changes in everyday life across the globe. The expansion 
of railway networks, together with the telegraph, radio communication, 
steamships, and automobiles, led to dramatic time-space compressions, 
while advances in photography and motion pictures further revolutionized 
the way people experienced space and time. The practices of listening to 
music, looking at images, traveling to distant places, and hearing the latest 
news had fundamentally changed daily life. 

 Likewise, Korea witnessed a boom in road construction between 1907 
and 1912, and by the end of 1938 over twenty-eight thousand kilome-
ters of road had been laid under the supervision of Japanese colonial au-
thorities. 13  Moreover, the expansion of railways, with 5,411 kilometers of 
rail laid by 1939, not only connected Korea domestically but with China 
and Russia on the South Manchurian Railway. Streetcars rattled on the 
streets of Seoul, which were lined with modern shops and department 
stores. Increasing numbers of urban residents were drawn to the novelties 
of modern life with “talkies and taxies, modern girls and modern boys 
. . . mini-skirts and bell-bottomed trousers, as well as revue girls, jazz 
and radio.” 14  If, as Raymond Williams argues, “the key cultural factor 
of the modernist shift is the character of the metropolis,” which brings 
together individuals, “lonely and isolated,” in the “crowd of strangers” 
as part of the seemingly “impenetrable city,” then the changes in Seoul 
brought about by colonial modernity certainly marked the beginnings of 
that shift. 15  
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 Rather than taking such changes as a sign of “progress,” however, it is 
worth asking what was driving such titanic shifts. The dynamic engine 
of capitalism itself made “effi ciency” and “productivity” cornerstones of 
everyday life, making it necessary to compress time and space in order to 
maximize profi t. Walter Benjamin elegantly formulated the way in which 
capitalist logic compressed time in the rationalization of labor so that time 
became “homogeneous empty time.” Time was detached from socially 
meaningful activities and events, making each day equivalent to another 
and thus emptied of singular signifi cance. Partha Chatterjee elaborates: 

 Empty homogeneous time is the time of capital. Within its domain, 
capital allows for no resistance to its free movement. When it encounters 
an impediment, it thinks it has encountered another time—something 
out of pre-capital, something that belongs to the pre-modern. Such 
resistances to capital (or to modernity) are therefore understood as com-
ing out of humanity’s past, something people should have left behind 
but somehow haven’t. But by imagining capital (or modernity) as an 
attribute of time itself, this view succeeds not only in branding the 
resistances to it as archaic and backward, but also securing for capital 
and modernity their ultimate triumph, regardless of what some people 
may believe or hope, because after all, as everyone knows, time does 
not stand still. 16  

 The everyday, then, functioned not as a duration of actual lived time, but 
as a concept, a commodifi ed form of time in the age of capital. In other 
words, time equaled money. This idea of the everyday as mundane and 
repetitious, tied to the rhythm of production, existed side by side with the 
spectacle and novelty of consumption, which gave modernity its dazzling 
image. The deadening, monotonous routine of industrial work had to be 
mitigated by leisure time. For the fi rst time in history, leisure as part of 
private life was available to large numbers of people as a time of “rest and 
relaxation” away from the daily grind of urban life and industrial work. 
It is no wonder that the everyday came to be identifi ed with private life 
and confl ated with “authentic” experience set against the discipline of 
work. But the everyday must be understood as a distinctly modern idea, a 
product of capitalist modernity in the juxtaposition of the mundane and 
the eventful. 

 It is therefore no accident that social revolutions have focused on the 
everyday as both a stage on which the extraordinary eventfulness of the 
revolution itself is fully displayed and as the very fabric of old structures 
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that must be transformed into new ones, representing the radical departure 
of the revolution from the past. Some theorists, represented by de Certeau 
and Mikhail Bakhtin, have imbued the everyday with far-reaching poten-
tials for resistance, looking into facets of life that are spontaneous, sensu-
ous, heterogeneous, playful, and effervescent. Others, such as Lefebvre 
and Braudel, who focus on the material conditions, have viewed everyday 
life as the oppressive temporal fabric to which we have been subjugated. 
For the latter, the everyday set modern life apart from traditional life, 
which had encompassed a unity and creativity of daily experience. By 
contrast, modern life “deprived everyday life of its power, disregarding its 
productive and creative potentialities,” leading Lefebvre to conclude that 
“in the modern world everyday life had ceased to be a ‘subject’ rich in 
potential subjectivity; it had become an ‘object’ of social organization.” 17  

 In light of two different characterizations of the everyday, is everyday 
life “a realm of submission to relations of power or the space in which 
those relations are contested (or at least negotiated in relatively interesting 
ways)?” 18  The simple answer is that it is both. The materiality of things 
and the subjectivity of individuals dialectically constitute the everyday in 
concrete terms. The everyday is both the product of capitalist modernity 
and the site of its resistance. It brings together the material conditions 
within which subjects maneuver and by which subjects are negotiated, 
simultaneously enabling various subjectivities to emerge through those 
interactions. In other words, the everyday is where choice and constraint 
meet. What makes it subversive is the possibility for unintended conse-
quences at the intersection between structural mechanisms and individual 
contingencies. 

 Although the regimentation and regularization of everyday life repro-
duces itself most of the time, revolutions represent rare historical mo-
ments when old structures are shaky, adding momentum for individual 
and collective action in the destruction of the old and the construction of 
something new. In this sense, revolutions explicitly target transformations 
in everyday life as a refl ection of deep structural changes, involving social 
relations in both the public (class relations) and private (family relations) 
spheres as new social roles are adopted and new identities are created. The 
distinction between public and private becomes ambiguous at best. As 
Maurice Blanchot suggested in refl ecting on the French Revolution, it be-
comes a “question of opening the everyday onto history, or even, of reduc-
ing its privileged sector: private life. This is what happens in moments of 
effervescence—those we call revolution—when existence is  public through 
and through .” 19  Revolution can thus be characterized by radical changes in 
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everyday life in a short span of time. As a corollary, the heyday of the revo-
lutionary period can be said to have come to an end when such changes in 
everyday life are habitualized and become once again mundane. 

 The imagery of violence and chaos that is commonly associated with 
revolutions is misleading and one-sided. Although revolutions have been 
memorialized much more for their destructive qualities through dramatic 
images of the guillotine and political purges, they are as much times of 
creativity in which everyday life is transformed. Hannah Arendt, argu-
ably one of the few political theorists to have truly appreciated the cre-
ative rather than the destructive potential of revolutions, thus defi ned it 
as a “new beginning . . . to bring about the formation of a new body 
politic.” 20  This book, like Arendt, emphasizes the constitutive qualities, 
particularly the revolutionary institutions that became the forum for the 
everyday practices of empowerment. Revolutions are a time when much 
more seems possible, a rupture in history with all the uncertainties and 
contingencies that today we forget as we look back without the burden of 
making history. 

 In the remainder of the chapter, examples from the Soviet Union 
and China together with North Korea illustrate how the everyday be-
came quite deliberately the object of revolutionary socialist transforma-
tion, beginning with the Soviet Union in the aftermath of the October 
Revolution. 

  Novyi Byt  (New Everyday Life) 

 Walter Benjamin kept a diary while visiting Moscow in the 1920s, de-
scribing fi rsthand what the experience of the everyday was like in revo-
lutionary Russia. He was particularly struck by the lack of private space, 
people’s proximity in the streets, the sparse furnishings in the communal 
apartments, and people’s total absorption in political work. 21  On January 8, 
1927, he wrote: 

 It is precisely this transformation of an entire power structure that 
makes life here so extraordinarily meaningful. It is as insular and as 
eventful, as impoverished and yet in the same breath as full of possibili-
ties as gold rush life in the Klondike. The dig for power goes on from 
early morning to late at night. The entire scheme of existence of the 
Western European intelligentsia is utterly impoverished in comparison 
to the countless constellations that offer themselves to an individual 
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here in the space of a month. Admittedly this can lead to a certain state 
of inebriation in which it becomes almost impossible to conceive of a 
life without meetings and committees, debates, resolutions, and ballot-
ings (all of which are the wars or at least  maneuvers of the will to power  ). 22  

 Throughout his two-month stay, Benjamin repeatedly emphasized the 
dramatic change in daily life, observing how people were no longer tied 
to domestic pursuits, as evidenced by the “withering away of private life,” 
because “there is simply not time enough for it” and “because their way 
of life has so alienated them from domestic existence” now that the “place 
in which they live is the offi ce, the club, the street.” 23  Benjamin was not 
alone in his observations. Maxim Gorky, the founding father of socialist 
realist literature, remarked during travels across the country in 1928 that 
people were engrossed in politics, and “political consciousness” was be-
coming “an everyday phenomenon.” 24  

 Russia on the eve of revolution, much like Korea at the turn of the cen-
tury, had confronted a host of political and economic problems, height-
ened by defeat in the 1904–05 Russo-Japanese War. Russia was the fi rst 
Western power to be defeated at the hands of the “yellow race.” The news 
made headlines throughout the world, exposing the weakness of the Rus-
sian Empire and opening the way for Japan to establish a protectorate over 
Korea. Subsequent events in Russia, culminating in the 1917 October 
Revolution, had ripple effects far beyond its own borders, providing many 
so-called backward societies, such as colonial Korea, a way to envision 
a dramatic revolutionary leap into an alternative modernity that would 
overcome the problems of colonialism and capitalism. In fact, the Korean 
representative to the executive committee of the Communist Interna-
tional in 1919 attributed the Russian Revolution with having “woke[n] up 
the Korean masses . . . inspir[ing] them with aspirations for a new life.” 25  
Reporting on the founding of the Korean Socialist Party, he spoke of the 
party’s program, which sought to “free Korea from the yoke of Japanese 
imperialism and capitalistic exploitation.” For those under colonial rule, 
the alternative offered by the revolution in Russia was compelling par-
ticularly for its anti-imperialist program. As refl ected in Benjamin’s diary 
entries, this alternative imbued the everyday with spontaneity and mean-
ing through the popular participation of the masses in the politics of day-
to-day life. It was qualitatively different from the submission to capitalist 
drudgery, with respite promised only by consumerism, an option left out 
of reach for the majority working class. By contrast, the revolutionary 
spontaneity in the participatory politics of the socialist everyday, even if 
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materially inadequate, was experienced through the various councils, or 
 soviets , that formed in the early stages of the revolution. 

 A tradition of peasant communes with customs of deliberation and 
self-governance in village meetings facilitated the rise of the councils. 26  
Massive strikes in the fi rst two months of 1905 led to the organization of 
workers councils, sparking off the fi rst Russian Revolution. 27  What started 
out in St. Petersburg eventually swept throughout the larger and smaller 
industrial cities in the last months of 1905 with the greatest number of 
soviets in Moscow’s industrial region. The soviets were often headed by 
an executive committee, consisting of several members who were respon-
sible for taking care of day-to-day business. Sessions of the soviets were 
“public through and through,” proceeding in a heated atmosphere with 
voting by a show of hands. Some soviets formed special commissions to 
establish strike funds, assist the unemployed, acquire weapons, and issue 
propaganda materials. 

 Soldiers and peasants councils were eventually formed, although the 
soldiers’ councils were not to become a major force until 1917, when Rus-
sia’s military defeats in World War I, combined with an economic crisis, 
resulted in mass desertions. In 1917, peasants, lagging behind the workers, 
were instigated to rebel by the rural intelligentsia of teachers and reform-
ers. Ousting former local authorities, the rural soviets were called by a 
wide variety of labels, such as peasants committees, rural committees, and 
committees for people’s rule. 28  Although the provisional government saw 
them as mere instruments for governance, the rural committees increas-
ingly became the basis for a peasant revolution, taking radical measures 
against estate owners by appropriating land and forests. 

 With the task of seizing power complete, attention shifted to “cultural 
work” during the 1920s. Trotsky’s tract on the  Problems of Everyday Life , 
published in 1923, opened a passionate debate about what the new every-
day life ( novyi byt ) after the revolution was supposed to entail, “whether 
in terms of living arrangements, family and sexual relationships, friend-
ships, personal appearance, leisure activities, or consumer practices.” 29  Not 
only the “scientifi c organization of labor” but the “scientifi c organization 
of life” was sought as Trotsky recommended the division of the day into 
three eight-hour segments of sleep, work, and leisure in order to achieve a 
rationally organized lifestyle. 30  His prescriptions were very much in tune 
with the Constructivist movement, which emerged in the early 1920s in 
Moscow, dominating Soviet architecture, photography, fi lm, set design, 
and literature throughout the decade with lasting effects. Constructiv-
ists believed that a new man and new consciousness could be formed by 
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applying scientifi c laws to man’s behavior at work and at home “so that 
in his every movement he might live the maximally rationalized and si-
multaneously collectivized and aestheticized existence,” with a focus on 
“hygiene, regularity, effi ciency, and utility.” 31  Habits, morals, and culture 
were considered important arenas of social change as a way of instituting 
socialist hegemony. 

 In targeting everyday objects, Russian constructivism sought to coun-
ter the affective power of the “commodity fetish” that endlessly organized 
and gave form to material desires by creating socialist objects that would 
in effect be “object-as-comrade,” or “comradely object,” that would be 
“an active, almost animate participant in social life” as a “coworker” rather 
than dead commodities that dull the senses. 32  In other words, people did 
not have to renounce material possession as mere commodities but could 
begin to appreciate them for their materiality, which could be used in 
socially meaningful ways. Passive capitalist commodities would be trans-
formed into active socialist objects. Thus artists began focusing on such 
everyday objects as pots and pans and the design of fabrics, advertisements, 
and theater sets with the belief that artists should go into industrial pro-
duction and use their artistic expertise to produce useful objects for the 
new socialist collective. The goal of art was to be useful, functional, and 
convenient. Art would be the result of the very materiality of everyday 
life. Consequently, sculpture and other forms of public art also took on 
renewed signifi cance as revolutionary history was written into the physi-
cal urban space for the masses to see and experience on a daily basis. Con-
structivists challenged not only the formal conventions of art but also the 
institutional structures upholding art under capitalism in order to “rein-
tegrate art in the life process and so to regain a social use value for art.” 33  

 Although debates about  novyi byt  among public and intellectual circles 
varied widely, a detailed theoretical exposé about everyday life published 
in 1925 by Boris Arvatov (1896–1940)—an art historian and critic who 
championed the Constructivist avant-garde—best explains why the ev-
eryday had taken on the signifi cance that it had, and what was at stake in 
transforming the everyday as part of the revolutionary project. 34  He con-
ceptualized the everyday in the following way: 

 The concept of the everyday was formed in opposition to the concept 
of labor, just as the concept of consumer activity was formed in opposi-
tion to that of productive activity, and the concept of social stasis was 
formed in opposition to the concept of social dynamism. Such divisions 
were possible only on the basis of the class-technical differentiation 
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that characterized the capitalist system, with its administrative top brass 
standing above production. . . . In proletariat society, and even more 
in socialist society, where production will directly form all aspects of 
human activity, the static everyday life of consumption will become 
impossible. Furthering this evolution is the real task of the builders of 
proletarian culture. The resolution of this historical problem can pro-
ceed only from the forms of material  byt . 35  

 Not only did Arvatov explicitly connect the genesis of the everyday with 
capitalism, but he presented the real task for the builders of socialism as 
that of reinventing and reconfi guring the everyday in a postcapitalist world 
by bringing together the domains of production and consumption, public 
and private, which had been torn asunder under capitalism. He reasoned 
that Marxists had privileged the technological domain (base) over the ev-
eryday (superstructure) because, under capitalism, social relations were 
defi ned by one’s relation to the means of production. But now with the 
triumph of socialism, consumption, as expressed in everyday practices, the 
artistic realm, and social-organizational forms, was equally, if not more, 
important. Under socialism, the task was to bridge the rupture between 
things (commodities) and people that had characterized bourgeois society 
in order to form a new social order that is ideologically imbued with the 
deepest sense of the material totality, which Arvatov calls the Thing. 36  

 The task for socialism was formulated precisely on what was perceived 
to be problematic about capitalism. Under capitalism, the bourgeoisie 
had no direct physical contact with the production of material values, but 
only with those forms that things take when they make up the sphere of 
consumption. Thus, private everyday life—the everyday life of consump-
tion—was thoroughly permeated by the market and was entirely depen-
dent on it, so that the bourgeoisie dealt with the Thing fi rst and foremost 
in its guise as a commodity, as an object bought and sold. The Thing 
became an abstraction, appearing merely in its capacity as exchange value 
and means of accumulation. Thus the everyday was commodifi ed, as Ar-
vatov concludes: “The commodity nature of bourgeois material  byt  con-
stitutes the fundamental basis for its relation to the thing. The Thing as an 
a-material category, as a category of pure consumption, the thing outside 
its creative genesis, outside its material dynamics, outside its social process 
of production, the Thing as something completed, fi xed, static, and, con-
sequently, dead—this is what characterizes bourgeois material culture.” 37  

 Here, of course, Arvatov is talking about the Marxist concept of com-
modity fetish, except that by focusing on the materiality of the everyday 
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he is able to bring together the simultaneous process of commodity fe-
tishization with the alienation of the labor process, which only sharpens 
his critical edge. The implication is that human beings have been relegated 
to mere thing or commodity under capitalism because the social reality of 
the relations of production and consumption remains hidden: 

 For the bourgeois the Thing exists only to the extent that he can extract 
profi t from it or use it to organize his everyday life. This determines 
his methods of forming his material  byt . “A richly appointed apart-
ment”; “humble surroundings”; “sparsely decorated”; “expensively 
furnished”—these are the typical everyday conceptions, formulated in 
casual speech, that have developed among the bourgeoisie. But there is 
a more important, even fundamental, characteristic of the bourgeois  byt  
of things: private property, the private-property relation to the world of 
Things. For the bourgeois there exist “my” things and “someone else’s” 
things. “My” things appear primarily not only as material blessings, but 
also as social-ideological categories. . . . In all of this the objective social 
meaning of the Thing, its utilitarian-technical purpose and its produc-
tive qualifi cation, are defi nitively lost. . . . Production works for the 
market and therefore cannot take into account the  concrete  particularities 
of consumption and proceed from them. . . . The Thing thus takes on 
the character of something that is passive by its very nature. The Thing 
as the fulfi llment of the organism’s physical capacity for labor, as a force 
for social labor, as an instrument and as a co-worker, does not exist in 
the everyday life of the bourgeoisie. 38  

 By pointing out aspects of daily life that are taken for granted, from the 
home to the language used in referring to the commodities surrounding 
everyday life, Arvatov pulls apart the ideological curtain occluding our 
perceptions, laying bare the emptiness in bourgeois everyday life that lacks 
creativity and social meaning. 

 If this is the state of things under capitalism, then it becomes clear 
what must be done under socialism in order to reclaim the Thing and 
restore the totality of the material world. Arvatov hones in on the collec-
tivization of labor in Soviet Russia to conclude that everyday life no lon-
ger consisted of commodifi ed private life in individual apartments. It had 
qualitatively shifted to a “new type” of “everyday life of enormous offi ces, 
department stores, factory laboratories, research institutes,” that is, in the 
collective sphere connected with material production. He praises, for ex-
ample, the collectivization in the material functions of city life through 
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public transport, heating, lighting, plumbing, and communal buildings, 
which “led to the sphere of private everyday life being narrowed to the 
minimum and reformed under the infl uence of progressive technology.” 
Rather than the extraction of profi t, Arvatov concludes, “Other criteria 
of value now took pride of place: convenience, portability, comfort, fl ex-
ibility, expedience, hygiene, and so on—in a word, everything that they 
call the adaptability of the thing, its suitability in terms of positioning 
and assembling for the  needs of social practice. ” 39  Much of this is strikingly 
similar to Benjamin’s observations while in Moscow about the blurring of 
the boundaries between public and private, the proximity of people, and 
the focus on the collective. Arvatov goes further than simple observation, 
however, to generate a theoretical prescription for how the everyday must 
proceed to change based on standards of social need as opposed to capital 
accumulation. 

 The profound dilemma with the turn toward social need, however, 
was how to defi ne or come to a consensus about what these social needs 
were. The “woman question” was a case in point—was free love and 
divorce a social need, or was a stable family a more urgent social im-
perative? In the context of the 1920s New Economic Policy, rampant 
liberalism and individualism stoked fears of bourgeois contamination 
of party and society, with fi ngers pointed at the rise of free love, di-
vorce, and suicide. 40  Refl ecting this quandary, discussion of everyday 
life abounded in the 1920s Soviet press. In 1923,  Pravda  published a 
series of articles entitled “Pictures of Daily Life” ( Kartinki byta ), dealing 
with how to emancipate women workers and peasants, and the proper 
relationship of male party members to their wives and female citizens. 41  
Much of the discussion exposed fears and anxieties about the changing 
nature of gender relations in the wake of the revolution: if women were 
to participate in productive labor, how were they to combine work and 
family; who was to take care of domestic duties if both husband and wife 
worked; should women now leave their husbands since they had their 
own income; and so on. 

 Subsequently, the discussion turned to how women might ruin the 
revolution with their traditional habits and bourgeois customs, dragging 
down the morale and political consciousness of their husbands, rather than 
on how daily domestic chores continued to oppress women. 42  For ex-
ample, the “Down with Domestic Trash” campaign, launched in 1928 
by the newspaper  Komsomol Truth , proposed to “burn the little idols of 
things” and create a new revolutionary home free of bourgeois sensibilities 
represented by such items as gramophones, lace curtains, rubber plants, 
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porcelain elephants, and yellow canaries. 43  The campaign called for the 
eradication of the “dictatorship of the workshop of faience fi gurines” and 
its replacement by the “dictatorship of revolutionary taste,” which in-
cluded a new promotion of physical health, fi tness, and sports. This attack 
on domesticity occurred within the context of communist identifi cation 
of the private home with the bourgeoisie. 

 As a result, the state focused on the twin goals of modernization and 
collectivization in everyday life by targeting women through the health 
and cooperative sectors. The purpose was to modernize the peasantry 
and its households, promoting modern forms of personal and domes-
tic hygiene through reforms in childcare, cooking, and laundry practices. 
In the process, the revolution was normalized, combining so-called high 
revolutionary tasks with everyday deeds. 44  By the 1930s, the discussion of 
 novyi byt  so prevalent throughout the 1920s was replaced by an emphasis 
on  kul´  turnost  or “cultured life,” which stressed private life and individual 
consumption as the path to a modern, rational, cultured Soviet everyday 
life. 45  Marking this shift, the International Women’s Day celebrations in 
1929 included a campaign for the cultural reconstruction of daily life 
( kul´  turno-bytovoi pokhod  ), setting the agenda for the state’s policy toward 
women in the 1930s. Subsequently, the state began providing social ser-
vices to enable women’s participation in the fi ve-year economic plan, and 
waged an all-out assault on former “backward lifestyles” ( staryi byt´  ), tar-
geting the sexual exploitation and physical abuse of women and children, 
drunkenness, hooliganism, and the unsanitary conditions of working class 
quarters, including facilities such as public baths, laundries, and dining 
halls. 46  

 Whereas much has been made in traditional Soviet historiography of 
the transition from the 1920s to the 1930s as a “revolution betrayed,” the 
sustained focus on hygiene, utility, and the rational ordering of life high-
lights the continuity in the Constructivist avant-garde that was now in-
fl ected toward the affi rmation of socialism as true and authentic rather 
than toward the demystifi cation of capitalism (as Arvatov had attempted 
to do in the 1920s). 47  The 1930s did not so much kill the avant-garde radi-
cal spirit as focus singularly on the act of affi rmation, ritualized through 
everyday practices, for the purposes of consolidation of the new Soviet or-
der under an increasingly hostile international environment with the rise 
of European fascism and Japanese aggression. 48  This affi rmative strain of 
constructivism was to be duplicated in North Korea at a time of national 
foundation that was all the more pressing under conditions of national 
division and foreign occupation. 
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 Cultural Revolution 

 An element that facilitated the continuity from the 1920s to the 1930s was 
the lack of critique of a state-centric model. Arvatov’s heroic formula-
tions of the everyday as the site of creative social transformation toward 
an alternative socialist modernity still retained the statist framework of 
modernity, paralleling fascist movements in the 1930s. Formal similarities 
between state socialism and fascism were the result of the state’s common 
preoccupation with purging what was considered the decadence of capital-
ist modernity through “life reform” movements that advocated a healthy 
life-style. These movements popularized diverse forms of bodily discipline 
throughout the fi rst decades of the twentieth century, from gymnastics, 
body building, and calisthenics to utopian communes, homeopathic rem-
edies, and nudism. 49  

 The New Life Movement in China was one such example. Launched 
by the Kuomintang under Chiang Kai-shek in 1934, the goal was to build 
a modern, disciplined nation-state by reorganizing the way people used 
time and space. Almost a hundred rules would govern the habits of ev-
eryday life, from being on time and keeping regular meal hours to “but-
toning clothes, lacing shoes, maintaining straight posture . . . not eating 
noisily, not spitting in public, washing faces in cold water, urinating only 
in toilets, and removing dirt and vermin from living quarters.” 50  China’s 
modernization efforts implied being aware of homogeneous empty time 
that could be rationally broken down and organized according to specifi c 
schedules toward “nationalization” ( guojiahua ), “militarization” (   junshi-
hua ), and “productivization” ( shengchanhua ), all slogans used during the 
New Life Movement. Synchronizing everyone’s sense of time was neces-
sary not only for a regimented military but also for a disciplined work-
force. Likewise, the emphasis on cleanliness and hygiene, while refl ecting 
a concern for public health, was also an attempt at redefi ning space so as 
to differentiate between public and private spaces. It was part and parcel 
of a Foucauldian microtechnique of power that sought to instill a sense 
of proper conduct—a sense that there is a time and place for everything. 

 The movement, which had begun to wane by 1936 even before the 
Japanese invasion of 1937, ultimately failed due to lack of cohesion. But the 
particular focus on changing the daily habits of thought and behavior re-
mained; they continued to infl uence cultural politics under Mao Zedong 
and would be taken up with full force during the Cultural Revolution 
some three decades later. Everyday items such as “high heels, houseplants, 
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goldfi sh, classical literature and paintings” were derided as “feudal” 
and “bourgeois” while new “revolutionary” lifestyles such as “tattered 
dark-colored clothing, simple diets, and daily recitations of Mao’s quo-
tations, self-examination/confession, and manual labor” were exalted as 
exemplary. 51  

 Despite some superfi cial similarities, the two movements were differ-
ent at their core. The New Life Movement sought to expand the power 
of the state and was instituted from the top down for the purposes of 
mobilizing people around its own agenda as a form of “controlled popular 
mobilization,” whereas the Cultural Revolution was a bottom-up move-
ment that periodically escaped the control of the state, ultimately founded 
on the Marxist philosophy that class struggle and social confl ict lay at 
the root of social change. 52  Irrespective of the ultimate assessment of the 
Cultural Revolution, “the masses” themselves became the agents of social 
change, leading to the violent excesses that have tainted its history. It was 
this bottom-up process that radically transformed the experience of the 
everyday during the Cultural Revolution. The model for this transforma-
tion was sought in the example of the nineteenth century Paris Commune 
as a representation of antibureaucratic and egalitarian politics. 

 With the deterioration in Sino-Soviet relations over the issue of 
“peaceful coexistence” and the loss of revolutionary zeal among the Chi-
nese Communist Party elite in the 1960s, Mao began to reconsider the 
experience of the Paris Commune. 53  Earlier, the Commune had been used 
as an example of what  not  to do as the CCP declared, “The working class 
cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state machinery and wield it 
for its own purpose.” 54  In other words, no compromise can be made with 
the old regime, and previous structures must be destroyed. However, by 
1966, a reevaluation of the experience of the Paris Commune singled out 
three characteristics applicable to the Chinese context: fi rst, new political 
structures directly responsible to the people through elections and recalls; 
second, the combination of legislative and executive functions in a single 
nonparliamentary body; and third, the prevention of the emergence of a 
privileged class of bureaucrats by pegging the wages of offi cials to those 
of average workers. 55  

 An article in  Hongqi  published in March 1966 in commemoration of 
the 95th anniversary of the Paris Commune hailed it in glowing terms: 

 The masses were the real masters in the Paris Commune. While the 
Commune was in being, the masses were organized on a wide scale and 
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they discussed important state matters within their respective organiza-
tions. Each day around 20,000 activists attended club meetings where 
they made proposals or advanced critical opinions on social and politi-
cal matters great and small. They also made their wishes and demands 
known through articles and letters to the revolutionary newspapers and 
journals. This revolutionary enthusiasm and initiative of the masses was 
the source of the Commune’s strength. 56  

 The article had started off by claiming that “the most fundamental prin-
ciple of the Paris Commune is the use of revolutionary violence to seize 
power, smash the state machine of the bourgeoisie and practice the dicta-
torship of the proletariat,” reiterating China’s opposition to Khrushchev’s 
revisionism and its earlier attitude toward the Commune. However, by the 
end of the article, detailed descriptions of the spontaneous mass movement 
during the Commune, with its emphasis on the daily practices of attend-
ing meetings and debating through newspapers, became a rallying cry for 
the Cultural Revolution. 

 Students at Beijing University spearheaded the mass movement when 
Nie Yuanzi and six others put up a big-character poster criticizing the uni-
versity’s party leadership on May 25, 1966. 57  Such written criticisms soon 
expanded to struggle sessions, denunciation meetings, and mass demonstra-
tions. Verbal and physical attacks on fi gures of authority spread like wildfi re, 
denouncing them as corrupt and counterrevolutionary. Violent beatings, 
parading “capitalist roaders” in the streets, renaming stores and streets with 
revolutionary names, raiding temples and churches, burning books, and 
ransacking “class enemy” homes became daily rituals. 58  Such brutal and vi-
cious incidents have understandably left a negative impression of the Cul-
tural Revolution, but there were other aspects to the revolution as well. 

 Taking elements of the Paris Commune to heart, the commune model 
was implemented in February 1967 in China’s two largest cities, Beijing 
and Shanghai. 59  Revolutionary committees replaced the party apparatus 
throughout the country, and workers took up positions of power like never 
before, especially in places such as Shanghai. 60  Factory-level study groups, 
called Workers’ Theory Troops ( gongren lilun duiwu ), attempted to distill 
proletarian practice into theoretical writing as an example of “workers 
occupying the superstructure” (even if most of them were Red Guard 
students-turned-workers). 61  Substantial numbers of workers also entered 
the leadership of Shanghai’s municipal government, especially with the es-
tablishment of the Frontline Command Post to Grasp Revolution and Pro-
mote Production in January 1967. When transportation was disrupted by 



Revolutions in the Everyday   33

revolutionary turmoil, with railways and wharves blocked with unloaded 
cargo, the Frontline deftly took over administration, restoring transporta-
tion and communication lines, promoting and coordinating production 
by convening meetings and mobilizing Red Guard students to move the 
cargo, relieving the bottleneck at the train stations and wharves. 62  De-
partments of industry, transportation, research, fi nance, health, and others 
were organized by the Frontline, serving as the de facto municipal gov-
ernment, until the Shanghai Revolutionary Committee took over the fol-
lowing month. The day the Shanghai commune was offi cially founded on 
February 5, 1967, leafl ets hailed the birth of the Shanghai People’s Com-
mune as “a joyous event in the political life of the Shanghai revolutionary 
people . . . open[ing] a new chapter in the Shanghai laboring people’s 
control of our own fate.” 63  

 Instead of the Marxist-Leninist emphasis on the party vanguard and 
their careful orchestration, it was the spontaneity of everyday life and the 
mass political participation during the Paris Commune that became the 
lessons to be learned. The sixteen-point “Decision of the Central Com-
mittee of the Chinese Communist Party concerning the Great Proletar-
ian Cultural Revolution,” adopted on August 8, 1966, concluded: “Large 
numbers of revolutionary young people previously unknown, have be-
come courageous and daring pathbreakers. . . . Through the media of 
big-character posters and great debates, they argue things out, expose and 
criticize thoroughly, and launch resolute attacks on the open and hidden 
representatives of the bourgeoisie.” 64  In a strong affi rmation of Mao’s mass 
line, the party decision went on to assert: 

 In the great proletarian cultural revolution, the only method is for the 
masses to liberate themselves. . . . Trust the masses, rely on them and 
respect their initiative. Cast out fear. Don’t be afraid of disorder. . . . It 
is normal for the masses to hold different views. Contention between 
different views is unavoidable, necessary and benefi cial. . . . The cul-
tural revolutionary groups, committees and other organizational forms 
created by the masses in many schools and units are something new and 
of great historic importance. . . . It is necessary to institute a system of 
general elections, like that of the Paris Commune, for electing members 
to the cultural revolutionary groups and committees and delegates to 
the cultural revolutionary congresses. 

 Despite such initial approbation, however, the Commune movement was 
soon curtailed by the government, alarmed at the loss of control. By the 
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spring of 1967, there was no longer any mention of the Paris Commune 
in the offi cial press. 65  

 Nonetheless, radical changes had taken place in the power structure of 
local municipalities and villages as ordinary workers and peasants rose to 
positions of power, “infus[ing] the government with a group of women 
and workers who, unlike their predecessors, looked, talked, and thought 
like the people they represented.” 66  Trade unions were no longer totally 
subservient to the party as before and workers made up the bulk of those 
inducted into the party. Although the Cultural Revolution barely lasted 
a decade, the experience of self-rule and local autonomy in everyday 
practices of debates and meetings would long be remembered by those 
who had taken part. 67  Even those who were highly critical of the way the 
masses were manipulated by the leadership in their own power struggle 
conceded that “the Cultural Revolution played an invaluable role in en-
lightening the people,” by giving them the “opportunity to exercise their 
democratic rights . . . for the fi rst time since the founding of the People’s 
Republic.” 68  Writing secretly in the early 1970s as a participant and wit-
ness to the revolution, Liu Guokai is unambiguously derisive of Mao, 
who is seen as using the mass movement for an “unprecedented purge.” 69  
But he is equally clear in his assessment: “During the Cultural Revolu-
tion, the people broke down the highly bureaucratic and undemocratic 
social order that previously existed. The mass movement dealt a deserved 
blow at bureaucrats and broke down the spiritual shackles imposed upon 
the people. . . . People actually exercised their democratic rights such as 
freedom of speech, publication, assembly, and demonstration. This was 
unprecedented.” 70  The “massive and solemn demonstrations, emotional 
mass rallies, deafening shouting, and writings sparkling with new ideas” 
had left a lasting impression, which Liu took as the essential legacy of the 
Cultural Revolution: it “widened people’s horizons” who were no longer 
“shackled” by government bureaucrats and party cadres. 71  

 In an attempt to counter bureaucracy and government corruption, 
Mao had given free rein to the students, workers, peasants, and soldiers 
who became the primary agents of the Cultural Revolution, decentraliz-
ing state power and reviving the revolutionary fervor that had dissipated in 
the process of consolidation twenty years after the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China in 1949. To bridge the gap between manual and mental 
labor, offi cials and intellectuals were compelled to participate in physical 
labor while peasants and workers were given the opportunity to go to 
school and participate in politics as elected offi cials. Centralized control 
was also lifted from agricultural production as local self-suffi ciency was 
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promoted through cooperatives and communes. Whereas the winter slack 
season had been traditionally used for private enterprise, peasants were 
now engaged in collective projects such as digging reservoirs and leveling 
fi elds as a “regular part of the rhythm of peasant life,” creating “a psycho-
logical interdependence and spirit of mutual assistance and concern among 
neighboring villages and rural inhabitants that would replace marketing 
and other forms of commercial interaction.” 72  Factories were encour-
aged to be self-reliant, and local governments were given autonomy with 
oversight over local industries. Despite the violent excesses, the Cultural 
Revolution fostered “a spirit of independent judgment and self-reliance” 
among the people, initiating a renewed everyday life that was communal 
and participatory. 73  

  Saenghwal Hyŏngmyŏng  (Revolution in Life) 

 The Chinese and Russian experiences, while not contemporaneous, offer 
a sense of continuity in the revolutionary project of transforming the ev-
eryday as part of instituting socialist modernity. Korea was situated within 
this historical milieu when the “revolution in life” was waged in North 
Korea. Under colonial rule, everyday life had already offered an oppor-
tunity for a materialist critique. Writers such as Yu Hang-rim and Kim 
Nam-ch’ŏn “quotidianized Marxist theory and politicized the everyday,” 
criticizing not only capitalist modernity but also colonial modernity at a 
time when freedom of expression was increasingly curtailed beginning 
in the 1930s. 74  Much like Benjamin, they understood everyday life as the 
sphere of daily occurrences that could shed light on the deeper funda-
mental structures for a Marxist critique of modern society. The everyday 
became the object of analysis while offering a surreptitious methodol-
ogy grounded in a materialist critique. Contemporary to the rise of the 
Frankfurt School, colonial-era Marxists in Korea also began to see the 
signifi cance of culture as an autonomous force shaping society; culture was 
no longer simply relegated to ancillary status but was considered constitu-
tive of the very material base. Part of a global reconfi guration of Marxism 
in the interwar years, this turn toward cultural forces and the everyday 
took on particular resonance in colonial Korea where everyday life ( ilsang 
saenghwal  ) came under colonial domination through ordinances that di-
rected almost all aspects of life. In a program of forced assimilation, Ko-
rean colonial subjects were prohibited from speaking the Korean language 
in schools (1934), forced to worship at Shinto shrines (1935), coerced to 
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adopt Japanese names (1939), and conscripted as soldiers, laborers, and 
military sex slaves euphemistically called “comfort women” (1940). 75  
Moreover, the traditional Korean white  hanbok  was discouraged and dark 
work clothes encouraged in its place to reduce laundry. 

 Capitalist modernity is disruptive and invasive no matter where it pen-
etrates, eroding local roots and cultural distinctiveness. 76  Colonial mo-
dernity compounded these effects in a highly visible way because of its 
unevenness and discriminatory practices. Whereas capitalist modernity 
counterbalanced its most acerbic qualities with the lure of consumption, 
colonial modernity could not operate in the same manner due to the very 
function the colony held for the metropole. Despite expansion of mass 
consumption during the relatively liberal period of the 1920s Cultural 
Rule, during which the colonial government relaxed regulations on pub-
lications, organizations, and businesses, by the time Japan pushed ahead 
with its imperial ambitions beyond Korea and Taiwan in the 1930s, Korea 
had to be squeezed for maximum effi cacy in the drive toward further 
empire-building, curtailing both cultural production and consumption. 

 With increasing political repression in the 1930s, anticolonial struggles 
moved underground, making coordination diffi cult, but elements of re-
sistance in the northern regions of the peninsula bordering Manchuria 
had never been entirely stamped out due to its remoteness. Traditionally, 
the north had been isolated from the centralized bureaucracy in Seoul 
with the majority of landed elites based in southern Korea. Furthermore, 
people in the northern regions had a transnational history of intermin-
gling with Mongolian and Jurchen tribes along the northern border. As a 
result, the north was much less attached to traditional Confucian hierar-
chies based on status and wealth. Mobile slash-and-burn farmers in these 
areas were radicalized through Red Peasant Unions as the region became 
the geographical base for radical movements among peasants and work-
ers. 77  Anticolonial resentment created fertile ground for both professional 
revolutionaries and newly politicized peasants, who almost immediately 
fi lled the power vacuum left in the wake of Japan’s surrender in World 
War II on August 15, 1945. Peasant unions throughout Korea served as 
a prelude to the people’s committees as those who had been active in the 
unions were often elected to head the PCs. 78  As Japanese troops retreated 
to their barracks and colonial offi cials nervously awaited the occupation 
forces, villagers banded together to preserve peace and organize local self-
governing committees throughout the country. 

 By the end of 1945, the entire peninsula was covered with people’s 
committees at all levels down to the villages. 79  Showing a variety of forms 
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and political leanings across different regions, they were spontaneously 
organized to carry out revolutionary justice. They set up people’s courts to 
punish those who had collaborated with the Japanese as “national traitors,” 
and took over local government offi ces to distribute land and preserve 
local security. They showed enormous capacity for organization. Most 
of them had sections for propaganda, peacekeeping and security, food, fi -
nances, welfare relief, consumer affairs, labor relations, and tenancy rates, 
among others. 80  An American offi cial in Korea at the time observed that 
“all [colonial] government agencies became powerless” and that people’s 
committees “preserved the peace and collected necessary taxes,” prevent-
ing “looting, bloodshed, and rioting.” 81  People’s committees were sup-
plemented by peasant unions, worker unions, peacekeeping groups, and 
organizations of students, youth, and women. In the immediate after-
math of liberation, local people’s committees had substantial autonomy 
and space for self-governance, transforming the nature of the everyday 
into one reminiscent of Benjamin’s refl ections about Moscow, and China’s 
enactment of the commune model. 

 Interestingly, the assistant chief of the North Korean Provincial Peace 
Section also made references to revolutionary France during a press 
 conference on March 3, 1946: 

 Our sovereign power has been established since Korea was liberated. . . . 
The actions of the peace section are, so to speak, something similar to 
a garrison which serves to protect laborers, farmers, small citizens, stu-
dents, intellectual classes, and the life of [ sic ] property of others. . . . In 
tracing the origin of the People’s Peace Police, we fi nd that there was a 
system of public police for maintaining peace and order temporarily in 
the days of the French Revolution from 1789 to 1870. . . . Now we will 
devote ourselves for the task of strengthening ourselves for self-protec-
tion. I hope that all the people will cooperate with us whole heartedly. 82  

 Despite the years that separate the revolutions, modern revolutions shared 
attempts to refashion politics for a different kind of everyday life that is 
“public through and through” and imbued with the deepest sense of social 
meaning, free from commodifi cation. 

 Major reforms in the northern half of the peninsula within the fi rst 
year after liberation came to constitute the North Korean Revolution. 
A sweeping land reform that confi scated land without compensation in a 
land-to-the-tiller program was offi cially promulgated on March 5, 1946, 
to formalize much of the ad hoc confi scations. In June, the Labor Law was 
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instituted, calling for an eight-hour work day, a standardized wage scale, 
two weeks of paid annual vacation, the right to collective bargaining, and 
the elimination of child labor in hazardous industries. The Law of Equal 
Rights for Men and Women was passed in July to liberate women from 
the “triple subordination” of family, society, and politics. It nullifi ed all 
previous Korean and Japanese laws regarding women, provided women 
with equal rights to political participation, economic and educational op-
portunities, and freedom of choice in marriage and divorce, outlawing 
polygamy and the sale of women as wives and concubines. Finally, major 
industries, banks, and transportation services were nationalized, many of 
which had been owned by the Japanese, facilitating the process of nation-
alization while giving satisfaction to nationalist impulses. The traditional 
social hierarchy, the status of peasants and women, forms of political and 
social organizations, and the role of the state had changed overnight. 

 In many instances, the socialist experiment in the Soviet Union was 
seen as providing a “profound lesson” and “roadmap” for North Korea, ac-
cording to Paek Nam-un, the minister of education. Paek had visited the 
Soviet Union between February 22 and April 7, 1949, as part of the North 
Korean delegation to sign the Treaty on Economic and Cultural Coop-
eration with the Soviet Union. 83  During a visit to a chocolate factory, 
Paek noted how the packaging of consumer products in Soviet society 
preserved the use value—that is, the function and form—of the product. 84  
The materiality of the product—its use value and social signifi cance—
rather than its exchange value as something to be bought and sold for 
profi t determined the way the product was designed and made. Moreover, 
Paek saw the mechanization of the production line in the Soviet Union 
not as enslaving the worker, as in capitalist societies, but as freeing workers 
from tedious work. They became masters over the machines, monitoring 
and directing the production process, with time left over to pursue a cul-
tural life. Touring the various sites from factories and educational facilities 
to museums and art galleries, Paek was struck by the collective forms of 
entertainment in the various “circles” ( ssŏk’ŭl  ) and the extent to which ev-
eryday life was connected to the arts through music, dance, sculpture, and 
architecture: “All the recreation and pastime is directed toward collective 
circles, developing the cultural standard of socialist life to a new level . . . 
everyday life is connected to the arts, and it is the highest civilizational 
life and the happiest in the world in terms of making life artistic.” 85  Paek’s 
travelogue was fi lled with precise and meticulous descriptions, including 
full lists of memorable museum pieces and detailed features of building 
interiors and public spaces. He explained that such diligence was needed 
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because the “timeliness . . . must be grasped historically for a scientifi c 
worldview, which is a necessary condition to recognize Soviet society that 
has created a new history for humanity.” 86  

 No doubt, Paek and his delegation were shown nothing but the pin-
nacle of Soviet achievement, and spared evidence of the devastating toll 
that the recent war had taken on Soviet society. The delegation was made 
up of worldly intellectuals and politicians, however, and one must assume 
they were astute enough to observe aspects of the country that their hosts 
did not intend for them to see during their six-week tour, which involved 
long train rides through the countryside. As the following observations of 
another delegation member show, it is not the expected generic praise of 
their hosts that stands out but the specifi c everyday details that impressed 
the North Korean delegates, each in their own specialized fi elds, as ex-
amples of socialist modernity to take back home. 

 As the minister of commerce, Chang Si-u noted store operations in 
detail, from the uniforms the sales clerks wore to how the merchandise was 
displayed. He particularly noticed the pragmatic construction of the sales 
counter. 87  Comparing the glass cases back home, which he deemed more 
expensive and fragile, Chang praised the wooden counters as being sturdy 
and easy to make while providing more room to attend to customers. He 
concluded that the Soviet counter was practical as opposed to showy, as-
sisting customers rather than displaying commodities. Moreover, he ob-
served how the development of machines had transformed artistic form 
in the Soviet Union, making art more accessible to people through mass 
production. He pointed out how architecture, craftwork, and other works 
of art were no longer produced by hand but mechanized, reiterating Ben-
jamin’s point in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-
tion” (1936) in uncanny similarity. 88  He concluded that art had not only 
become part of everyday life but that life itself had become artistic: “The 
Soviets have absolutely made art part of one’s everyday life. As a smoker 
who cannot go without a cigarette, they become restless when they go to 
a dance hall [because they want to dance]. Even in the making of a door 
lock or frame, they must have some kind of engraving.” 89  Finishing his es-
say, Chang lamented the fact that Korea could not be like the Soviet Union 
soon enough, urging the workers in his department to learn from the Sovi-
ets. Many of the sites that the delegation visited, including the subway, the 
kolkhoz (collective farm), the Kremlin, the National Pediatrics Hospital, 
Lenin’s Mausoleum, and the Leningrad Palace of Young Pioneers eventu-
ally became prototypes for similar sites in North Korea. However, such 
modeling of the Soviet Union as the vanguard of socialism was not seen 



40   Chapter 1

to contravene the principle of autonomy and independence that the North 
Korean leadership advanced as the primary condition for a Korean nation-
state. Indeed, Paek saw mutual aid and cooperation with the Soviet Union 
as the basis for a strong independent Korea with  chuch’esŏng  (subjectivity), 
invoking a variation of the term  Juche  (self-reliance) that Kim Il Sung was 
to use in 1955 as the centerpiece of North Korean political ideology. 90  

 Despite the political liberation of Korea from Japanese rule, observa-
tions made by the North Korean delegation point to the importance of 
transforming everyday life to fully overcome the experience of colonial-
ism and capitalism. Just as cultural work became of primary importance 
in the Soviet Union of the 1920s, a similar agenda was recognized by the 
Korean leftist writer, Im Hwa. He astutely remarked that whereas the 
effects of political domination by the Japanese might be easy enough to 
eradicate, the lasting effects in everyday life would take much longer: “It 
is easy to liquidate the cultural effects of political domination by Japanese 
imperialism, but the cultural remnants of cultural domination will take 
a long time to be eradicated . . . in such invisible effects remaining in the 
sphere of language, custom, taste, and style.” 91  The seizure of political 
power was only the beginning; a thorough cultural revolution had to be 
waged to overcome the colonized everyday. 

 Differentiated from the universal or high modernism of the interwar 
and postwar period, which settled into a comfortable relationship with the 
dominant power structures of capitalism,  heroic  modernism was at the core 
of North Korea’s social and cultural revolution by which peasants, work-
ers, and women took center stage as revolutionary heroes sketching out 
a new path in Korean history. As David Harvey and Raymond Williams 
point out, modernist impulses in the twentieth century were varied to the 
point of being contradictory. The Enlightenment project of controlling 
and rationalizing the world in the name of science and progress was not 
only deeply fl awed in theory but extremely destructive in practice, par-
ticularly visible in the two world wars. Multiple modernisms responded in 
various ways.  Reactionary  modernists, or “modernists against modernity,” 
as Williams describes them, attempted to redeploy the use of science and 
rational order for expedient goals in the pursuit of state power, turning 
back the clock for a mythical sense of coherence as the ticket to greater sta-
bility. 92  In East Asia, this trend was best exemplifi ed by Japanese discourses 
and policies in the 1930s and 1940s that wanted to “overcome modernity” 
through a singular emphasis on the deifi cation of the Japanese emperor 
and subsequent policies of “imperialization” of colonized subjects in the 
construction of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. 93  
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 Others sought to build what Harvey terms  heroic  modernism in the 
form of politically committed movements such as surrealism, constructiv-
ism, and socialist realism that dared to critique the present  and  the past 
while offering alternatives for an altogether different future grounded in 
a belief in historical progress. 94  The collective embodied in these move-
ments was defi ned by concrete material interests brought together for so-
cial ends as opposed to ambiguous collectives relying on a fabled past for 
militarist expansion. Modernity did not only produce isolated individuals 
in crowds of strangers but made possible “new kinds of human solidarity” 
based on the “liberating diversity and mobility of the city.” 95  The socialist 
project grabbed hold of this possibility presented by modernity, critiquing 
the effects of capitalist modernity by putting society above the logic of 
capital. The superfi cial similarities in form between the different strains 
of modernism that stress effi ciency and rationality should not be mistaken 
for substantive differences in content. Movements such as constructivism 
sought to create a life of social meaning toward a better future as opposed 
to the pursuit of profi t in the here and now or the glory of a transcendental 
past. 

 It is within this history of modernity that we must situate North Ko-
rean history—as a critique of capitalist colonial modernity rather than a 
failed modernist project from the vantage point of postmodernity. The 
North Korean Revolution was an attempt at a heroic socialist modernity 
through the creation and maintenance of a revolutionary society, and it is 
the task of the rest of this book to show how North Korea attempted to 
institutionalize the revolutionary practices of everyday life. 

 

 



 I feel as though my mind is suffering from a kind of psychological 
split. . . . From the outer to the inner room and back again from the 
inner to the outer room, I go back and forth aimlessly, mumbling to 
myself. A happy day has come. You and I, we must all be happy. . . . 
I grin and shake hands with everyone I meet as if to embrace them. But, 
for some reason, I feel empty as if there is a gaping hole in one corner. 
Japan is now completely bankrupt. But is Japan the only one? 
 O Yŏng-jin, August 15, 1945 

 Processions continue in many regions. Assemblies and unique meetings 
planned instantaneously, they happen all the time, all of a sudden spon-
taneously. . . . The old, the young, workers, teachers, lawyers, students, 
and merchants speak. Everyone speaks their mind, breaking the long 
years of forced silence, closure, and subjugation. 
 Panya Shavshyna, August 22, 1945 

 2. Legacies 

 Fomenting the Revolution 

Figure 2.1. North Hamgyŏng Province People’s Committee fi rst-year 
anniversary of liberation (1946). RG 242, SA 2005, box 7, item 5. 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration.
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 By many accounts, August 15, 1945 was a quiet day in Korea when the 
voice of Japanese Emperor Hirohito was broadcast on radio acknowledg-
ing defeat in the Asia-Pacifi c War. 1  Many people had not yet heard the 
news and others who had were apprehensive about what would happen 
next. However, by the next day the streets were fi lled with celebration 
as people paraded and congregated in huge numbers. Panya Shavshyna, 
a member of the Soviet consulate stationed in Seoul between 1940 and 
1946, was there to bear witness. She wrote in her diary for August 16, 
1945, that “every two or three hundred meters, there were spontaneous 
assemblies” of people making impassioned speeches, singing, crying, and 
embracing. 2  In villages throughout the peninsula, people began organiz-
ing almost immediately, creating peacekeeping and self-governing orga-
nizations to take over the colonial administration. 

 Japanese intelligence reports intercepted by Americans described the 
electric situation in the north: 

 Soviet Forces and Korean Committees are taking charge of public secu-
rity. All policemen have been disarmed. . . . All Japanese are in a state of 
extreme terror. . . . Though the city is generally quiet and calm, Koreans 
are demonstrating with Soviet and Korean fl ags and pasting posters ev-
erywhere. Though no trouble has yet developed between Japanese and 
Korean people, it is feared among the Japanese that robbery, crime and 
violence may develop. Though there have been no changes in govern-
ment, fi nancial organizations, companies and factories, the chiefs of po-
lice stations have been changed to Koreans. . . . The local government 
offi ce and administrative powers were taken over immediately by the 
advancing forces and turned over to the Committee for the Recon-
struction of Korea. The weapons at the Police Station were turned over 
to the Hoan Tai [ sic ] (Guardians of the Peace Organization), a branch 
of the above mentioned Committee, and the Korean policemen, wear-
ing civilian clothes, are assisting the Hoan Tai [ sic ] in maintaining the 
public peace. 3  

 Much of the mobilization was facilitated by those who had been politically 
active during the colonial period. Some twenty thousand political prison-
ers were released on August 16 across the country, and the young men 
who had been forcibly conscripted into the Japanese Imperial Army began 
returning to their homes. In Seoul, one thousand “patriots” were released 
from Sŏdaemun Prison beginning at ten in the morning with spontaneous 
speeches and the singing of the Korean anthem and the “Internationale” 
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while rickshaw drivers jostled to be the fi rst ones to take the prisoners 
home. 4  The released prisoners played key roles when they returned to 
their hometowns, taking up leadership positions. 5  Local elders were often 
touted as the leader while the actual work was carried out by younger 
activists with political experience in the anticolonial movement. Main-
taining peace and security was the primary goal in the early days, and a va-
riety of organizational names were in circulation—among others, security 
force ( ch’iandae ), peacekeeping force ( poandae  or  hoandae ), self-governing 
committee ( chach’i wiwŏnhoe ), political committee ( chŏngch’i wiwonhoe ), and 
people’s committee ( inmin wiwŏnhoe ). 

 Meanwhile, in the capital, Yŏ Un-hyŏng, veteran of the independence 
movement and a moderate leftist, had been approached by the Japanese 
colonial government for help in maintaining peace and security. Yŏ spear-
headed the formation of the Committee for the Preparation of Korean 
Independence (CPKI,  Chosŏn kŏn’guk chunbi wiwŏnhoe ) to begin preparing 
for an independent Korea, organizing security forces and arranging emer-
gency food aid. Almost overnight, 145 branches had popped up across the 
peninsula. 6  News of the CPKI’s founding prompted villages to create their 
own CPKI branches, which was often as simple as replacing the signboard 
over the offi ce of the existing local security force or people’s committee. 7  
Although local groups were brought under the umbrella of the CPKI in 
this fashion, the relationship was tenuous at best. More often than not, 
the leadership in Seoul lagged behind the mass movement. 8  Under Yŏ’s 
leadership, the People’s Republic of Korea ( Chosŏn inmin konghwaguk ) was 
declared on September 6, 1945, two days before the American occupa-
tion forces landed in Inch’ŏn, as an expression of Korea’s capacity for self-
government and desire for independence lest the Americans should have 
other designs. CPKI branches throughout the country followed suit by re-
naming themselves people’s committees (PCs,  inmin wiwŏnhoe ). Although 
other names persisted at the village level, most groups, especially those at 
the provincial level, were organized into people’s committees throughout 
Korea in the month of September. 

 Through these committees, revolutionary justice was meted out to co-
lonial authorities and their collaborators, at times violently. The “enemies” 
were defi ned in terms of their association with the colonial government: 
landlords who had been protected by the colonial government to con-
trol the countryside, local government offi cials and the police, and rice 
collection agents carrying out the orders of the colonial administration. 9  
Regardless of political affi liation, the primary targets were all those organs 
that had constituted the colonial machinery. People’s committees took 
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over local governance in the vacuum left by the collapse of the Japanese 
colonial government, punishing “national traitors” and criminals in peo-
ple’s courts, distributing grain, and maintaining local security. 10  Peasants, 
who made up the vast majority of the population, dominated the PCs. 11  It 
was reported that peasants, refusing the orders of district offi cials, obeyed 
only the people’s committees, and that peasants controlled most police 
stations. 12  

 In the south, this period of autonomy did not last. The PCs were seen 
to threaten the power of the American occupation forces, which refused 
in principle to acknowledge any preexisting Korean authority. To make 
matters worse, PCs took on a reputation as left leaning when they advo-
cated land reform and the nationalization of major industries owned by the 
Japanese. The beginning of the United States Army Military Government 
in Korea (USAMGIK) thus spelled eventual doom for the southern com-
mittees, although this was by no means a forgone conclusion. 13  Depending 
on the relationship between the local American occupation forces and the 
committees, many PCs lasted into the fall of 1946, especially in the vil-
lages, because the occupation forces were not able to penetrate very far 
below the provincial level. 14  

 By contrast, the people’s committees in the north were aided by the 
Soviet occupation, which largely consigned the administration of its oc-
cupation zone to the institutions set up by Koreans. Through information 
culled from the press and informants, an American intelligence report 

Table 2.1. Organization of People’s Committees, November 1945

National total

South of 38th Parallel North of 38th Parallel

Total Organized Unorganized Total Organized Unorganized

Township 2,244 1,680 1,667 13 564 564 –

Town (ŭp)   103   75   75 –  28  28 –

Island    2    2    2 – – – –

County  218  148  148 –  70  70 –

City   21   12   12 –   9   9 –

Provincea   13    9    7 2   7   6 1

Source: RG 242, SA 2006, box 13, item 65, Minutes of the National Congress of People’s Committee Representa-
tives (November 1946). There are also copies in Collection of Modern Korean History Materials, vol. 12 
(Seoul: Tolbaege, 1986), 470, and NHCC, vol. 6, 618, with slight variations.

a The provinces of the north and south add up to sixteen rather than thirteen because three provinces 
were divided by the 38th parallel, creating southern and northern Kyŏnggi, Kangwŏn, and Hwanghae 
Provinces. The three provinces without organized PCs were northern Kyŏnggi Province, southern 
Kangwŏn Province, and southern Hwanghae Province.
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described how “when Soviets entered north Korea in late August 1945 
they found that after surrender of Japs, Koreans had formed local ‘self rule 
councils’ in many places. . . . A council of 27 members was formed in each 
of the fi ve northern provinces.” 15  As in the south, northern committees 
were formed through village assemblies, or at the initiative of village lead-
ers. Rather than seeing them as threats, however, the Soviets supported 
and fostered the PCs. They became structures on which to build a govern-
ment that had popular support and was friendly toward the Soviet Union, 
which was ensured by Soviet backing of leftist political fi gures. Soviet 
infl uence notwithstanding, there was no Soviet military government set 
up in the north comparable to the U.S. military government in the south. 
The primary Soviet objective was not to occupy Korea, but to set up a 
buffer against Japan and retrieve the Sakhalin region that had been lost 
after the Russo-Japanese War of 1905. 16  

 The irony of Korea’s division was that Pyongyang was home to one of 
the largest concentrations of Christians in East Asia, known as the “Jeru-
salem of the East,” whereas the south harbored the majority of domestic 
communists that had been active throughout the colonial period. 17  In 
Pyongyang, Cho Man-sik, a renowned moderate nationalist Christian 
educator, formed the South P’yŏngan Province CPKI branch on Au-
gust 17, 1945. 18  With the coming of the Soviets the following week, this 
moderate branch was reorganized into the South P’yŏngan People’s Po-
litical Committee on August 27 with the addition of leftist fi gures who 
had recently been released from prison. This prompted Cho to form his 
own party, the Korean Democratic Party, which was composed mostly 
of Christians, merchants, and former landlords. Still, Cho remained as 
head of the South P’yŏngan People’s Political Committee and he for-
mally set up offi ce with Soviet support, relocating from a small primary 
school classroom to a large offi ce with a reception area including a desk, 
sofa, carpet, and all. 19  This was to become the tried-and-true method for 
the Soviet occupation of the north, in which PCs were supplemented by 
leftists where they were lacking, as in the P’yŏngan Provinces. Han Kŭn-
cho, the mayor of Pyongyang from August 26 until November 2, 1945, 
confi rmed this in a report furnished to the American authorities, stating 
that “there is no central government in N Korea. Each province has es-
tablished its own government.” He added that the South P’yŏngan Prov-
ince People’s Committee had more “democrats” (those affi liated with 
Cho’s Democratic Party) than any other province, with eighteen com-
munists and fourteen democrats, whereas other provinces had about three 
democrats only in each committee. 20  In any case, the “democrats” had 
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Table 2.2. Overview of provincial People’s Committees in North Korea, 1945

Province Development of PCs
Political 

orientation
Date of 

Soviet entry

North Hamgyŏng 8.16~8.17 Formation of city level 
people’s committees in Najin, 
Unggi, Ch’ŏngjin, and 
elsewhere

Late September, North 
Hamgyŏng People’s Committee

(North Korean sources cite 10.26, 
a later date likely attributed to 
when communists took control 
of PC)

Leftist stronghold 
with active Red 
Peasant Union 
movement during 
colonial period

August 10-12

South Hamgyŏng 8.16 South Hamgyŏng People’s 
Committee Left

Split between South Hamgyŏng 
Communist Association and 
South Hamgyŏng CPKI

8.25 South Hamgyŏng Executive 
Committee

9.1 South Hamgyŏng People’s 
Committee

Leftist stronghold 
since colonial 
period with largest 
concentration of 
industrial workers

August 21

North P’yŏngan 8.16 Sinŭiju City Provisional 
Self-Governing Committee, 
followed by other city level 
committees

8.26 North P’yŏngan Self-
Governing Committee

8.31 North P’yŏngan Provisional 
People’s Political Committee

Right-Left Coalition
Largest number of 

tenant confl icts in 
the northern half 
during the colonial 
period

Sinŭiju student protest 
against PC in Nov. 
1945

Stronghold of New 
People’s Party

August 22

South P’yŏngan 8.15 South P’yŏngan Peace 
Preservation Committee => 
8.16 South P’yŏngan CPKI

8.17 Korean Communist South 
P’yŏngan Committee

8.27 South P’yŏngan People’s 
Political Committee (coalition 
of CPKI and communists)

11.24 South P’yŏngan People’s 
Committee (left)

Conservative due to 
large concentration 
of Christians in 
Pyongyang

Aug. 24

Hwanghae 8.17 Korean Communist Haeju 
Committee, Haeju Security 
Corps, etc.

8.20 CPKI Hwanghae Branch
8.25 Hwanghae People’s Political 

Committee (conservative)
9.2 Hwanghae People’s 

Committee (coalition)
9.13 Hwanghae People’s 

Committee (left)

Strong class confl ict
Largest agricultural 

region in the north
Borders 38th parallel

Aug. 25

(Continued)
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Table 2.2 (Continued)

Province Development of PCs
Political 

orientation
Date of 

Soviet entry

Kangwŏn 10.18 Kangwŏn People’s Committee
(8.16 Kangwŏn Self-Governing 

Committee => Kangwŏn 
CPKI formed south of the 38th 
parallel in Ch’unch’ŏn)

Left
Divided by 38th 

parallel

Aug. 25

Sources: RG 242, SA 2009, box 3, item 103, “Survey of Two Years of Work in Each of the Provincial 
People’s Committees,” (1947.9); Kim Kwang-un, “Formation of the Power-Structure and the Recruit-
ment of Cadre in North Korea (August 1945~March 1947)” (PhD diss., Hanyang University, 1999), 44; 
Kim Yong-bok, “Organization and Activities of the North Korean People’s Committees in the Immedi-
ate Postliberation Period,” in Haebang chŏnhusa ŭi insik [Understanding pre- and postliberation history], 
ed. Kim Nam-sik (Seoul: Han’gilsa, 1989); Ryu Kil-chae, “Study of the People’s Committees in State 
Building in North Korea, 1945–1947” (PhD diss., Korea University, 1995), chapter 3; Ryu Chae-in, 
Kangwŏndo pisa [Hidden history of Kangwŏn Province] (Seoul: Kangwŏn ilbosa, 1974), 19, 29; Bruce 
Cumings, The Origins of the Korean War: Liberation and the Emergence of Separate Regimes, 1945–1947, vol. 1 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), chapter 11.

Table 2.3. Population fi gures in North Korea, 1947

Pyong-
yang

South 
P’yŏngan

North 
P’yŏngan Hwanghae Kangwŏn

North 
Hamgyŏng

South 
Hamgyŏng Total

Korean 352,101  1,489,193 1,950,718 1,718,006 1,162,308 943,582 1,555,185 9,171,093

Chinese   3,921    3,736   20,093    3,546    1,344   5,470    2,753   40,863

Japanese    163    191       28      107       70     84      245      888

German      0     0     0        0       62      2        8       72

Total 9,212,938

Source: RG 242, SA 2005, box 6, item 1, Department of Interior and Security documents (1946–48).
Note: The total number is off by twenty-two in the original. The German presence consisted mostly of 

missionaries .

reason to work with the communists, not only because of Soviet pressure 
but also because of the pragmatic need to work within a broad coali-
tion. Besides, many of the Christian nationalists embraced a degree of 
socialism for the future of Korea, having participated in anti-imperialist 
movements during the colonial period. 21  By November 1945, people’s 
committees had been organized in all the cities, townships, and villages 
of the six northern provinces. 22  

 To facilitate the occupation of northern Korea, Soviet authorities set up 
what they called a “Civil Administration” (Grazhdanskia Administratsiia) 
on October 3, 1945. 23  Relying on Korean initiatives, the Soviets made 
sure to institute a pro-Soviet leadership as shown in the turn toward the 
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left in the composition of committee members in the more conservative 
regions of Hwanghae and P’yongan Provinces. With the consolidation of 
key political fi gures in Pyongyang, including Kim Il Sung, who had re-
turned to North Korea in September from leading anti-Japanese partisans 
in Manchuria (1932–41) and in the Russian Maritime Province (1941–45), 
the Soviet occupation actively pushed a national meeting of the provincial 
PCs. This facilitated the establishment of the Five Provinces Administra-
tive Bureau ( Pukchosŏn 5-to haengjŏngguk ) on October 8, 1945, with 110 
people’s committee representatives, fi fty-one of whom were members of 
the Korean Communist Party. They were joined by thirty-nine repre-
sentatives of workers, peasants, and intellectuals from other parties, and 
twenty Soviet personnel. 24  Representatives from each of the provinces 
and parties met in Pyongyang to form a central administration with ten 
departments: industry, transportation, communication, agriculture, com-
merce, fi nance, education, health, justice, and security. 25  Consequently, 
the various regional administrative organizations came to be uniformly 
called people’s committees and took on a semblance of central author-
ity while the local committees still maintained power and control over 
regional affairs. 

 Early next year, on February 8, 1946, the Administrative Bureau was 
reorganized to become the North Korean Provisional People’s Com-
mittee (PPC,  Pukchosŏn imsi inmin wiwŏnhoe ) with three more depart-
ments—planning, publicity, and general affairs—added to the previous 
ten. 26  Consisting of twenty-three members, including the chair, vice-
chair, secretary, and two members who made up the fi ve-person Stand-
ing Committee, the Provisional People’s Committee announced an 
eleven-point plan, laying out the main tasks for the emerging govern-
ment. The fi rst two dealt with the two most pressing issues: a purge of 
pro-Japanese elements and antidemocratic forces, and a land reform that 
would distribute land to the tillers. The next fi ve included steps to revive 
the economy, focusing on emergency measures to deal with the serious 
food shortage; development of industries for daily necessities; restoration 
of railways, electricity, communications, and transport; organization of 
fi nancial institutions to facilitate trade and commerce; and the promo-
tion of medium-sized industries to foster initiative among merchants and 
entrepreneurs. The last four points focused on social reforms, calling for 
the institution of factory committees; the expansion of mass education; 
increases in the number of teachers and schools; and the eradication of the 
Japanese “slave ideology” for a “true democratic spirit” through the im-
plementation of broad cultural enlightenment projects. 27  The formation 
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of the Provisional People’s Committee was thus the fi rst attempt to in-
stitutionalize the people’s committees that had spontaneously formed in 
the immediate postliberation period as  the  legitimate form of government 
in Korea. 

 To offer itself as a model of genuine people’s democracy, the next log-
ical step for the PPC was to organize the election of PC representatives 
to create not only a provisional but a permanent democratic government 
in Korea. Indeed, the fi rst election in Korea’s history was organized in 
November 1946. After the election, over the course of four days begin-
ning on February 17, 1947, 1,158 representatives from the provincial, 
city, and county PCs met for a congress to elect a 237-member North 
Korean People’s Assembly ( Pukchosŏn inmin hoeŭi ) from among them, 
with 86 percent in favor of the entire slate of nominated candidates. 28  
The PC representatives at the congress and the Central Committee of 
the North Korean Democratic National United Front had the right to 
nominate candidates. A ballot with all the names of the nominees was 
then distributed to each of the representatives at the congress. They 
could write in additional nominees, cross off anyone not to their liking, 
and leave alone those they supported. The secrecy of each vote was guar-
anteed by collecting the ballots in a box before proceeding to the count. 
The candidates with the largest number of votes to fi ll the fi rst 237 seats 
were declared the winners. The number of seats in the People’s Assem-
bly was determined by allocating one seat for every fi ve congress rep-
resentatives. Predictably, the ranks of the representatives elected to the 
fi rst People’s Assembly were fi lled with illustrious names that stretched 
back to the colonial period: intellectuals such as Kim Tu-bong and Han 
Sŏr-ya; women activists such as Hŏ Chŏng-suk and Pak Chŏng-ae; art-
ists such as Yi Ki-yŏng (writer) and Ch’oe Sŭng-hŭi (dancer); revolu-
tionaries such as Chang Si-u, O Ki-sŏp, Ch’oe Ch’ang-ik, Mu Chŏng, 
Kim Ch’aek; and, of course, Kim Il Sung. The famed and celebrated 
were not the only ones to be elected to the assembly, however, as the 
next chapter shows. The People’s Assembly encompassed a wide variety 
of people that included merchants, entrepreneurs, clergy, and intellectu-
als, who were usually cast out in other socialist revolutions. The only 
groups that went unrepresented were landlords and Japanese collabora-
tors. The formation of the People’s Assembly as the supreme legislative 
body gave it the authority to elect the chair of the North Korean People’s 
Committee, the highest executive body, which reorganized and added 
more departments to the previous thirteen under the PPC. The publicity 
department was changed to the culture and publicity department, and 
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fi ve new departments were added: national audit, internal affairs, foreign 
affairs, labor, and city management. 29  

 With the offi cial founding of the Democratic People’s Republic of Ko-
rea (DPRK) in September 1948 and the promulgation of the constitution, 
the duties of the local people’s committees were offi cially outlined in Ar-
ticle 74 of the new constitution: 30  

  1. Protection of citizens’ rights, including the right to property 
  2. Protection of national property in its jurisdiction 
  3. Maintenance of social order 
  4. Guaranteed implementation of laws, edicts, decisions, and orders 

decreed by higher organs 
  5. Revitalization and development of local industries in its 

jurisdiction 
  6. Revitalization and development of local transportation facilities 
  7. Construction and repair of roads 
  8. Formation and implementation of the local budget and the collec-

tion of taxes 
  9. Direction of educational and cultural programs 
 10. Organization of hospitals for health care, medical assistance for the 

people, and direction of other health care programs 
 11. Formulation and implementation of plans for city/rural develop-

ment; direction of housing construction, waterworks facilities, and 
sanitation projects 

 12. Investigation of arable land and direction of their rational usage 
 13. Collection of agricultural tax-in-kind 
 14. Establishment of a strategy for natural disasters and infectious 

diseases 

 Topping the list was the protection of individual rights, including the right 
to personal property, with the remainder highlighting the central role that 
PCs played in local administration, from transportation, education, health 
care, and housing to the collection of taxes, signaling the extent to which lo-
cal autonomy was written into the constitution itself. Nonetheless, item four 
connected the local PC to national policy by requiring all local PCs to follow 
the decisions reached by higher levels of government. All things considered, 
the organization of people’s committees and their consolidation into a central 
government took place at breakneck speed, traditionally explained as the 
result of Soviet planning. The Soviets were certainly infl uential, providing 
an inspirational model for emulation, as shown in the last chapter. However, 
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the swiftness with which a centralized government was organized, with a 
concrete program adopted by the Provisional People’s Committee, points to 
deeper legacies that go back to the colonial period, not only in providing a 
ready-made infrastructure for mobilization but also a blueprint for reform. 

 Colonial Modernity 

 As O Yŏng-jin’s diary entry in the opening epigraph shows, the end of co-
lonial rule was met with a psychic split, on the one hand with a sense of ec-
stasy but on the other hand with feelings of emptiness and powerlessness. 31  
He took his own ambivalent response as a symptom of the long years of 
colonial rule that had penetrated and seeped into his consciousness, inter-
nalizing his colonial subjecthood despite his outward anticolonial stance. 
He concluded that his “political consciousness had been completely para-
lyzed from the weight of colonial oppression, eliminating any sense of 
autonomy.” What awakens him from this “sense of deep slumber and sur-
reality” is the sight of a Shinto shrine burning on the night of August 15, 
which signaled to him the dawn of a new era. Modernity may be unset-
tling on the whole, but the acute contradictions of colonial modernity 
splintered the psychic core of its colonized subjects. 

 Whereas modernity has more often been defi ned by the qualitative 
shifts in the organization of time and space, with the expansion of trans-
portation networks and communication systems in the process of industri-
alization, the formation of modern subjectivity defi ned by the emergence 
of autonomous rights-bearing individuals, even if illusory, is no less inte-
gral a component to modernity. But the full sense of modern subjectiv-
ity was limited in colonial Korea, whether as “free” laborers bound by 
nothing but the “objective” relations of market exchange, as Marx had 
envisioned, or as rational subjects with a “self-confi dence nurtured by self-
discipline,” in Weberian fashion. 32  To be sure, there was a steady stream of 
workers joining the ranks of the proletariat. Peasants, pushed out by des-
perate conditions in the countryside and pulled into the city in search of 
new opportunities, found factory jobs, particularly in the textile industry 
that sought out young women for their nimble fi ngers. 33  Others migrated 
as far as Japan to fi ll dangerous and diffi cult jobs in construction and min-
ing. 34  The number of Koreans in Japan peaked at two million by 1945. 
However, half of them were forcibly conscripted during World War II 
due to wartime labor shortages. 35  Thus, the contractual relationship be-
tween the propertied and working classes, as well as between landlords 
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and peasants, was rendered moot once total war mobilization after 1937 
removed any semblance of autonomy from colonial subjects. 

 In other words, colonial modernity was not always as modern as the 
term implies, often leading to a kind of modernity without modern sub-
jects. 36  Its logic proclaimed itself to be a modernizing infl uence by en-
gendering industrial development with the attendant urbanization and 
the beginnings of consumer culture through the effi cient operation of a 
highly centralized state; however, demands for political rights and self-
determination as expressions of modern subjectivity were suppressed, 
at times ruthlessly, as in the crackdown on the March First Movement 
in 1919, in which thousands of Koreans demanding independence were 
slaughtered. 37  Although nationalism as one form of modern subjectiv-
ity may have intensifi ed as a result of colonialism, despite the colonizer’s 
intentions, the consolidation of the modern subject as a self-empowered 
agent with certain inalienable rights was not to be part of Japan’s “civi-
lizing” mission in Korea. To be sure, the creation of modern subjects in 
the latter sense was never Japan’s goal despite its offi cial rhetoric nor was 
it the goal of any colonial power in the twentieth century. The national-
ist response went much further in facilitating the emergence of modern 
subjectivity through numerous publications and social movements pro-
moting Korean language and culture. These included rural cooperatives 
and literacy programs to modernize the Korean countryside, which was 
aided by colonial modernization in the form of railways, radios, and print 
media. 38  The point is not to make light of these efforts at modernization, 
but to emphasize their limits. 

 Despite the best efforts of nationalist reformers and colonial modern-
ization projects, literacy rates were still exorbitantly high and the limited 
expansion in political rights by the end of colonial rule left Koreans the 
equal right to die for the imperial cause when they were allowed to join 
the Imperial Army. Rather than a survey of the colonial period, the fol-
lowing sections stress the limits to colonial modernity, particularly in the 
1930s and 1940s, which was the more signifi cant antecedent to the im-
mediate postliberation period. Indeed, as colonial-era writers were keen to 
observe through a proliferation of stories with disabled characters, the trope 
of disability was used as a metaphor to denote “uneven and unequal access 
to modernity,” linking the disabled fi gure, hampered both physically and 
mentally, with the Korean nation subjugated by colonial rule. 39  The kind 
of internal subjectifi cation that was necessary to imagine colonized Korea 
as a “community of the impaired” already required a self-refl exive modern 
subject who could pinpoint the limits of colonial modernity in its failure 
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to recognize Koreans as modern subjects with political self-determination. 
Colonial modernity thus signifi ed the dramatic expansion in technolo-
gies of discipline and governmentality without an accompanying political 
emancipation that would engender full modern subjects. 40  

 Various policies were implemented toward this end, beginning with 
the concentration of power in the hands of the governor-general. The Law 
concerning Laws and Regulations to be Enforced in Korea gave the Japa-
nese governor-general the power to issue ordinances with the same effect 
as legislation passed by the Diet in Japan. 41  The Offi ce of the Governor-
General had sweeping powers in colonial Korea that incorporated execu-
tive, legislative, and judiciary functions in one body, facilitating control 
over the colony. The offi cial pretext for withholding political representa-
tion from Koreans was the lack of requisite conditions, including their low 
level of political and cultural development and the logistics necessary for 
the registration of voters. 42  Parliamentary oversight would have challenged 
imperial sovereignty, which was codifi ed in Japan with the promulgation 
of the Meiji Constitution in 1889. It designated the emperor as “sacred 
and inviolable,” “combining in Himself the rights of sovereignty” to rule 
over the empire with power over the cabinet and the military even while 
granting a limited number of civil rights to Japanese subjects. 43  

 In colonial Korea, there was no comparable sense of social pact be-
tween state and society, whether in the form of protection from arbitrary 
exercises of state power in exchange for acquiescence, or social security 
from the excesses of the market in return for hard work. Summary judg-
ments were made on a wide variety of minor offenses, and offenders 
were punished without trial, often through corporal punishment. Al-
though fl ogging was abolished in Japan in 1882, the 1912 Flogging Or-
dinance institutionalized fl ogging as the primary method of punishment 
in Korea, affecting almost half of all offenders, until it was abolished in 
1920 after the March First Movement. 44  The ideological rationale for 
maintaining “traditional” practices against the tide of modernization 
was that the “uncivilized” would not be deterred by mere detention 
and had to be controlled by harsh physical pain. 45  Pragmatically there 
was not enough capacity to imprison the increasing numbers of Koreans 
held for offenses from petty crimes to all-out insurgency against colonial 
rule by bands of “righteous armies.” Japanese arguments that colonial 
rule was necessary to bring modern reforms to Korea turned out to be a 
blatant contradiction in this case, overturning the 1894 Kabo Reforms 
by the Korean government that had already banned fl ogging before Japa-
nese colonization. 
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 Moreover, Japanese capital was given preferential access to colonial 
Korea, affording little protection for Korean workers. Although the 1916 
Factory Law limited working hours and regulated working conditions for 
Japanese workers and the 1931 Major Industries Law restricted trusts and 
cartels in Japan, neither of these applied to colonial Korea in order to allow 
Japanese capital unfettered access to the colony. 46  Colonial policy disre-
garded capital’s own requirement for the reproduction of labor—whether 
by providing a living wage capable of sustaining the workers’ livelihood 
or a public education system capable of socializing the future generation 
of workers—in the short-term interest of maximizing the extraction of re-
sources from the colonies for the benefi t of the metropole. A more detailed 
account of working conditions and the role of education in colonial Korea 
will show how the unevenness of colonial modernity manifested itself in 
the lives of the colonized. 

 Despite the expansion of industrial infrastructure in cities and port 
towns such as Hamhŭng, Hŭngnam, Ch’ŏngjin, Inch’ŏn, Seoul, and Pu-
san, Korea remained overwhelmingly agricultural throughout the colo-
nial period. Even with the large-scale migration of peasants into industrial 
work, 71 percent of people were still engaged in agricultural work and the 
urban population only made up 14 percent of the total population by the 
end of colonial rule. 47  Understanding the agrarian economy and changes 
in rural social relations is, therefore, critical in discerning the nature of 
colonial modernity in Korea. Ironically, a Japanese administrative offi cial 
in the colonial government offered instructive insight into how colonial-
ity infl ected modernity in rural Korea. 48  Working as a tenancy offi cer for 
almost fi fteen years between 1930 and 1944, Hisama Kenichi interacted 
with landlords, managers, and tenants, observing Korean rural life and 
publishing several treatises on Korean agrarian development. His offi cial 
position was the result of a new rural pacifi cation program devised by the 
colonial government to deal with the increasing number of tenancy dis-
putes throughout the 1920s. Colonial records show disputes rising sharply 
from only one reported case in 1920 to over seven hundred cases by 1930 
involving over ten thousand tenants. 49  The rapid increase can be attributed 
to the more liberal Cultural Rule of the 1920s—a change in colonial policy 
ushered in by reaction to the March First Movement—but more instru-
mental was the spread of socialist and communist ideas in the aftermath 
of the October Revolution. 50  Radical Red Peasant Unions proliferated 
throughout the Hamgyŏng regions beginning in the late 1920s. Between 
1928 and 1933, 1,575 people were arrested for Red Peasant Union activi-
ties in the region, which made up 56 percent of such arrests for the whole 
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country. 51  The colonial government feared that such class confl ict fueled 
nationalist and other political movements with a potential to turn into 
outright rebellion to overthrow colonial rule itself. 52  

 Consequently, a new system of tenancy administration was set up by 
the colonial government. Tenancy offi cers were stationed in each county 
to investigate problems, and prevent and mediate disputes by promoting 
written contracts with regular contract periods and reforms in the most 
deleterious practices, including abuse by tenant managers. Although the 
increasing confl ict in the countryside signaled a crisis of landlordism in 
Korea, colonial rule institutionalized tenancy, not only prolonging it but 
systematizing its very operation in order to tap both landlords and tenants 
as partners in agrarian development. In addition to administrative reforms, 
legislation on tenancy disputes and farmland through the 1932 Tenancy 
Arbitration Ordinance and 1934 Agricultural Lands Ordinance created a 
legal framework by which disputes could be settled, thereby providing an 
outlet for peasant discontent and absorbing any potential political pressure. 
The Rural Revitalization Campaign (1932–40) also provided low-interest 
loans, in principle to both peasants and landlords, through fi nancial co-
ops ( kŭmyung chohap ) and mutual-aid production associations ( siksan’gye ) to 
ameliorate rural conditions. 53  

 Working within this system, Hisama Kenichi was acutely sensitive to 
the way colonial modernization was coercive and exploitative, viewing 
it as a “misfortune” rather than a blessing, contrary to so many others in 
his position. His perspective reveals the intricate ways in which colonial 
modernity was indeed  colonial , and not just modern: 

 The other side of development is paved with the history of surprising 
levels of coercive control by the authorities. Plots that do not follow the 
righteous rules given by the authorities are crushed and destroyed, and 
seedlings that have not been planted in checkered rows are uprooted 
and forced to be planted again. . . . Cultivation of unapproved seeds 
is prohibited, proceeding forcefully regardless of peasant desires. . . . 
Obeying offi cial orders, peasants plant the distributed seeds in the des-
ignated plots according to checkered rows, sowing fertilizer and herbi-
cide on the assigned day, weeding on the appointed day, and preparing 
to harvest according to authorized method. Here there is only surveil-
lance and command. 54  

 No decision-making power was left in the hands of the tillers, who were 
relegated to sheer robotic movements, much like industrial workers in a 
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factory, following the minutiae of the plans and orders laid out by colo-
nial offi cials. It was an entirely different kind of mobilization from those 
in which participants are encouraged to offer up models to be emulated 
by others and to propose new ideas for the implementation of goals (even 
if those goals might already be set, as was to be the case in postliberation 
North Korea). Refl ecting peasant desire for autonomy more than material 
gain, the vast majority of tenancy disputes throughout the 1930s revolved 
around tenant rights rather than tenant rents. 55  Peasants drew on the more 
amenable landlord-tenant relations before colonial modernization when 
rent was adjusted according to harvest conditions and tenants controlled 
their labor time and labor conditions. 

 The loss of self-suffi ciency and exposure to the whims of the market 
were poignantly depicted in novels produced during the colonial period 
as former spaces of autonomy were replaced by newly emerging symbols 
of modernization: railroad stations, irrigation levees and dikes, land rec-
lamation projects, factory buildings, police stations, and banks. 56  These 
institutions marked the penetration of Japanese capital into the Korean 
countryside; more and more people had to purchase foodstuffs, clothes, 
and shoes on the market rather than producing them for themselves. Labor 
power increasingly became the only commodity left for peasants to sell as 
they were unable to live off the land. This did not translate into industrial 
jobs for the vast majority, however, and most were relegated to becom-
ing hired hands doing odd jobs whether in the cities as day laborers and 
domestic workers or in the countryside as landless agricultural workers. 57  

 Hisama concluded that the methods of rural development were much 
more coercive in Korea than in Japan proper in order to supply food to the 
growing Japanese population. He saw the strong hand of the state in ag-
ricultural production as being in perfect alignment with Japanese capital, 
which was looking for profi t at a time when the worldwide market crash 
of 1929 left few places for capital to continue reaping profi ts. Korean land-
lords also began to take advantage of the greater profi tability of exporting 
rice and other commercial crops to Japan by embracing modern methods 
of agricultural production. They utilized Japanese seeds and chemical fer-
tilizers, which tenants had no choice but to use, even at the risk of accru-
ing yet larger amounts of debt, for fear of losing their tenant contracts. 
Whereas peasants in the past could weather market fl uctuations by subsist-
ing on edible crops, now they were forced to grow commercial crops, such 
as cotton to be sold to textile factories, that were of little use as a source of 
either income or food when cotton prices plummeted. 58  Moreover, the co-
lonial government began regulating the production of alcohol and tobacco 
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so that peasant households, which were accustomed to planting and pro-
ducing them for their own consumption, now had no choice but to buy 
them on the market at prices beyond their means. As a result, increased 
agricultural production through modern methods coincided with, and 
indeed caused, increases in landless peasants and food shortages. Under 
such dire conditions, competition between tenants destroyed traditional 
communal support systems such as  ture  (labor collective) and  kye  (mutual 
aid group) that had pooled labor and shared resources in times of need, 
dismantling long-established institutions throughout the peninsula. 59  

 Hisama was unequivocal in his assessment of colonial agrarian policies; 
any attempt at rural revitalization under conditions that left 70 percent of 
farmers with less than one  chŏngbo  (2.45 acres) of land was doomed to fail: 
“When 75 percent of farmers are tenant farmers, and 60 percent of land is 
tenant land, any plan for revitalization must deal with the problem of ten-
ancy. . . . Any revitalization movement under such conditions only serves 
to maintain tenant rents, improving the landlords’ ability to receive rent 
payments.” 60  It is no surprise that he advocated a land reform that would 
give land to the tillers as the way to true rural revitalization. This never 
happened under colonial rule, but it is precisely what happened in North 
Korea after liberation, as we shall see in the next chapter. 

 Along with agrarian development, mass education under colonial rule 
was often touted as another shining example of colonial modernity, but it 
was only after the beginning of the second Sino-Japanese War that there was 
a sharp increase in primary school enrollment, to over 30 percent, with the 
promulgation of the 1938 Education Ordinance. 61  The expansion of educa-
tion was closely tied to military mobilization and the need to recruit disci-
plined youth into the ranks of the military. Still, as of 1942 enrollment of 
school-aged children hovered below 50 percent—66.1 percent of boys and 
29.1 percent of girls. 62  

 The diffi culty of recruiting students to attend school during the early 
years of colonial rule partly had to do with resistance from parents. The 
“normal schools” ( pot’ong hakkyo ) set up by the Japanese focused on Japa-
nese language acquisition at the expense of training in classical Chinese, 
which was regarded as the most legitimate form of education, especially 
among the former literati and  yangban  elites that had been the backbone 
of the landed bureaucracy before colonization under the Confucian order 
of the Chosŏn Dynasty. 63  Some parents astutely observed that Japanese 
language training was designed to eradicate Korean identity and turn their 
children into soldiers, workers, or “slaves” of Japan. In response, colonial 
offi cials stressed the necessity of learning Japanese in an era when there 
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were increasing interactions between Korea and Japan. 64  In other words, 
learning Japanese would determine whether one advanced up the social 
ladder in colonial Korea. Consequently, attitudes toward the schools be-
gan to change, but there was another problem. Basic education was lim-
ited to four years of Japanese language and job training, refl ecting colonial 
objectives in extending public education. The few privileged enough to 
have acquired basic schooling were not content to give up their continued 
education once the four years were over. However, the colonizers were 
anxious about extending higher education to colonial subjects, especially 
when opportunities for social advancement after graduation were limited. 
The program of mass education under colonial rule was a stunted one that 
focused on disciplining and training students to work hard to provide for 
one’s family as “law-abiding people” ( yangmin ). 65  

 The colonial education system was thus founded on an inherent con-
tradiction: it sought to foster mass education without the opportunity for 
higher education or social advancement when social advancement was 
precisely the rationale given from the beginning by colonial authorities 
for recruiting students. Colonial authorities had initially blamed Korean 
“stupidity” and “narrow-mindedness” for problems in enrolling Korean 
students in the schools. Yet when Korean graduates sought to enroll in 
middle schools to continue their education, they were deemed “frivolous 
and lazy,” steeped in the vices of Korean tradition, which avoided manual 
labor. 66  As a result, only 10 to 15 percent of Korean students went on to 
middle school, and total enrollment never exceeded 1 percent of school-
aged children throughout the colonial period. 67  

 “Tradition” thus served multiple purposes, more often denounced as 
an impediment to “civilization and enlightenment,” but also exploited 
when it served colonial interests. For example, traditional academies called 
 sŏdang  had been the main venues for education in Korea prior to coloni-
zation, proliferating during the latter half of the Chosŏn Dynasty. They 
competed with the public schools set up by the Japanese in the early years 
of colonial rule, and were roundly regarded by modernizers as useless for 
their focus on the memorization of Confucian texts. The private academies 
were accused of spreading “traditional vices,” using education as a means 
to cultivate bureaucrats rather than workers, confl ating education with 
politics. 68  Meanwhile, Confucian ethics were embraced by the colonizers 
in promoting hierarchy and obedience to authority, citing “good Korean 
traditions” such as close relationships between teachers and students, com-
plete deference to parents, respect for elders, and worship of ancestors. 69  In 
reaction, Korean educators retorted that the purpose of education was to 
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develop active citizens who vigorously participate in national affairs with 
a sense of patriotism and national consciousness. 70  The private academies 
had in effect pinpointed what made colonial modernity indeed colonial—
the development of cultural and economic forces without parallel  political  
development. Any advancements made during the 1920s and early 1930s 
would in any case be shelved with the total mobilization for war that had 
already begun with the Japanese expansion into Manchuria in 1931, and 
accelerated with general war between China and Japan starting in 1937. 

 Total War Mobilization 

 The onset of the second Sino-Japanese War and the beginning of the 
Asia-Pacifi c War in the late 1930s saw a defi nitive shift in colonial policy 
because the integration of colonial subjects was required for total war mo-
bilization. Mobilization was facilitated by the social pacifi cation policies 
of the 1930s that had organized over two-thirds of all rural households as 
members of fi nancial co-ops and mutual-aid production associations. 71  But 
this time, mobilization required nothing short of total devotion both in 
material  and  spiritual terms. As part of the National Spirit Total Mobili-
zation Movement ( Kungmin chŏngsin ch’ongdongwŏn undong ) that was orga-
nized in Japan shortly after the invasion of China in 1937, village branches 
were set up throughout the Korean Peninsula with every ten households 
grouped together into Patriotic Units ( aegukpan ). They were to embody 
the Japanese slogan  naisen ittai , which literally meant “Japan and Korea as 
one body” united through the imperial spirit. As part of the movement, it 
became everyone’s duty to serve the empire through one’s labor in support 
of the war front while maintaining defense on the home front. 72  As more 
and more able-bodied men were drafted into the military, the patriotic 
units were in charge of almost all forms of labor, from agricultural work 
to road and bridge repair, sanitation, and fi refi ghting. 73  

 Active participation was diffi cult to obtain from colonized subjects. 
They had to be induced through material incentives, such as monetary 
aid when there was a death or a birth in the family. 74  Women made up the 
overwhelming majority of the patriotic units despite offi cial demand for 
the attendance of male heads of household. 75  The decisive change came 
in 1941 when the patriotic units were put in charge of distributing ra-
tions and other daily necessities, including rice. People had no choice but 
to participate in order to survive. By 1944, 370,000 patriotic units were 
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organized, encompassing over 4.6 million of the 4.9 million households 
in Korea. 76  

 The numbers, however, indicated nothing about the actual level of al-
legiance held by colonial subjects toward the empire. Consequently, the 
colonial government turned to spiritual integration as one of the defi ning 
elements of Japanese colonial modernity. It is no wonder that socialist and 
communist thought was perceived to be so threatening: any materialist 
analysis would have jeopardized the very integrity of an essentialist ide-
ology emanating from the Japanese emperor as the spiritual core of the 
empire. 77  Daily rituals enacting the spiritual integration of the colony with 
the empire were thus paramount. The rituals, which were scheduled peri-
odically throughout the day in both public and private spaces, embodied 
outward expressions of colonial assimilation that could be enforced and 
monitored for proper compliance. Bowing toward the imperial palace and 
observing silence at noon were two of the most important rituals forced 
on colonial subjects. The noontime silence, when all pedestrians and cy-
clists had to stop at the sound of a siren and observe a minute of silence in 
honor of the imperial soldiers and the war dead, was practiced only in co-
lonial Korea, and was not practiced in Japan. 78  Despite discourses of  naisen 
ittai , defi ning Japan and Korea as one body, colonial difference was already 
marked onto the everyday as unequal and asymmetrical. 

 Colonial difference also required detailed instructions on daily life that 
would replace previous practices. Everyone’s day was now mandated to 
begin with a bow toward the imperial palace: one had to rise early in 
the morning before sunrise, cleansing oneself thoroughly, before gather-
ing with one’s family members and bowing toward the imperial palace at 
sunrise with a grateful mind, reciting the oath of the imperial subject. 79  
Additional precepts advised frugality, restricting elaborate traditional 
weddings, funerals, and banquets past 11 o’clock at night, and curbing the 
consumption of liquor and tobacco out of respect for the sacrifi ces made 
by imperial soldiers. 80  

 Such physical manifestations of spiritual integration were accompanied 
by ideological purifi cation campaigns in order to “rehabilitate” ( kyohwa ) 
colonial subjects in their hearts and minds through proper “guidance” 
( sŏndo ). 81  Less intrusive methods included lectures and roundtable discus-
sions, but more overt means involved surveillance, especially of those who 
had served prison terms for anticolonial activities, and the organization of 
self-defense units ( chawidan ) to assist the police in suppressing anticolonial 
resistance. Those deemed ideologically “dangerous” were often seques-
tered from the village and forced to undergo “training,” including saluting 
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the imperial fl ag, taking Japanese language classes, and renouncing com-
munism. Lectures preached the futility of Korean independence, the righ-
teousness of  naisen ittai , and conviction of ultimate Japanese triumph in 
the war. Guidelines for proper guidance and instruction denied Korea was 
ever historically independent, emphasizing its “confused state in foreign 
relations and in internal affairs, driving people’s livelihood into impover-
ishment.” 82  Japanese annexation of Korea was regarded as “nothing but the 
relinquishment of sovereignty by the Korean emperor and his offi cials to 
Japan,” in order to be “included within the powerful Japanese civilization, 
forever enjoying a secure life.” Colonial rule was justifi ed by the “close 
ethnic-national ancestry” between Korea and Japan, which “have enjoyed 
close relations since ancient times” and are thus inseparable. This kind of 
indoctrination was supposed to convince colonial subjects that “there is 
no greater glory and happiness for Koreans than to be part of the Japanese 
nation-state,” since “ naisen ittai  leads to ten thousand good things.” 

 However, the very process of explaining Korean and Japanese congru-
ity delineated Koreans as different, in need of (re)defi nition as histori-
cally  not  independent, requiring conversion to the belief that Korea, and 
Koreans, were indeed part of the Japanese empire. The term  naisen ittai  
( ) itself demonstrates the point. It uses the character  nai  (interior) 
to refer to Japan, as was customary in referring to the metropole as  naiji  
( )—that is, interior land as opposed to exterior lands ( ) made up 
of its colonies. Meanwhile, the second character from Chosŏn ( ), the 
name of the last Korean dynasty, was used to refer to Korea. Thus, the ide-
ological term to denote Japanese-Korean oneness contained within itself 
its own contradiction, whereby Japan was inscribed as the agent, naming 
and defi ning Korea unilaterally from the dominant position. Moreover, 
thought purifi cation sessions and all offi cial activities were carried out in 
the Japanese language as yet another way to “imperialize” ( J:  kominka ) 
Koreans as Japanese imperial subjects. However, as of 1943, only 16.6 per-
cent of Koreans were profi cient in Japanese. 83  Thus, the very activities 
instructing Koreans to be part of the Japanese empire inscribed ethnic dif-
ference through language differences. The promise of equality was even 
less convincing for the older generation whose ethnic and cultural identi-
ties were already marked through language and customs that had to be 
expunged to make room for imperial subjecthood. 

 Beset by anxiety about the effi cacy of spiritual integration, colonial 
authorities often worked at cross-purposes with  naisen ittai . Not only was 
spiritual integration continuously policed through daily rituals but fears 
were particularly acute about the potential infl uence of those convicted of 
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antistate activities. Imprisonment was not enough—they had to be con-
verted ( J:  tenkō ) and reintegrated into the national body ( J:  kokutai ), not 
just physically but ideologically, in order to maintain the integrity of the 
empire. 84  National subjects, or citizens ( J:  kokumin ), in body and soul thus 
constructed, had to submit their individual happiness to that of the nation 
and to sacrifi ce themselves and their private interests for the welfare of the 
empire. There are certain similarities here with any nationalist rhetoric, 
but the confusion was in the ambiguity of the national collective in colo-
nial discourse. Who was a national subject? And what was the basis for the 
national collective to which one should submit? 

 The nation that represented the empire was none other than Japan, 
contrary to offi cial rhetoric that called for a pan-Asian multiethnic empire 
under the slogan of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Begin-
ning in 1941, primary schools were called “national schools” ( kungmin hak-
kyo ) through the National School Ordinance, which ordained that schools 
should cultivate imperial subjects through primary education that in-
cluded the following subjects: “national language” ( kugŏ ), which actually 
meant the Japanese language; “national history” ( kuksa ), which in reality 
referred to Japanese history; and “national lands” ( kukt’o ), which in fact 
designated Japanese geography. 85  A Japan-centered “national history” that 
relegated Korean history to the periphery, either as part of Chinese history 
in the textbooks of the 1930s or as part of Japanese history in the textbooks 
of the 1940s, ultimately painted the union of Korea with Japan through 
 naisen ittai  as a predestined outcome that had been in the making since 
time immemorial. 86  It may have been easier for children without a coher-
ent sense of identity to identify as part of this new collective that brought 
Japan and Korea together under the umbrella of imperial subjecthood; 
for those already speaking the Korean language, however, “imperializa-
tion” required a total erasure of one’s previous identity, which was already 
shaped by one’s language, name, dress, habits, and customs. The “impe-
rial subject” was an ideological construct, like any other national identity, 
that attempted to make room for Koreans within the imperial collective, 
but the collective was defi ned by Japanese-ness to which Koreans had 
to submit by giving up their former selves. Still, with more than half of 
school-aged children not enrolled in school and thus outside the purview of 
colonial educators, the minister of education under the governor-general 
was justifi ably concerned that “the over one million children being edu-
 cated as imperial subjects do not make up even half of the 23 million Ko- 
reans. Combining other organizations such as the youth groups, women’s 
associations, and rural revitalization committees . . . still does not exceed 
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fi ve million people. The remaining 17 million are all outside the scope of 
cultivation, out of reach of rehabilitation.” 87  

 Additional attempts at “rehabilitation” by print media, as well as by 
lectures, workshops, and traveling fi lm presentations confronted substan-
tial diffi culty reaching the remote countryside due to the lack of facilities, 
frequent power outages, and gaps in Japanese language comprehension. 88  
Due to language problems, recitations of the oath of the imperial subject 
had to be replaced by radio lectures, particularly in rural villages, while 
the noon minute of silence was considered too long and cumbersome in 
an urbanized city like Seoul and was reduced to thirty seconds. 89  Thus, 
spiritual devotion and the integration sought in colonial subjects through 
the performance of daily rituals was in reality diffi cult to foster, and the 
increasing restrictions in daily life, from limiting the consumption of cos-
metics, permed hairstyles, expensive clothing, jewelry, and fancy cuisine 
to limits on elaborate traditional wedding and funeral rites, served only to 
increase resentment. 90  As much as they tried, without any way to scrutinize 
the hearts and minds of the masses, colonial offi cials had recourse only to 
outward assurances of compliance rather than true spiritual integration. 
The outward appearance of the devout imperial subject—an emulation of 
neither Western consumer culture nor traditional Eastern culture—was to 
be a man with a shaved head and wearing the “national uniform” ( kung-
minbok ), a simplifi ed version of the Japanese army uniform, or a woman 
in a simple hairstyle with a loose-fi tting trouser narrowed at the ankle to 
facilitate work ( momppe , the standard pants imposed by wartime policy), 
which pervaded the late colonial landscape as it drew to a close. 91  One of 
the fi rst reversals witnessed after liberation was the ubiquity of people in 
 hanbok , with Koreans back in their traditional attire and the Japanese now 
slipping into it in order to avoid persecution by the formerly colonized. 92  

 The  forms  of mobilization through lectures, study sessions, and collec-
tive labor projects might appear to be the same in postliberation North 
Korea, but the  content  was substantially different. Lectures and study ses-
sions no longer preached  naisen ittai , but focused on teaching Korean lan-
guage and history. Labor was no longer mobilized for the empire, but 
solicited by distributing land to the tillers and placing the management of 
local industries in the hands of factory committees. As a result, a sense of 
consensus was forged between the emerging government and the people 
that promised the fulfi llment of social needs, cultural reform, and political 
empowerment, not simply in exchange for their acquiescence, but through 
their own identifi cation with the revolutionary cause. In postliberation 
North Korea, the experience of wartime mobilization was harnessed to 
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facilitate the rapid mobilization of society, but this time in a way that com-
bined the social, cultural, and political emancipation of Koreans toward 
a socialist modernity—a modernity  with  modern subjects. Although the 
colonial period had the unintended consequence of laying down the insti-
tutional foundation (form) for the rapid mobilization and centralization of 
society in the postliberation period, the purpose of mobilization (content) 
would be very different. Much of that content was drawn from the other 
important legacy from the colonial period: the experience of anticolonial 
struggle waged by Kim Il Sung and his partisans in Manchuria. 

 Manchuria 

 The formation of a highly centralized state in North Korea has often been 
attributed to Kim Il Sung’s partisan experience in Manchuria. Wada Ha-
ruki famously coined the term the “guerrilla state” to refer to North Ko-
rea while Han Hongkoo more specifi cally pointed to the Minsaengdan 
Incident, in which upward of two thousand Korean communists were 
purged from the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) as pro-Japanese spies 
between late 1932 and early 1935. Kim Il Sung himself came under ac-
cusation, only narrowly escaping death, which thus, argues Han, made the 
experience a defi ning one for the North Korean leadership in forming a 
“guerrilla state haunted by a siege psychology” to this day. 93  The guerrilla 
experience, however, was more than that, particularly in the way it served 
as a platform for envisioning what socialist modernity might entail. 

 To understand the guerrilla experience as a formative one, not only 
traumatic but also constructive, we must fi rst turn our attention to eastern 
Manchuria, a peripheral part of China bordering northern Korea that was 
better known as Kando (present day Yanbian Korean Autonomous Pre-
fecture) among Koreans at the time. It had been a major destination for 
Korean peasants in search of a new life since the late nineteenth century, 
attracting yet more immigrants during the colonial period not only among 
those looking for work but also among revolutionaries fl eeing colonial op-
pression. As a result, Koreans made up between 70 to 80 percent of the 
entire Kando population throughout the colonial period. 94  The active Red 
Peasant Union movement in the Hamgyŏng Provinces partly had to do 
with its close proximity to this region. 95  After Japanese encroachment into 
Manchuria in September 1931, Japanese troops were sent into Kando to 
wage a brutal campaign to wipe out Korean and Chinese revolutionaries. 
Thousands were killed, including local residents. Terrifi ed Korean peasants 
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fl ed to nearby mountains under the leadership of Korean communist orga-
nizations, setting up guerrilla bases and soviet communes. At times known 
as “communist utopias,” these base areas served as the fi rst experiments in 
building socialism for Koreans, becoming a “source of inspiration for the 
development of the revolutionary movement in Korea proper.” 96  

 Indeed, policies carried out in the soviets—confi scating all properties 
owned by landlords and Japanese collaborators; distributing land to the 
tillers; stripping political rights from wealthy peasants; and electing poor 
peasants into leadership posts—would be reproduced during the North 
Korean Revolution. But the more radical impulse to create a utopian 
commune by confi scating lands owned by middle peasants and even the 
meager possessions owned by poor peasants, such as cooking utensils to 
form a communal kitchen, eventually alienated peasants, thwarting the 
soviet experiment. The more moderate united front policy adopted dur-
ing the North Korean Revolution, while moving ahead with the success-
ful elements of the previous socialist experiment, such as the land reform, 
should be understood within the historical experience of the colonial 
period—both the forms imposed by colonial rule and the struggles waged 
in reaction to it, especially in Manchuria. Before the purge, Kando had 
been the seat of radical experimentation in self-rule through the forma-
tion of soviets, often overshadowed by the devastation and tragedy of the 
Minsaengdan Incident. 

 The Minsaengdan Incident was, in part, the result of the unique eth-
nic makeup of the Kando region combined with decisions made by the 
Communist International under the leadership of the Soviet Union. The 
1928 Comintern decision for “One Country One Party” mandated one 
national party structure for each country, obliging Korean communists 
in Manchuria to join the Chinese Communist Party. As a result, Koreans 
made up over 90 percent of CCP membership in Manchuria in the early 
1930s. 97  Even before the policy, Korean communists had eagerly joined the 
revolution in China with a strong sense of proletarian internationalism. 
However, the 1931 Japanese incursion into Manchuria led to the founding 
of competing pro-Japanese and nationalist Korean organizations, such as 
the Minsaengdan, which advocated Korean self-rule in Kando. Although it 
disbanded in a mere six months due to communist assault, subsequent Japa-
nese intervention led to scores of arrests, sparking fears that Minsaengdan 
spies had infi ltrated the communist movement. Such fears were aggravated 
by the class composition of the Chinese and Koreans in Kando: 92.9 percent 
of tenants were Koreans, whereas 51.1 percent of landlords were Chinese. 98  
Japanese authorities were able to manipulate class and ethnic antagonisms 
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to pit the Chinese against the Koreans, as well as the communists against 
the nationalists. Japan justifi ed its intervention in Manchuria by the need 
to “protect its imperial subjects” (Koreans), which branded Koreans as col-
laborators, weakening the anti-Japanese coalition of Chinese and Koreans, 
as well as a potential united front of communists and nationalists. 

 The results were disastrous. In early 1932, the eastern Manchuria 
branch of the CCP launched an anti-Minsaengdan campaign that con-
sisted of mass riots, arson, and assassinations. Amid widespread accusations 
against Koreans for inviting Japanese intervention in Manchuria, Korean 
communists, in order to prove their loyalty, went after those suspected 
of being Japanese collaborators with particular vengeance. As suspicion 
spread to frenzied proportions, any association with someone suspected 
of having ties to Minsaengdan came under attack, including communists. 
By late 1932, the Chinese leaders of the eastern Manchuria branch of the 
CCP began to interrogate, torture, and execute any rank-and-fi le party 
member, the vast majority of whom were Koreans, suspected of ties to 
Minsaengdan. 

 The madness of the purge can be gleaned from the trivial ways in 
which people were suspected of being members of Minsaengdan, such as 
spilling a few grains of rice during meals, under- or overcooking rice for 
the guerrillas, and complaining of headaches, indigestion, or overwork. 
Even advocating independence for Korea was seen as a breach of com-
munist internationalism, siding with reactionary nationalist organizations 
like the Minsaengdan. 99  At the height of absurdity, the Korean soviets 
were accused of emulating the Minsaengdan’s advocacy for Korean self-
rule. 100  The purge devastated the Kando region as a base for guerrilla op-
erations, killing more Korean revolutionaries and their supporters than the 
extermination campaign waged by Japanese troops. The lasting impact on 
the partisans, who were to become leaders of North Korea after liberation, 
was a solid unbreakable bond with Kim Il Sung. Kim Il Sung’s memoir 
and those of his partisans point to the dramatic moment when Kim burned 
all the fi les of the suspects compiled by the Purge Committee as key in 
solidifying Kim’s leadership, not only for the bold move but also for his 
compassion. 101  As news of the burning of the fi les and the rehabilitation of 
suspects spread, those that had fl ed to escape the purge now rallied around 
Kim Il Sung. He emerged from the purge as a defi nitive leader, capable of 
overcoming the mistrust and suspicion plaguing the communists to create 
an immutable bond between himself and his partisans. 

 As the remaining communists and partisans in Manchuria regrouped to 
form the Northeast Anti-Japanese United Army under Chinese command, 
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Kim became commander of the Third Division of the Second Army 
and was instrumental in rehabilitating many of the accused Koreans for 
the formation of his own guerrilla unit. Soon after, he gained notoriety 
among the Japanese for waging the “largest and most successful” guer-
rilla campaign along the Sino-Korean border in eastern Manchuria. 102  The 
most famous of his exploits was the raid on Poch’onbo, a Korean town just 
across the border in Manchuria. Kim led almost two hundred guerrillas 
on June 4, 1937, attacking the town and destroying local government of-
fi ces, setting fi re to the Japanese police station and post offi ce. Although 
it offered clear evidence of Kim’s talents as a military leader, the raid was 
more important for the political organization and coordination that went 
on for nearly half a year beforehand between the guerrillas and the Korean 
Fatherland Restoration Association ( Hanin choguk kwangbokhoe ), an anti-
Japanese united front organization based in Manchuria. 103  Perhaps taking 
the cue from Mao, Kim embraced the importance of the mass line, mak-
ing sure that the guerrillas were in close contact with the people. 

 Indeed, the ten-point platform of the Association shows striking par-
allels to reforms implemented in postliberation North Korea, whether in 
calling for a united front against the Japanese and their collaborators or in 
the specifi c programs that called for the confi scation of Japanese property 
(including land), the development of collective farms, and the replace-
ment of the “slave education of the Japanese” with free education that 
enhances “our national culture.” 104  Points that called for the abolition of 
Japanese policies on taxes, military conscription, and white terror were 
quite explicit; others that advocated freedoms of speech, assembly, and 
organization to ally against the Japanese and to “reform the daily life of 
laborers, peasants, soldiers, youth, women, and all working masses” were 
rather general, making it diffi cult to fully trace how they were imple-
mented, if in fact the Association had occasion to do so amid guerrilla 
warfare. Nonetheless, the reforms carried out in postliberation North Ko-
rea, from the land reform to the beginnings of a free universal education 
with a heavy emphasis on Korean language and history, signal the way the 
changes in everyday life of “all working masses” took their inspirational 
blueprint from the Manchurian experience during the colonial period, but 
now with the resources and the space to become fully effective. 

 The Declaration of the Korean Fatherland Restoration Association in 
Manchuria, issued on June 10, 1936, summoned “all Koreans, regardless 
of class, sex, position, faction, age, and religious belief” to “unite and 
fi ght the Japanese to restore our fatherland.” 105  It renounced discrimina-
tion against anyone, beckoning “the old and the young, the rich with 
their wealth, those who have food with their food, those who have skills 
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with their skills, all twenty-three million Koreans” to unite and mobilize 
against Japanese imperialism. Consistent with this inclusion of “all work-
ing masses” for a united front that would bring together almost all Koreans 
with the exception of “national traitors,” a broad social category called 
 samuwŏn  was incorporated into the classifi cation system in postliberation 
North Korea. Although the term literally means offi ce worker or clerk, it 
was used as a catch-all social class distinct from the peasants and the work-
ers in order to incorporate intellectuals and professionals into the revolu-
tion. This class was represented by the writing brush, which was added to 
the hammer and the sickle in the Korean Workers’ Party emblem, when 
the communists came to power in North Korea. The ambiguity of the 
category enabled those with questionable class backgrounds to join the 
revolution, continuing the legacy of the united anti-Japanese front. 

 It is within this context of the anticolonial guerrilla struggle in Manchu-
ria and the trauma of the Minsaengdan Incident that Han Hongkoo claims 
we must understand the development of Juche ideology and Kim Il Sung’s 
repeated emphasis on independence as the “lifeblood of the nation”—that 
the “master of the Korean revolution is the Korean people.” 106  As the only 
communist leader in history to have been imprisoned by both Chinese 
and Soviet communists, Kim Il Sung was keenly aware of how expendable 
revolutions in small countries such as Korea could become when weighed 
against the national interests of larger powers such as China and the Soviet 
Union despite communist principles of internationalism. 107  Eschewing big-
power chauvinism, Kim Il Sung understood proletarian internationalism 
as inseparable from patriotism: “He who does not love his own country 
cannot be loyal to internationalism, and he who is unfaithful to interna-
tionalism cannot be faithful to his own country and people. A true patriot 
is precisely an internationalist and vice versa.” 108  This combination of inter-
nationalism with nationalism in the form of self-reliance, or Juche, was to 
become a defi ning feature of North Korean socialist modernity. 

 Although much has been made of colonial modernity in the historiogra-
phy of colonial Korea, much of this historiography remains a description 
of modernization during the colonial period without theorizing the singu-
larity of this experience. In the face of the diffi culty in identifying what is 
specifi cally  colonial  about colonial modernity at a time when the postmod-
ern critique of modernity seems to relegate all of modernity as necessarily 
and always colonial, studies of colonial modernity have focused on what 
was modern about it at the expense of critiquing its coloniality. But the 
question persists: What makes colonial modernity not just modern but co-
lonial? A theoretically relevant answer demands more than its description 
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simply as modernity that happens to take place under colonialism. As this 
chapter has shown, signs of modernity in the  universalizing  drive toward 
the rationalization of production, the expansion of capital, and the social-
ization of mass education was infl ected by an altogether different logic of 
colonialism as  particularizing  that delineated difference, working at cross-
purposes with the universalizing aims of modernity. 109  Certain forms of 
traditional practices such as fl ogging and tenancy were redeployed, ascrib-
ing difference through the legalization of physical punishment and the 
codifi cation of social stratifi cation. Ultimately, imperial subjectivity was 
defi ned by resorting to a primordial past traced through the lineage of the 
Japanese emperor—the very antithesis of the modern subject—rendering 
Korea’s colonial modernity deeply antimodern by its end. 

 Japan’s preoccupation with “overcoming” modernity led to the revival 
of “traditions” such as the emperor system, through which the Japanese “es-
sence” was displayed and the Japanese nation was spiritually united, much 
like the Nazis sought to transcend class divisions and political tensions 
through a “myth of transcendent unity” in the ideal of  Volksgemeinschaft . 110  
Whether a national essence that was traced to time immemorial through 
the Japanese emperor, or a superior Aryan race that united German soci-
ety against class and party divisions, both ideologies were outside of time, 
meant to overcome the chaos of the modern present. In that sense, both 
systems were quite deliberately antimodern. By contrast, modern social 
revolutions have attempted to overturn the past by delineating an abrupt 
rupture from tradition toward a radically different future. North Korea was 
no different in this respect from other modern social revolutions. 

 In the next chapter, we look at the social, political, and cultural prac-
tices that made socialist modernity an everyday reality in North Korea, 
transforming the very fabric of that everyday as distinctly modern, this 
time very purposely peopled by modern subjects. Although the idea of 
Juche was not to become part of a systematic ideology until after the Ko-
rean War, it is no wonder that it has come to occupy such a central posi-
tion in postcolonial North Korea, where the recuperation of the modern 
subject was to become its crowning achievement. 111  Three main events 
facilitated the articulation of modern subjectivity—a radical land reform 
that liberated peasants from their centuries-old submission to landlords, an 
unprecedented election that reshaped mass politics, and a national literacy 
campaign that rewrote the rules of cultural and educational accessibility. It 
is now time to see up close the changes in everyday life within the North 
Korean Revolution by looking at one particular county, Inje. 



 Illiteracy is the enemy of civilization and enlightenment. . . .  After realizing 
the need to learn to read and write, today I have come to gain the abil-
ity to compose the minutes with my own hand as a result of diligent 
self-study. 
 Inje County party meeting minutes, March 26, 1948 

 3. Three Reforms 

 Initiating the Revolution 

Figure 3.1. “Let’s learn even while we work” (n.p., n.d.). RG 242, SA 
2005, box 7, item 9. Courtesy of the National Archives and Records 
Administration.

 At the end of colonial rule, Korea consisted of thirteen administrative 
provinces ( to ) that were divided into counties ( kun ), townships ( myŏn ), 
and villages ( ri  ). 1  Inje County was located in the middle of Kangwŏn 
Province, a province situated in the center of the peninsula along the 38th 
parallel that divided Korea in half into the two separate occupation zones 
in 1945. With the partition, fi ve and a half provinces out of the thirteen 
fell into the northern half, and Kangwŏn Province was split almost ex-
actly in half, as was Inje County. The upper half of the county fell above 
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the 38th parallel, including four townships—Puk, Inje, Sŏhwa, and the 
upper tip of Nam—with an estimated population of just over thirty thou-
sand people. The total adult population in the county in December 1948 
was reported to be 18,359. 2  The province, along with the county, has 
since become part of South Korea after the redrawing of the boundary 
at the end of the Korean War in 1953. 3  Today, geographically a bit larger 
than Los Angeles County, the county’s population has remained stable at 
just over thirty-two thousand and thrives on the many tourists that visit 
the region for its scenic mountains, the most famous of which is Mount 
Sŏrak. 4  

 Divided as it was, Inje County offers a microcosm of the overall situa-
tion in North Korea as a median point that was neither dominated by con-
servatives nor communists, in contrast to such places as South Hamgyŏng 
Province, traditionally a leftist stronghold, or South P’yŏngan Province, 
longtime center of Christian activity. 5  Despite regional differences in the 
political orientation of local people’s committees in the aftermath of lib-
eration, local variations during the revolution were muted by the push to-
ward centralization and by broad peasant support of the measures adopted 
by the revolutionary government. Comparisons with other counties and 
provinces in North Korea show remarkable similarities across the sorts of 
projects implemented, making the study of Inje suitable as a microhistory 
of North Korea. In practical terms, Inje also offers the richest and most 
complete set of archival records, facilitating the reconstruction of its his-
tory in detail. 6  

 As shown in table 2.2 in the previous chapter, Kangwŏn Province was 
the last to organize a provincial PC, on October 18, 1945, due to its loca-
tion along the 38th parallel. 7  Despite the late offi cial date, the province had 
been governing itself quite effectively by the time the National Congress 
of People’s Committee Representatives convened in November 1945. 
The provincial representative reported to the Congress on the situation in 
Kangwŏn, providing a glimpse of the enthusiasm and capacity for self-rule 
at the local level only three months after liberation: 

 The administration and the application of justice are being carried out 
at the hands of the people’s committee. Our province has 140,000 un-
employed people, and is in the process of constructing a hydroelectric 
dam by raising 85 million  won . . . . The people’s committee decides the 
price [of commodities]. . . . Security has been very favorable, and peo-
ple’s courts have convened multiple times. . . . We strictly observe the 
3–7 rent system [whereby the landlord keeps 30 percent and the tiller 



Three Reforms   73

keeps 70 percent of the harvest]. . . . All land owned by the Japanese 
and national traitors have been confi scated, and the confi scated land are 
tilled by peasants according to the same 3–7 rent system, submitting the 
rent as tax to the people’s committee. 8  

 Despite such dynamism in the province, Inje County was isolated from 
urban centers and diffi cult to reach due to the lack of adequate transporta-
tion as 90 percent of the county territory consisted of forests and mountain 
ranges. Newspapers took almost two weeks to reach the area. 9  

 Like much of the country, Inje was also overwhelmingly rural, with 
most of the 6,388 households engaged in full-time farming in 1945. 10  
However, unlike the south, traditionally known as the “rice bowl” of the 
peninsula with its rich rice paddies, Inje was similar to most other parts 
of the north with limited wet paddy fi elds. It relied on the less fertile dry 
fi elds instead, which produced wheat, barley, and potatoes, yielding as lit-
tle as half that of the irrigated lands. 11  As a result, it was considered one of 
the most “backward” areas in terms of living conditions, with few cultural 
and educational opportunities. Eighty percent of the county’s economy 
relied on farming, which made livestock, especially oxen, an important 
resource. 12  The ox is still common throughout rural Korea, north and 
south, dotted as it is with small plots nestled in the valleys surrounded by 
mountains, making large tractors diffi cult to operate in many areas. Some 
studies have estimated that as much as a third of all arable land in North 
Korea is unsuitable for tractors. 13  Heavily agricultural, the county had few 
industries except for some ceramic factories, but forests provided opportu-
nities for logging. 14  Most industries came to a standstill after liberation be-
cause the majority of skilled workers and engineers were Japanese, whose 
exodus left the factories without personnel. The scant number of skilled 
workers in the county can be gleaned from a list of such workers compiled 
by the North Korean Workers’ Party in 1946. It included 175 people with 
military skills, most of whom were forcibly conscripted in the last year of 
colonial rule, and a handful of additional skilled workers: seven ceramic 
workers, two carpenters, four mechanics, seven automobile drivers, one 
electric car operator, one generator operator, one telephone repairman, 
and one doctor for a county population of some thirty thousand. 15  

 A 1947 survey of peasant conditions in Inje found that the overwhelm-
ing majority were still in the “poor peasant” ( pinnong ) category, which des-
ignated those suffering from chronic food shortages regardless of harvest 
conditions. In contrast to categories of social class used before liberation—
such as landlord, self-cultivator, and tenant farmer (sharecropper)—new 
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ŏh

w
a

10
14

 3
17

1,
58

1
 4

,5
35

 4
,0

83
 8

,6
18

30
4

1,
30

9
1,

33
4

2,
64

3
10

44
40

 8
4

1,
90

5
 5

,9
02

 5
,4

60
11

,3
62

  
T
o
ta

l
41

57
30

87
4,

65
6

13
,1

75
11

,9
15

25
,0

90
88

5
3,

06
4

2,
94

7
6,

01
1

14
55

47
10

2
5,

59
6

16
,3

51
14

,9
39

31
,2

90

So
ur

ce
: 

R
G

 2
42

, S
A

 2
00

7,
 b

ox
 6

, i
te

m
 9

, “
V

ar
io

us
 D

oc
um

en
ts

” 
(1

94
7)

.
N

ot
e:

 H
: H

ou
se

ho
ld

s;
 M

: M
al

e;
 F

: F
em

al
e;

 T
: T

ot
al

 



Three Reforms   75

categories after liberation were not simply defi ned by land ownership but 
emphasized living conditions in order to differentiate  among  the peasantry, 
which made up the overwhelming majority of the population. “Middle 
peasants” ( chungnong ) were defi ned as those who were dependent on the 
quality of the harvest, having enough food with a good harvest but dif-
fi culty sustaining themselves during a bad year. “Rich peasants” ( punong ) 
referred to those who had more than enough food irrespective of harvest 
conditions, so that they could sell or loan out their surplus. At the bottom 
of the rung were “employed peasants” ( konong ), or agricultural workers, 
who had to fi nd work as hired help on other people’s farms. A mammoth 
80 percent of peasants in Inje were still in the poor peasant category in 
1947, as shown in table 3.1, before the effects of the 1946 land reform could 
be fully felt. 

 Under such circumstances, revolution for peasants meant three 
things—redistribution of land, political representation, and educational 
opportunity—each of which created unprecedented economic, political, 
and cultural prospects of advancement for peasants in North Korea. Each 
of these will be dealt with in turn in the following sections. 

 Land Reform 

 For the peasants who made up 80 percent of the Korean population, there 
was nothing more pressing than the resolution of the land issue. It became 
the fi rst and the most signifi cant way by which peasants participated in the 
revolutionary process. The founding of the Provisional People’s Commit-
tee in February 1946 occasioned several days of festivities and celebrations 
throughout northern Korea, drawing crowds of one hundred thousand in 
Pyongyang. Peasants used the occasion to demand a thorough land reform 
before the spring planting with many sending letters of appeal directly to 
the newly formed provisional government. 16  Between February 23 and 
March 2, the Second Congress of the North Korean Peasant League was 
held in Pyongyang with 150 peasant delegates, ninety-three of whom 
were poor peasants, demanding “Land to the tillers!” 17  They demanded 
that the land come from the Japanese, pro-Japanese collaborators, and na-
tional traitors, confi scated without compensation and distributed for free 
to agricultural workers and peasants with little to no land. All debts owed 
by tenants would also be canceled, abolishing the tenancy system for good. 
Over three hundred peasants converged on the PPC offi ce to demand 
that it settle the agrarian problem, and the anniversary of the March First 
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Movement instigated over three million peasants to demonstrate and hold 
rallies in different parts of North Korea on March 1, 1946, calling out “We 
want agrarian reform!” 18  

 Such explosiveness was to be expected. Japanese colonization of Korea 
had exacerbated an already diffi cult situation, with private ownership, un-
equal land distribution, and tenancy all increasing throughout the colonial 
period. 19  When the cadastral land survey was completed in the fi rst decade 
of colonial rule, offi cially recognizing the private ownership of land and 
thereby its commodifi cation, a whopping 77.2 percent of the rural popula-
tion was reported to lease part or all of their cultivated land. 20  Most tenants 
had to hand over 50 to 70 percent of the harvest in rent, leaving the vast 
majority of peasants near the point of starvation. 21  With the collapse of 
the world market after 1929, living conditions deteriorated rapidly and the 
polarization of the rural classes intensifi ed. Landlord households making 
up 4 percent of all rural households owned 50 percent of all agricultural 
land. 22  A newspaper article described the desperate situation: 

 Despite the sowing season ahead, countless impoverished peasants are 
drifting away from their villages. . . . Conditions are none other than 
a living hell. . . . Peasants have been depending on grass roots and 
tree bark for their sustenance, but even such stuffs have now been ex-
hausted. . . . There is no other way for them than to go out and beg. 
They live because they cannot die. 23  

 With worsening conditions, the 1930s saw the rise of radical and often 
violent protests by Red Peasant Unions until the highly repressive colo-
nial machinery crushed almost all forms of dissent within Korea by the 
1940s. Until then, Red Peasant Unions were active in the northeastern 
region of the peninsula with the participation not only of tenant farmers 
but of owner-cultivators, who became the central actors with slogans and 
demands that went beyond the traditional emphasis on economic interests. 
In addition to rent reduction and secure tenancy contracts, political issues 
such as the abolition of oppressive laws and national liberation took center 
stage. 24  These ideas became the basis for an agrarian revolution in North 
Korea in the postliberation period. 

 In order to meet peasant demands while solidifying the legitimacy of 
the revolutionary government, the Land Reform Law was proclaimed 
on March 5, 1946, confi scating land owned by the Japanese government, 
Japanese nationals and organizations, as well as “traitors to the Korean 
nation who collaborated with Japanese enslavers.” 25  Land belonging to 
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Korean landlords in excess of fi ve  chŏngbo  (roughly twelve acres) was also 
confi scated without compensation, as was land rented out by landlords 
permanently irrespective of size. 26  Land owned by those who left the 
north after liberation; land owned by absentee landlords; and land owned 
by churches, monasteries, and other religious organizations in excess of 
fi ve  chŏngbo  were likewise confi scated without compensation. The con-
fi scated land was distributed among peasants for free under the principle 
of “land to the tiller” with hired and poor peasants designated as most 
entitled to receive land. Although land could be inherited, the law strictly 
prohibited the purchase, sale, and mortgage of land, thereby preventing 
its commercialization and commodifi cation. The hiring of farmhands 
was also prohibited. Debts owed to landlords whose lands were subject 
to confi scation were canceled; cattle, agricultural implements, and houses 
formerly owned by landlords were confi scated, as were orchards, forests, 
and irrigation facilities. 

 In addition to Soviet infl uence on drafts of the reform legislation, dis-
cussions about land reform in Korea date back to the Chosŏn Dynasty, 
as shown by Kim Seong-bo’s detailed study of the historical origins of 
different models of agrarian reform. The more immediate precursor to 
North Korea’s land reform were proposals by socialists during the colo-
nial period, from nationalization of all land to more moderate programs 
that advocated distribution of land to the tillers. 27  Notwithstanding the 
role of the Soviet occupation, which facilitated the swift implementation 
of the reform, it is undeniable that Korean peasants were at the center of 
the agrarian revolution, ultimately resulting in “one of the most rapid 
and radical land reforms in world history.” 28  Indeed, initial proposals put 
forth in September 1945 by Korean communists limited the confi scation 
of land to that owned by the Japanese and pro-Japanese collaborators. This 
was radicalized by demands from peasants that all lands owned by land-
lords—irrespective of nationality—be confi scated without compensation 
and distributed for free to the tillers. 29  

 More than half of the 1,860,000  chŏngbo  of arable land in North Korea 
was confi scated by the reform. Over 60 percent of the confi scated land 
came from households with medium-sized holdings that had owned no 
more than fi ve  chŏngbo  but had rented out part or all of their land. Nearly 
all of the confi scated land was redistributed, with less than 2 percent kept 
under state ownership. By the end, a total of 1,050,000  chŏngbo  of land 
had been confi scated and 980,000  chŏngbo  of it was distributed to 710,000 
peasant households for free—all within twenty-fi ve days. 30  In short, 99 
percent of rented land was confi scated without compensation, benefi ting 
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over 70 percent of all peasant households in North Korea. 31  The land re-
form broke the power of the landowners, many of whom were tainted as 
Japanese collaborators, while gaining popular support for the new regime 
from the large stratum of landless and poor peasants. For landlords, it was 
a diffi cult pill to swallow, as one former landlord remembered years later: 

 The new Communist government took away all our land overnight and 
gave it to the tenant farmers. They called it Land Reform Number One, 
saying the land should belong to the people. . . . Overnight we lost all 
our ancestral land. They did let us keep the Big House and three rice 
paddies that lay between our house and the church. For the fi rst time in 
my life, we had to do some work. . . . That is the fi rst time I ever put my 
foot right into the rice beds—leech beds, I called them. 32  

 In effect, the land reform had legitimized what already had been under way 
at the initiative of local people’s committees and peasant unions shortly af-
ter liberation. It reinforced the revolutionary nature of the reform, which 
not only satisfi ed peasant demand for land but more important brought 
down landlord power that had held sway for centuries. A relatively fi xed 
elite status, which combined landed wealth with offi cial government posi-
tions going back for generations, had been sustained under colonial rule. 
Landlords collaborated with the Japanese to maintain their power and 

Table 3.2. Results of the land reform: Confi scated land, 1946

Owners of land
Total area
(in chŏngbo) 

Number of 
casesa

Average area 
per case

Japanese government and nationals 111,561  12,919 8.63

National traitors and deserters  12,518  1,366 9.09

Landlords with over 5 chŏngbo 231,716  29,683 7.80

Those who rent all of their land 259,150 145,688 1.77

Those who continuously rent their land 354,093 228,866 1.54

Churches, monasteries, and religious groups  14,916   4,124 3.54

Total 983,954 422,646 2.32

Sources for tables 3.2 and 3.3: Mun Woong Lee, “Rural North Korea under Communism: A Study of Socio-
cultural Change,” Rice University Studies 62, no. 1 (1976): 21; The Historical Experience of Agrarian Reform 
in Our Country (Pyongyang: Foreign Language Publishing House, 1974), 95. There are some discrepan-
cies between the two sources and North Korean documents from 1949, but the numbers are in similar 
ranges. Here I have followed the information in Lee (1976). 

Notes: All land areas are in chŏngbo. Orchards are excluded.
a These may include households, corporations, or other social units.
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wealth while colonial authorities found landlords useful in administering 
the countryside. The basis for an elite status that had lasted the fi ve hun-
dred years under the Chosŏn Dynasty into the colonial period had thereby 
fi nally come to an end. 

 Guided by the PCs, the land reform was implemented under the lead-
ership of local rural committees. As benefi ciaries and administrators of 
reform, the peasants turned into revolutionary agents. Poor peasants and 
agricultural workers were organized into rural committees, consisting of 
fi ve to nine people nominated through a general assembly of all the poor 
peasants and agricultural workers in the village. 33  The role of rural com-
mittees as revolutionary organs that institutionalized and gave structural 
form to peasant participation was key. Throughout North Korea, 12,001 
rural committees were organized with 90,697 peasant league members 
and almost eight hundred thousand peasants participated in the process 
as “peasants became protagonists of the countryside, becoming masters 
of rural administration.” 34  As a result, landlords were not only stripped of 
their land and wealth but were also eliminated from institutions of politi-
cal power. 35  By September 1946, six months after the law was passed, in 
Inje County thirty-one landlord houses had been confi scated; twenty-
four landlords had been relocated to another county; and twenty landlords 
had already left for the south in 1945. 36  These numbers pale in comparison 
to the overall county population of over thirty thousand, foretelling the 

Table 3.3. Results of the land reform: Redistribution of confi scated land, 1946

Recipients Area
Number of 
households

Average allotment 
(in chŏngbo)

Agricultural laborers  21,960  17,137 1.28

Tenants without land 589,377 442,973 1.33

Peasants with little land 344,134 260,501 1.32

Landlords who relocated   9,598   3,911  2.45a

Subtotal 965,069 724,522 1.33

Land reserved by the PC  18,885

Total 983,954

Sources: See sources for table 3.2
Note: All land areas are in chŏngbo.
a The greater amount allotted to landlords who relocated may be due to possible differences in the average 

size of landlord households since land was distributed based on a point system tabulated by the age 
and sex of the members of each household. Landlords generally had larger households. Another reason 
may be due to differences in the quality and productivity of the land distributed to landlords. See Mun 
Woong Lee, “Rural North Korea under Communism: A Study of Sociocultural Change,” Rice Univer-
sity Studies 62, no. 1 (1976): 22.
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Table 3.5. Land distributed according to Land Reform Law in Inje County

Land distributed according to Article 6.1 
acknowledging right to ownership

Total

To 
agricultural 

workers

To landless 
and tenant 

farmers

To farmers with 
insuffi cient 

land

Amount of land 
(in chŏngbo)

62.17 1,336.55 1,712.83 3,111.57

Number of 
households

35.0 2,614.0 2,324.0 4,973.0

Average amount 
of land 
acquired per 
household

1.77 0.511 0.73 0.625

Pointsa 88.7 9,155.0 8,262.0 17,505.7

Source: “1946 Inje County Land Reform Statistics” ( January 21, 1947), in Compilation of Materials on 
the North Korean Economy between 1945 and 1950 ( Japan: Asia Economic Research Institute, 2001), 
vol. 7, 620–21, cited in Monica Hahn, “Transformation of System in the ‘Re-taken Areas’ during 
the Korean War—Focused on Inje-gun in Gangwon-do” (PhD diss., Catholic University of Korea, 
August 2009), 41.

a The exact amount of land to be distributed to each household was calculated according to a point system 
in which members of the household were assigned points. Men between eighteen and sixty years old 
were given one point; women between eighteen and fi fty were also given a point; youth between fi fteen 
and seventeen were given 0.7 point; children between ten and fourteen were given 0.4 point; children 
below the age of nine were given 0.1 point; men over sixty-one and women over fi fty-one were given 
0.3 point.

scarcity of land for distribution. Indeed, the average size of landholding 
per household after the land reform was about one  chŏngbo  (2.45 acres) in 
Inje County whereas the national average was 1.33  chŏngbo . 

 As with any reform of such magnitude, clarifi cation was necessary 
and the Provisional People’s Committee issued directives, including the 
Law on Temporary Measures for the Enforcement of the Land Reform 
and Regulations Relative to the Application of the Land Reform Law. 37  
Punishment was mandated in cases of hiding, destroying, purchasing, or 
otherwise disposing of materials slated to be confi scated. Landlords were 
also allotted plots if they chose to work the land themselves, although 
they were given land in other counties in order to sever the traditional ties 
between them and the villagers, isolating them from their former base of 
power. True to the slogan “land to the tillers,” those who owned more 
than fi ve  chŏngbo  of land were allowed to keep it if they had worked all 
of it themselves. The drafters of the reform law were strategic “on the 
question of with whom to ally, whom to oppose, and whom to isolate.” 38  
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In order to ensure the broadest support for the reform while isolating the 
minority of landlords, the law was applied so as not to alienate the middle 
or rich peasants. 39  

 The process was not without challenges, however, as there were “ultra-
leftist” and “ultra-rightist” deviations that indicated discontent on both 
sides of the political spectrum. Although the reform targeted landlords 
who owned more than fi ve  chŏngbo  of land, “ultra-leftist” excesses des-
ignated rich peasants with less than fi ve  chŏngbo  as landlords in South 
Hamgyŏng and South P’yŏngan Provinces. Such tendencies led to the 
seizure of land and property that went beyond the bounds of the law. In 
North P’yŏngan and South Hamgyŏng Provinces, owner-cultivator lands 
were also confi scated while former low-ranking colonial offi cials were 
mistakenly categorized as national traitors and thus subject to confi sca-
tion. 40  Offi cial documents reporting on the results of the land reform la-
mented not being able to stop some of the more vengeful acts by peasants, 
which breached the broad coalition meant to wage a united front peasant 
revolution against the small minority of landlords. 

 On the other hand, “ultra-rightist” tendencies resulted in incidents of 
armed rebellion against the reform. The rebels called for the protection 
of property rights as sacrosanct and refused to acknowledge the legality 
of a law passed by a provisional government. 41  Peasants also continued to 
display their submission to paternalism, sympathizing with landlords by 
hiding their tenant status, concealing the landlords’ surplus grain, and at-
tempting to prevent their expulsion from the village. One resident of Inje 
recalled that former tenants continued to secretly submit a sack of rice to 
their former landlord as rent, and some landlords were able to remain in 
their homes when the house had technically been confi scated as part of 
the reform. 42  At times, peasants seemed to act against their own interests, 
creating cause for concern that “although peasants with a strong desire 
for ownership are leftist at the moment of gaining land, there is abundant 
possibility to sympathize with the landlords after they have gained the 
land. . . . There is much potential for the remnants of feudal ideology still 
remaining in peasant consciousness to bring in the danger of rightist [ten-
dencies] into the party.” 43  

 Despite such challenges, the reform was hugely popular and successful 
by all measures. It was reported that “meetings were held at which Ko-
rean peasants . . . expressed their warm thanks to the Provisional People’s 
Committee for enacting the law . . . [which] received 30,000 letters of 
thanks in the fi rst month after the law had been enacted.” 44  Another tell-
ing example of peasant approval was the dramatic increase in membership 
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in the North Korean Communist Party (forerunner to the North Korean 
Workers’ Party), which doubled from 4,560 in December 1945 to 9,058 
in March 1946, almost tripling to 26,000 by the next month. There was a 
steady increase thereafter to 105,000 members in July, 276,000 in August, 
and 750,000 members by March 1948, initiating the transformation of the 
North Korean Communist Party from a vanguard party of experienced 
revolutionaries to a mass party of peasants. 45  With the enthusiasm gener-
ated by land ownership, agricultural production increased by as much as 
50 percent in some provinces; for example, in South Hamgyŏng Province 
grain production increased from 1,260,790 sacks in 1945 to 1,885,200 
sacks in 1946. 46  

 In the face of severe food shortages, which were exacerbated by separa-
tion from the large grain-producing regions of the south, such increased 
production was still insuffi cient, however. It was imperative for the provi-
sional government to begin the systematic collection of grain for distribu-
tion to nonagricultural areas. Just a few months after completion of the 
land reform, regulations on an agricultural-tax-in-kind were passed on 
June 27, 1946, assessing 25 percent of the harvest for collection, far below 
the 50 to 70 percent that used to be submitted to landlords in rent. 47  Still, 
there were wide regional variances in the rate of compliance, from 100 
percent to as low as 30 percent. 48  When penalties were imposed for failing 
to submit the requisite tax, however, the average rate of submission quickly 
jumped to 90 percent. 49  The change did not signify evidence of enthusi-
astic compliance, however, as members in the Korean Democratic Party 
were particularly prone to complain. When harvests were bad in 1949, 
one member sarcastically commented, “If they collect all the taxes today, 
then are we all supposed to die tomorrow?” 50  Concerned that people were 
likening the collection of taxes with the expropriation of grain during the 
colonial period, internal documents were careful to instruct local people’s 
committee offi cials to educate the public about the local budget in detail 
in order to show how the taxes were being used. 51  Moreover, in order to 
increase not only the tax base but overall agricultural output, the project 
of greatest priority for the countryside was to increase the amount of land 
under cultivation through land reclamation projects. Local government 
and party records show heavy emphasis on the planning and mobilization 
of labor for such endeavors. 

 Although production could have been increased by taking advantage 
of economies of scale through the introduction of state farms, offi cial pol-
icy, issued in 1947, explicitly banned any form of collectivization in order 
to foster “individual creativity”: 52  
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 1.  It is forbidden to use any name suggestive of collectivization under 
the pretext of rationalizing agricultural work either by organizing 
production teams or changing the names of traditional work groups 
in disregard of individual ownership and management. 

 2.  The organization of traditional work groups ( p’umasi ) should be 
voluntary, and should not be placed under the authority of the 
peasant league or the people’s committee reminiscent of control by 
the colonial government. 

 3.  Production teams that have been organized despite there being no 
history of traditional work groups in the area should be disbanded 
immediately. 53  

 Responding to peasant desire for ownership, care was taken to make sure 
peasants retained control over the management of their own plots; any 
hint of outside control was prohibited, including the use of names that 
might be reminiscent of colonial-era labor mobilization. The confi scated 
land was not taken over by the state and nationalized, but distributed to 
the peasants in order to satisfy “their centuries-old hunger for land.” 54  
By leaving agricultural management and production in the hands of the 
peasants, the emerging North Korean state not only satisfi ed peasant hun-
ger for land but in that very process enabled peasants to identify them-
selves as revolutionary agents whose productive activities were seen to 
serve a social purpose. This view was reinforced by leaving 75 percent 
of the harvest under peasant control, entrusting them with the manage-
ment of both production and consumption. The land reform effectively 
eliminated the landlords, who had fl ed to the south in record numbers 
by the following month, from posing the staunchest opposition to the 
revolution. 55  Most important, it signaled the decommodifi cation of land 
and the empowerment of the rural majority, bringing together production 
and consumption as part of a “socially productive life” in the peasants’ 
everyday lives. 56  

 People’s Committee Elections 

 With the explosive land issue effectively marshaled through the mobiliza-
tion of peasants to overturn the foundation of rural social relations, the 
next groundbreaking event was to institutionalize the transformation of 
the political landscape that had already begun with the ad hoc formation 
of local people’s committees. Elections became an occasion to nominate 
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those who had proven to be good neighbors and peers, in contrast to the 
village chief who had been appointed by the colonial government. As one 
peasant women commented, “I thought elections would be useless because 
higher offi cials used to appoint the village chief in the olden days, but 
now that elections are used to bring out good people, how can politics go 
wrong. This time we must nominate Mr. Kong, who lives in the village 
yonder. He’ll be able to sympathize with other people’s situation because 
he’s been through a lot himself.” 57  

 Voting for representatives of the people’s committees began with the 
election of provincial, city, and county representatives on November 3, 
1946, moving on to village elections on February 24–25, 1947, and town-
ship elections on March 5, 1947. 58  Differentiating between indirect and 
direct elections, a party document contrasted these elections with the sys-
tem under colonial rule when only men over twenty-fi ve years of age who 
paid over fi ve  won  in taxes (hardly any) could vote for the provincial gover-
nor. In the upcoming elections, the document explained, one would vote 
directly for one’s representatives based on the principle of equality—one 
person, one vote—cast secretly. One representative was to be elected for 
every three thousand residents, with the right of recall should the elected 
person fail to carry out his or her duties. 59  These elections were meant to 
replace the indirect system that had been temporarily put in place at the 
October 1945 meeting of the provincial people’s committee representa-
tives. 60  Each of the villages had elected one village leader ( ch’onjang ), who 
then gathered with other village leaders to elect a seven- to nine-member 
township people’s committee. These township leaders had then met to 
vote for a thirteen- or fourteen-member county people’s committee, who 
fi nally elected a nineteen-member provincial people’s committee for each 
of the six provinces in North Korea. Under this system, none of the rep-
resentatives beyond the village leaders had been directly accountable to a 
constituency. 

 The process of selecting a slate of candidates with broad popular sup-
port was facilitated by the creation, on July 22, 1946, of the North Korean 
Democratic National United Front ( Pukchosŏn minjujuŭi minjok t’ongil 
chŏnsŏn ), a coalition of three political parties and thirty-fi ve social orga-
nizations in North Korea with a total membership of some six million 
(including children) by 1947. 61  The election was an unprecedented event, 
and offi cial documents did not shy away from self-congratulatory praise 
for the many accomplishments in conducting the fi rst democratic elec-
tion in Korea’s history. Although these may be easy to dismiss as mere 
propaganda, it is worth quoting at length a detailed fi rsthand account by 
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Lieutenant Colonel Walter F. Choinski, who was stationed in Pyongyang 
as part of the XXIV Corps Liaison Section of the U.S. Army Military 
Government in Korea: 

 Election day was as noisy as a charivari with band laden trucks moving up 
and down the streets, its occupants exhorting the people to turn out to 
vote; street corners and by-ways presented a chautauqua scene with danc-
ers and singers lauding candidates for their virtues and abilities; radio and 
public address speakers blasted encomium from vital street intersections 
throughout the day. The early morning crowd (0700) attended the polls 
eagerly. They comprised the eager people who were fascinated by their 
fi rst experience in casting a democratic vote; towards noon the crowds 
thinned out to a mere trickle at the polls and thereafter until dark the 
people wandered listlessly along the streets like small boys with nothing 
to do. Since shops were closed there was nothing to distract the people 
from performing their ‘bounden’ [ sic ] duty. Polling places were conspicu-
ously designated by evergreen boughs arches decorating entrances, signs, 
colored streamers and above all large colored pictures of KIM IL SEUNG 
[ sic ] and Joe Stalin. No other ‘portraits’ were on display in the vicin-
ity of the polling places. Photographs of the 41 chosen candidates were 
on exhibit at principal thoroughfare intersections. These are still on dis-
play. Many of the candidates are entirely unknown to inhabitants of the 
Pyongyang area. Individuals wishing to cast votes presented a small iden-
tifi cation card which had been given him on registration day. The poll 
offi cial, upon receiving the identifi cation card, checked the name off the 
voter’s list and presented the elector with a ballot. (It has been verifi ed that 
ballots were not marked by number or name or voter). The voter then re-
tired to a table in another room, where he indicated his choice, folded the 
ballot and deposited the ballot in one of two boxes—one white, the other 
black. A slot was out in the top of each box into which the ballots were 
dropped. Those who voted for the ‘chosen’ candidates placed their ballot 
in the white box; those against the chosen candidate placed their ballot in 
the black box. In order to guarantee secrecy and protect the voter many 
polls placed low fences in front of the two boxes and cut an arm-size hole 
in the fence midway between the two boxes. This permitted the voter to 
stick his arm into the hole, over the two slits of the ballot boxes and ob-
serve, without being observed, the hole into which he was casting his lot. 
In the villages, no attempts were made to protect the voter. A ‘worker’ 
or ‘offi cial’ stood at the white and black box to protect them from pilfer-
ing and observed each voter casting his ballot. A reliable source reports 
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that all inhabitants of villages were required to vote. Those who did not 
make a voluntary appearance by the noon hour were visited by the lo-
cal constabulary and escorted to the polls to cast their vote. The homes 
of the Presbyterian ministers were under observation twenty four hours 
preceeding [ sic ] the casting of votes and continued throughout the elec-
tion day. The Catholic school was one of the polling places in Pyongyang. 

 Addenda: 

 Election places are brightly decorated with Korean, Red Banner, North 
Korean colors and bright lanterns and evergreen. Groups of small girls 
travel from place to place to sing songs and dance folk dances. Trucks are 
traveling the streets carrying brass bands. An aircraft of the low-wing, 
radical engine type (silver colored) and bearing the TAE Duk [ sic ] or na-
tional emblem of Korea has been fl ying low all morning (roof-top) scatter-
ing small handbills one of which is attached. The prevailing westerly wind 
carries most of the bills in the TAEDONG River. The people are listlessly 
and aimlessly walking along the streets—like small boys who have noth-
ing to do—all business houses are closed—except a few of the braver ones. 
The voting places are all well guarded by Communist police, Soviet Army 
troops are scarce—Russians are not at any of the booths seen. 

 Methods to whip up an interest in the elections were reminiscent of 
the 1900’s in the United States. Street cars fi lled with a brass band blared 
the virtues of the 41 candidates as did the radio and press. Trucks laden 
with noisy party members shouted their wares to the people from street 
corners and along their route of march. At night specially decorated 
street cars moved up and down the streets each brilliantly lighted by 
three tiers of electric bulbs. 62  

 Barring the condescending reference to North Korean voters as “small 
boys with nothing to do,” the description captures the excitement and 
energy of the day, evocative of the “withering away of private life” and the 
life of the offi ces, clubs, and streets that Benjamin and Arvatov described 
in the fi rst chapter. Russians are not observed to be part of the process, 
duly noted no doubt with surprise because of emerging Cold War fears 
that a Soviet puppet regime was being installed in the north. Not only 
did the election prove such perceptions to be utterly mistaken but the 
results were by no means guaranteed, eliciting a massive mobilization ef-
fort with months of intense preparation both logistically and politically. 
Lists of voters were compiled; propaganda workers, election offi cials, and 
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polling stations were organized; voters were educated on the signifi cance 
and importance of voting; and voters were urged to cast their ballot for the 
slate of candidates endorsed by the United Front. 

 Whereas provincial, city, county, and township candidates could be 
nominated only by registered political parties and social organizations, 
candidates for village elections were nominated at a public meeting of all 
the voters in the village, in a true demonstration of participatory democ-
racy. 63  With the consensus of all the villagers, fi ve to seven candidates were 
nominated for each village, depending on the size of the village. Although 
competitive elections were not prohibited, the number of candidates usu-
ally matched the number of seats available. 64  Propaganda workers urged 
voters that “as long as seven have been chosen during the public assembly, 
everyone should put the seven ballots in the white box.” 65  The strategy 
for getting consensus on acceptable candidates was relatively simple. Dur-
ing the village meeting, a party member nominated the chosen slate of 
candidates, voicing all the worthwhile reasons, and another party member 
clapped in support. 66  With a convincing argument in favor of the nomi-
nees, who were already familiar to villagers due to their merits, villagers 
were easily won over to supporting the slate of candidates. In fact, the 
village meetings served to vet candidates who were popular and respected 
among the villagers even before the election itself. 

Figure 3.2. Campaigning for election (n.p., n.d.). RG 242, SA 2010, box 3, item 50. Cour-
tesy of the National Archives and Records Administration.
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 Anna Louise Strong, the lone American journalist that reported on 
the country in 1947, debated a North Korean woman about the effi cacy 
of such a system in comparison to the competitive process in the West: 
“What was the use of voting, I argued, if there was only one candidate. 
Her vote could change nothing. It would be a great shame for the candi-
date, she replied, if the people did not turn out in large numbers to vote for 
him. He would even fail of election unless at least half of the people turned 
out.” 67  The woman went on to explain: “We all knew the candidate. We 
all liked him, we all discussed him. . . . The political parties held meet-
ings in our mines and factories and found the people’s choices. Then they 
got together and combined on the best one, and the people went out and 
chose him. I don’t see what’s wrong with this or why the Americans don’t 
like it. . . . I don’t see what the Americans have to say about it, anyway!” 

 Step by step, village by village, the election process mobilized all seg-
ments of North Korean society to participate in the political process. Local 
PCs put together fi ve-member election committees to compile the list of 
voters for registration. Local police made rounds to make sure that every 
house had signs posted about the upcoming election and that there were 
no conspiracies to sabotage the election. Social organizations of women, 
peasants, and youth mobilized their members to publicize the election, 
visiting remote villages, holding rallies, and going door to door. 68  

 One creative method of voter education was a game called the “Peo-
ple’s Committee Election Contest,” the objective of which was to see 
which team could fi nish “voting” fi rst. 69  Two teams of approximately 
thirty people were organized with each team designating its members to 
be one of the following: an election committee member, a poor peasant, 
a rich peasant, a worker, a  samuwŏn , a female Buddhist monk, a priest, a 
Confucian scholar, a sick elderly woman, a disabled elderly man, a college 
student, and a traveler with a bicycle or a cart. The game was designed to 
take place in a large hall or a fi eld at least fi fty meters long set up like a 
voting station with two sets of voting booths, each with a black box and a 
white box and a pair of election committee members. The game in effect 
emulated the voting process with the teams competing against each other 
in order to teach villagers how to vote. 

 Rackets and batons were used in place of identifi cation cards and the 
two teams were lined up fi fty meters away from each voting booth. Once 
the signal was given, the fi rst “voter” ran to the voting booth with his 
baton, used it to receive his voting card by checking his name off the vot-
ers list at the election committee table, voted, and quickly returned to his 
team, handing the baton to the next “voter.” The different roles that were 
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given to each team member illustrated the special attention intended for 
the sick and the disabled in the exercise of their right to vote. When it was 
time for the “sick” person to vote, she was to yell out “sick person” and 
the election committee member at the booth had to come to the voter 
with the boxes. When it was time for the “disabled” person to vote, the 
next voter in line had to carry him on his back to the voting booth and 
they voted together before returning to the team. Such methods of voter 
education imparted the signifi cance of the election process while increas-
ing the level of excitement and anticipation in participating in a novel 
political process. 

 On the actual election day, those who knew how to read received 
all seven ballots for each of the candidates, which they placed in either 
the black or the white box. Those who were illiterate were given one 
ballot at a time and told the name on the ballot before going up to place 
it in the desired box. 70  The high rates of illiteracy in the countryside 
required special accommodations for illiterate voters. Several methods 
were used to maintain voter secrecy. One involved putting up a screen 
in front of the boxes, as mentioned in Choinski’s description, while 

Figure 3.3. Woman casting vote 
in ballot box behind screen 
(n.p., n.d.). RG 242, SA 2010, 
box 3, item 50. Courtesy of the 
National Archives and Records 
Administration.
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Figure 3.4. For fi gures 3.4 and 3.5: People celebrating the elections in diverse attire, includ-
ing a costume imitating Charlie Chaplin (Kangwŏn Province, Kimhwa County, Kimsŏng 
Township mass rally of 6,565 residents, November 1946). RG 242, SA 2010, box 3, item 11. 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration.

Figure 3.5.
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another instructed voters to insert the folded hand with the ballot hid-
den inside into both boxes, dropping the ballot secretly into the desired 
box. 71  As indicated by Strong, elections did not generally involve direct 
competition among different candidates seeking a majority vote but was 
a process of expressing agreement or disagreement with the nominations 
made by the United Front. Still, 4.5 million North Koreans, or 99.6 
percent of all eligible voters, took part in the fi rst ever mass election held 
in Korea and 97 percent of them expressed approval of the United Front 
candidates. 72  Indeed, people’s excessive enthusiasm came under criticism 
for “wasting too much time decorating the poll stations” and holding up 
the election process! 73  

 As people became acquainted with electoral procedures and the atten-
dant political process, excitement waned among some who were no longer 
intrigued by the novelty of it all, while others became politically savvy, 
maneuvering within the system to mount a challenge by fi elding com-
peting candidates or engaging in outright sabotage against the elections. 
A top-secret government document detailed numerous problems with the 
second set of elections for village and township representatives in 1947. 74  
Election committees failed to keep regular work hours or to provide ade-
quate voter information in the required format; former landlords in South 
Hamgyŏng Province spread false rumors about an impending repeal of 
the land reform, demanding rent from their former tenants; and election 
offi cers in North P’yŏngan Province wasted public funds by making un-
necessary phone calls and trips. 75  Kangwŏn Province, which was divided 
by the 38th parallel, saw attempts from the south to lure voters away from 
the polls by tempting them with free food, while “reactionary terror-
ist groups” set fi re to three election offi ces in North P’yŏngan Province. 
Election offi cers were repeatedly admonished for neglecting the second 
set of elections and failing to publicize the United Front candidates suffi -
ciently to deter the counterpropaganda that urged people to cast their vote 
in the black box. 76  In fact, more than 55 percent of the voters of West Vil-
lage in T’ongch’on Township, Kangwŏn Province, cast their votes in the 
black box, rejecting the candidates. 77  Consequently, United Front workers 
came under criticism for choosing candidates without popular support. In 
other counties, former colonial offi cials and police offi cers, as well as those 
who had acquired land illegally through forged documents during the 
land reform in Sinch’ŏn County, North P’yŏngan Province, were nomi-
nated as candidates, while several counties in Hwanghae Province saw 
the election of merchants and entrepreneurs as representatives, rather than 
peasants or workers. Some places, such as Ch’ŏrwŏn County in Kangwŏn 
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Province and Ŭiju County in North P’yŏngan Province, saw competition 
surface between the various parties despite the best efforts to nominate a 
United Front candidate. 78  

 Christians posed a particularly strenuous challenge by refusing to at-
tend events on Sundays, including the elections scheduled for that day. 79  
An article published just before the 1947 elections in the journal  Kŏnsŏ l  
(Construction), the organ of the North Korean Literature and Arts League, 
urged Christians to vote, arguing that the Sabbath was there for the benefi t 
of the people, and not the other way around, quoting the Gospel of Mark 
(2:23–28). 80  Responding to criticisms from Christians asking, “Why is a 
national event held on Sunday? This is surely to exclude Christians from 
voting!,” the  Kŏnsŏ l  article retorted that only 5 percent of the population 
was Christian and yet Sunday was observed as a day of rest fi fty-two days 
out of the year. Moreover, the article argued that voting was “not work-
ing nor selling anything, and certainly not desecrating God, but rather the 
small act of voting is to enable the people to live a better life in complete 
independence.” 81  The article asked pointedly whether Christian money-
lenders refused to charge interest or whether Christian landlords refused 
to charge rent on Sundays, slamming them for their willingness to stand in 
line for the distribution of shoes whether it was Sunday or not while refus-
ing to vote because it was Sunday. Despite such arguments, some Chris-
tian communities boycotted the elections, such as in Chŏngju, North 
P’yŏngan Province, where rumors circulated that ballots had secret marks 
to identify dissenters who would be sent away to Siberian labor camps. 82  
Fearful about the truth behind such rumors, Christians in the area gath-
ered at church for a prayer meeting on Saturday night and stayed through 
Sunday to boycott the vote collectively. In the end, nothing happened to 
them, but most of them fl ed to the south anyway. Ironically, South Korea 
also scheduled its fi rst election on May 10, 1948, a Sunday, facing opposi-
tion from Christians, especially those from the north. 83  

 On the whole, people were most discontented with local party of-
fi cials, refl ected in the number of negative votes for them in the second 
set of elections—hardly a surprise since party leaders were at the forefront 
of mobilizing villagers to pay taxes and to volunteer for local projects. 
Voters were likely to be much more critical of local offi cials they knew 
fi rsthand; only 86.6 percent of the coalition candidates were elected, still 
a large majority but not quite as high as in the November 1946 election. 84  
Food shortages resulting from bad harvests in 1946 compounded negative 
public opinion and did not help garner support. Propaganda workers were 
called on to remind people about the harsh conditions under colonial rule, 
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appealing for their understanding during a diffi cult time: “We are fi ght-
ing to build a new country under terrible conditions. We have to create 
something out of nothing despite all the defi ciencies, and we can survive 
and build a new, strong and wealthy country only if we clench our teeth 
and go forth past all the barriers and obstacles.” 85  

 In Inje County, 18,176 people out of a total population of 37,776 were 
registered to vote, while seventeen people were stripped of the right to 
vote due to mental illness and court rulings that deemed them unfi t to 
vote (likely designated as national traitors). 86  Inje had its fair share of com-
plications in the second set of elections as the nominated candidates did 
not receive everyone’s support, and competing candidates were proposed 
instead. According to the minutes of one township party cell meeting, the 
members decided not to support the candidate nominated by the upper 
ranks of the party. Although acknowledging the importance of demo-
cratic procedures, the party offi cial sent to review the work of the cell 
pointed out that it was against party rules to fail to pass the nominee 
recommended by higher levels. Rather than taking disagreement as an 
indication of genuine discontent, it was thought that the lack of “correct 
understanding” had led to mistaken notions about what was truly in the 
interest of the people: “Should Kim Ku [nationalist independence leader] 
or Syngman Rhee [fi rst president of South Korea] be nominated if people 
approve of them? As leaders, we should in such instances give people the 
correct understanding, and only by putting forth those that will serve the 
public in the interest of the people will we have completed our mission.” 87  
Ultimately, responsibility for the lack of support by the cell members was 
attributed to the cell leader for failing to unite the membership around the 
chosen candidate. 

 To be fair, discrepancies between choices fi elded by the party leader-
ship and those preferred by the membership were not a simple matter of 
strong-arm politics. In many instances, the party leadership was trying to 
forestall discontent while pursuing a form of affi rmative action by call-
ing for a more diverse and fair distribution of candidates. For example, in 
Inje Township, 40 percent of the candidates were to be chosen from the 
Workers’ Party, 10 percent from the Democratic Party, and 50 percent 
from unaffi liated independents. 88  In the case of Nam Township, three 
candidates out of the fi ve to seven nominees from each village were re-
placed by women, independents, and Democratic Party members so as to 
ensure a diverse representation. 89  Indeed, as shown in tables 3.6 through 
3.9, unaffi liated peasants made up the overwhelming majority of newly 
elected people’s committee representatives, particularly at the village level. 
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 All in all, 46,245 peasants were elected as village representatives, mak-
ing up 86.7 percent of all village representatives, and 7,795 peasants were 
elected as township representatives, making up 58 percent of the total. 
The greater percentage of Workers’ Party candidates elected at the village 
level (60%) in contrast to the provincial level (32%) could be interpreted 
as the direct result of the land reform, which won many peasants over to 
the Workers’ Party. Moreover, 7,049 women (13.2%) were elected as vil-
lage representatives and 1,986 (14.7%) women were elected as township 
representatives, incorporating an unprecedented number of women into 
positions of political power. 

 With the institutionalization of the PCs through the elections, a 
237-member North Korean People’s Assembly was elected from among 
the provincial representatives as the highest legislative organ, from which 
the North Korean People’s Committee was constituted as the national ex-
ecutive body. 90  By the time the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea was 
founded in September 1948, references to North Korea ( pukchosŏn ) were 
dropped in favor of the Republic ( konghwaguk ), and the North Korean 
People’s Committee was referred to as the Standing Committee of the Su-
preme People’s Assembly. The People’s Assembly included one representa-
tive for every fi fty thousand people, who served a term of three years. The 
Assembly had authority over the executive and judiciary branches through 
its power to appoint the cabinet and the Supreme Court. 91  

 Thus, paradoxically, the institutionalization of local PCs through the 
elections of 1946 and 1947 effectively began the process of centralizing 
North Korea’s political structure, establishing central control down to 
the villages. Until then, village PCs had been staffed by people who had 
come to occupy those positions based on their own prestige and status in 
their hometowns; the central government or political parties did not play 
a role. Many village leaders had reportedly been in power since liberation 
in August 1945, taking up leadership positions without formal elections 
in the vacuum left by the collapse of the colonial government. 92  Their 
autonomous source of power based in local politics had hindered central 
control. 

 One of the major reasons given for the township and village PC elec-
tions in a top-secret document was the challenge posed by the collection 
of the agricultural tax-in-kind, which proved that the township and vil-
lage PCs were ineffective in implementing national policies. 93  The elec-
tions served a dual purpose: displaying democracy in action to mollify 
discontent among villagers about the way grain procurement was handled 
by local offi cials while making sure that candidates acceptable to both the 
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Table 3.7. Party affi liation of provincial, city, and county People’s Committee representatives 
elected in 1946

North 
Korean 

Workers’ 
Party

Democratic 
Party

Ch’ŏndogyo 
Young 
Friends 
Party Independent Total

National total 1,102 (31.8%) 351 (10%) 253 (8.1%) 1,753 (50.1%) 3,459

South P’yŏngan 154 (27.5%) 68 (12.1%) 71 (12.7%) 263 (47.7%) 561

North P’yŏngan 214 (28.8%) 77 (10.3%) 61 (8.2%) 392 (52.7%) 744

South Hamgyŏng 223 (36.4%) 39 (6.4%) 44 (7.2%) 307 (50%) 613

North Hamgyŏng 125 (33.3%) 27 (7.2%) 21 (5.6%) 202 (53.9%) 375

Hwanghae 213 (32.6%) 32 (4.9%) 34 (5.2%) 320 (57.3%) 653

Kangwŏn 162 (34.7%) 52 (11.1%) 17 (3.6%) 235 (50.6%) 467

Pyongyang 10 (24.4%) 6 (14.6%) 5 (12.2%) 20 (48.8%) 41

Source: RG 242, SA 2009, box 2, item 198, Chosŏn chungang yŏn’gam [North Korea yearbook] 
(Pyongyang: Korean Central News Agency, 1949), 84.

Table 3.8. Party affi liation of township and village People’s Committee representatives 
elected in 1947

North Korean 
Workers’ Party

Democratic 
Party

Ch’ŏndogyo 
Young Friends 

Party Independent

Township (myŏn) 7,501 (55.8%) 1,122 (8.3%) 900 (6.8%) 3,921 (29.1%)

Village (ri) 32,011 (60.05%) 3,962 (7.43%) 2,577 (4.83%) 14,764 (27.69%)

Source: RG 242, SA 2005, box 5, item 43, “Overview of the North Korean Township and Village People’s 
Committee Elections (Top Secret),” Central Election Committee (1947), 195, 197.

Table 3.9. Party affi liation of People’s Assembly members in 1947

North Korean 
Workers’ Party

Democratic 
Party

Ch’ŏndogyo Young 
Friends Party Independent

People’s Assembly 86 (36%) 30 (13%) 30 (13%) 91 (38%)

Source: RG 242, SA 2005, box 2, item 89, “Minutes of the North Korean Province, City and County 
People’s Committee Congress,” (April 1947), Day 4, 57.

central government and the villagers were elected in order to facilitate 
coordination in the future. To ensure that public opinion was incorpo-
rated into the process of nominating candidates, a directive to the village 
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and township election workers in the United Front urged them to con-
sider for candidacy even those who had no party affi liation if the person 
worked on behalf of his or her constituents. This would enable local gov-
ernments to work in close cooperation, “living and breathing along with 
the villagers.” 94  Although most of those elected as provincial, city, and 
county representatives were independent candidates, the process of cen-
tralization was now fi rmly in place. The electoral process itself required 
central coordination at all levels, from the issuance of citizen identifi ca-
tion cards ( kongminjŭng ) and the registration of voters to surveys of local 
political conditions for the nomination of  United Front candidates who 
could work effectively with the central government. For one, this meant 
making sure that no landlords would continue to hold positions of power 
in the local government while aiming to secure that at least 15 percent of 
those elected were women. 95  Local autonomy may have been curtailed by 
this process, but central coordination also facilitated many of the reforms 
and movements to restructure society from top to bottom. 

 Literacy Campaign 

 One such movement was a nationwide literacy campaign launched to 
educate peasants and to elevate the overall standard of intellectual life. 
The campaign mobilized vast numbers of people and resources to build 
schools, libraries, and other educational facilities to educate the staggering 
number of illiterates, especially in the countryside and particularly among 
women. As shown in table 3.10, as of 1944 almost twenty million Koreans 
out of a population of twenty-fi ve million had had no formal schooling of 
any kind. Despite the expansion of public education during the colonial 
period, the vast majority of the population, especially in rural areas, had 
never had the opportunity to attend school. Moreover, even the educated 
were only versed in Japanese while illiterate in vernacular Korean, thus 
requiring a massive overhaul of the education system. 

 In the aftermath of liberation, illiteracy posed problems not only in the 
promotion of education and technical skills for the developing economy 
but also in political education and administrative tasks, which uniformly 
required reading and writing skills. Party recruitment brought large num-
bers of peasants into the Workers’ Party, many of whom were illiterate. 
They could not keep proper records, including minutes of meetings, which 
explains the diffi culty in fi nding local records from the fi rst year after lib-
eration. The handwritten minutes speak volumes about the educational 
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level of the various groups at the different levels of the political structure. 
Predictably, the minutes are much more elementary in both content and 
form, including spelling and penmanship, at the village level. But PCs 
were also criticized for writing their minutes in Chinese script—the lin-
gua franca of East Asian civilization that had traditionally been limited 
to the elite—attesting to the fact that the PCs were initially run by more 
educated people. These were often the local notable, perhaps a landlord or 
merchant, who may not have been from the appropriate “revolutionary” 
class but was nonetheless reputable among local residents. 96  The party had 
less control over such fi gures, and this was often a source of tension as the 
PCs and the party competed for local hegemony. 

 The literacy campaign was facilitated by the retention of election cam-
paign offi ces ( sŏn’gŏ sŏnjŏnsil ) as local meeting places after the elections 
were over, institutionalizing them as “socially productive” spaces in ev-
eryday life. By July 1947, some 11,595 halls dotted the landscape through-
out North Korea. 97  They were renamed the “democratic publicity halls” 
( minju sŏnjŏnsil ) and came to function much like cultural centers that would 
elevate the cultural life of the people, fostering communal participation, 
educational programs, and the dissemination of information. 98  They were 
often decorated with portraits of Kim Il Sung and Joseph Stalin, posters, 
current news, and graphs showing increases in the rate of agricultural and 
industrial production, tax collection, and literacy. They became gather-
ing places for local meetings, were used as classrooms for literacy schools, 
and at times became senior centers for the village elders. 99  Depending 
on the resources of the village, some of them were equipped with sports 

Table 3.10. Level of schooling among Koreans before liberation, May 1944

Level of schooling Male Female Total

College graduate 7,272 102 7,374

Technical school graduate 18,555 3,509 22,064

High school graduate 162,111 37,531 199,642

Middle school graduate 40,702 9,240 49,942

Primary school graduate 1,281,490 355,552 1,637,042

Some primary school 190,250 64,555 254,805

Basic schooling (two years) 864,308 115,814 980,122

No schooling 8,430,940 11,211,835 19,642,775

Source: Minjujuŭi minjok chŏnsŏn, Chosŏn haebang yŏnbo [Korean liberation yearbook] (Seoul: 
Munuinsŏgwan, 1946), 347, cited in Kim Kwang-un, “Formation of the Power-Structure and the 
Recruitment of Cadre in North Korea (August 1945~March 1947)” (PhD diss., Hanyang University, 
1999), 177.
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equipment, musical instruments, libraries, public bathhouses, barbershops, 
and health clinics. 100  

 The publicity hall at Nambuk Village in Inje County was named a 
model hall. It was furnished with a workroom, study room, barbershop, 
bathhouse, and an entertainment room, the walls of which were decorated 
with graphs, cartoons, news, and announcements. 101  There were over 160 
newspapers and books in the library collection, as well as a record player 
and board games such as  changgi  and  paduk  (different kinds of Korean chess 
games). Some forty women and men gathered there every day, some playing 
games, others working on projects, and still others reading. It came to have 
a reputation as a place “where one must go to hear the latest news” so that 
people gathered there at all hours of the day, women bringing their needle-
work and men bringing straw to make straw shoes and other handicrafts, 
and the propagandists used this time to organize discussions and talks. 

 Illiteracy posed a particularly daunting problem for women since as 
much as 90 percent of women were illiterate in 1945. 102  The campaign 
benefi ted women overwhelmingly, and the majority of students were 
women—three or four times the number of men, as shown in the number 
of graduates in Inje County in 1948 (see table 3.11). 

 All illiterate residents in Inje were enrolled in literacy schools, and the 
great majority of them passed the fi nal test after the four-month program. 
An article in a women’s magazine illustrated how one woman, the chair-
woman of a women’s league in a rural village, experienced the whole pro-
cess. She had grown up in a strict household that did not teach girls how 
to read. When she fi rst started attending the literacy school, she “couldn’t 
attend very diligently with all the housework and the women’s league 
work.” As she explained, “In the beginning and for some time, I couldn’t 
understand what they were saying. But then, after I listened again and 
again, gathering my wits, practicing the writing at home, I don’t know 
when I learned but I had learned.” 103  The article concluded that women 
were now able to express their opinions in public, courageously stepping 
out into the public arena as never before. 

 To motivate villagers to attend literacy schools, illiteracy eradication 
teams ( munmaeng t’oech’iban ) were organized in each village. 104  The village 
PC chairperson took on the position of team leader ( panjang ), assisted by 
a secretary ( ch’ongmu ) from one of the political parties. Each of the teams 
compiled the number of illiterates in their village and the number of po-
tential teachers, rallying publicity and support from among the members 
of social organizations, school teachers, and students. Classes were usually 
conducted every day for three hours for a period of four months, focusing 
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on Korean language and mathematics. They were divided by age between 
the young and old, and by sex between men and women. Those between 
the ages of twelve and fi fty attended literacy schools whereas those over 
fi fty attended “adult re-education schools.” 105  Older generations posed a 
particularly diffi cult group to mobilize and resocialize in the making of 
a new society, and the peasant league sought them out where they were 
gathered socially to give lessons on the spot. 106  

 The campaign prescribed at least two literacy schools per village, and 
a personal instructor was to be sent directly to those who could not make 
it to school because of family circumstances. 107  As women’s enrollment 
posed the greatest challenge, if a woman failed to attend school regularly, 
members of the women’s league were called on to look into her family 
situation to see whether her husband or parents-in-law were prohibiting 
her from attending school. In October 1948, it was discovered that there 
were still 1,454 illiterate women in Inje who had been unable to attend 
school because it was too far away or they had infants to nurse and were 
busy with household chores. The women’s league took responsibility for 
these women, placing one member in charge of each illiterate woman to 
give them one-on-one instruction in her own home. 108  By March 1949, 
when the fi nal national literacy test took place, illiteracy in the county had 
reportedly been eradicated, with the exception of 309 people who were 
considered too old or mentally ill. 

 Unfortunately, even those who had passed the test often reverted to 
being illiterate when they stopped going to school since most people had 
learned to read but not to write. 109  At the end of 1948, the Inje County 
Women’s League was still struggling with nine hundred illiterate women 
within their own ranks. To get the remaining women to learn to read, 
bulletin boards were put up at public places where women were likely to 
gather, such as around the communal well, with basic reading lessons they 
could recite while doing laundry. Signs were also posted on the doors of 
the homes of illiterate people as a way to exert peer pressure and public 
shame, adding extra incentive to learn. 110  To sustain the results of the lit-
eracy campaign, a decision approved on December 18, 1946, standardized 
the public education system to mandate a year of kindergarten beginning 
at age six, followed by fi ve years of elementary education, three years of 
middle school or technical school, and three years of high school or spe-
cialty school. 111  Students could pursue higher education thereafter in four 
to fi ve years of college or two years of teachers college, followed by post-
graduate research. Such formal schooling was supplemented by various 
programs targeting adults and workers for vocational training. 
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 In Inje County by the end of 1948 there were eighty-fi ve publicity 
halls, a theater, a library, two medical clinics, twenty-fi ve elementary 
schools with over one hundred teachers and almost six thousand students, 
three middle schools with twenty-two teachers and over six hundred stu-
dents, a high school, an adult middle school, nine adult schools, and 191 
short-course adult schools with approximately fi ve thousand students. 112  
Whereas primary school enrollment had hovered below 50 percent at the 
end of colonial rule, there were now 1,317,630 children of peasant families 
enrolled in schools throughout North Korea—an increase of 204 per-
cent. 113  Moreover, 92 percent of illiterate peasants in North Korea had 
learned to read and write by March 1948, about halfway through the 
three-year literacy campaign. A fi nancial report for Inje in 1948 showed 
that more than half of the county’s expenses were spent on social and cul-
tural projects, most of which went toward education. 114  

 The fervor for education ran deep among peasants, who had had little 
opportunity for education before. Internal party documents, not meant 
for public consumption and therefore of limited propaganda value, are 
replete with stories about people who gave the little they had to make 
education possible: donating materials they were saving up to build their 
own homes for the construction of a new school, peasants donating their 
prized animals, children donating the savings from their piggy banks, and 
elderly women boarding carpenters and workers in their homes during 
the construction of local schools. Illiteracy was considered the “enemy of 
civilization,” and as peasants learned to read and write, taking up positions 
in the local administration of the people’s committees, party branches, and 

Table 3.12. Results of the three-year literacy campaign in Inje County

Dates
Number 

of schools
Number 

of teachers
Number 

of illiterates
Number 

of literates 
Percentage 

literate

Literacy 
schools

1946.12.1–
1947.11.30

155 155 8,323 3,157 28

1947.12.1–
1948.11.30

130 130 6,115 5,950 87

1948.12.1–
1949.3.30

48 50 273 273 100

Short-course 
adult 
schools

1948.4.1–
1948.11.30

201 201 6,964 1,817 26

1948.12.1–
1949.3.30

259 259 3,924 3,481 89

Source: RG 242, SA 2007, box 6, item 12.6, Inje County PC Standing Committee Decision no. 3 
(1949.5.10). Also in NHCC, vol. 18, 194–95.
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social organizations, they were inspired by their newfound abilities. As 
one party member commented exuberantly, “Realizing the need to learn 
to read and write, today I have come to gain the ability to compose the 
minutes with my own hand as a result of diligent self-study.” 115  Those just 
learning to read and write were now becoming leaders, writing up reports 
and party records. Indeed, empowerment was to be found in the routine, 
everyday practices that were newly adopted by the previously dispossessed 
members of society who were now in positions of leadership. 

 North Korea’s revolution in the everyday began with the transforma-
tion of the basic foundation of social relations through one of the most 
rapid and radical land reforms in history as peasants took to the streets to 
demand a new relationship to land. Once completed, the decommodifi -
cation of land imbued the process of agricultural production with social 
meaning as peasants collectively managed the production and distribution 
of their harvests. The momentum was sustained through the institutional-
ization of the people’s committees, creating an everyday that was “public 
through and through,” lived in the streets, publicity halls, and people’s 
committee offi ces. Empowerment required both the initial spontaneous 
thrust of the peasants striking out into the public arena and the tools that 
came later in the form of political representation and education, through 
which they learned to participate in a sustained revolutionary process. In-
creasingly empowered and confi dent, large numbers of peasants, women, 
and youth took up leadership positions. In fact, peasants, women, and 
youth, who together represented the vast majority of the population, cre-
ated the three largest social organizations for a collective life that was 
integral to instilling a sense of social purpose. The next chapter details the 
everyday practices of organizational life and the negotiations that were 
necessary to navigate one’s relationship within the various collectivities. 



 Complete freedom is not gained by juxtaposing the individual self to 
the collective, but can only be found by way of the collective. . . . Every 
individual guarantees one’s individuality by acting as part of a collective. 
We struggle actively against individualism. . . . Democratic virtue does 
not undermine the happiness and well-being of the individual, but is 
achieved only when everyone enjoys happiness and well-being together 
as a collective. 
 T’ae Sŏng-ju, 1949 

 4. The Collective 

 Enacting the Revolution 

 The text for educators quoted above defi ned the relationship between 
the individual and the collective, not as one of confl ict, but as constitutive 
of one another, whereby the collective defi ned the very basis for individual 
identity and welfare. In the aftermath of colonial rule, a renewed sense of 
national collectivity was to be expected, but this was to be more than a sim-
ple fomentation of nationalism. It was a call for a different kind of politics 
that would give concrete form to the principle all-for-one and one-for-all. 
The last chapter looked at three pivotal events that set the stage: the land 

Figure 4.1. Children’s league meeting (n.p., n.d.). RG 242, SA 2012, 
box 5, item 139. Courtesy of the National Archives and Records 
Administration.
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reform that restructured social relations, the elections that institutionalized 
the people’s committees, and the literacy campaign that opened new cul-
tural horizons. This chapter describes the quotidian practices that  emanated 
from these events and became part of daily life by the organization of peo-
ple into every imaginable collective by occupation, gender, and age group. 
As shown in the opening epigraph, the happiness and well-being of the 
individual was to be found through the collective, and this meant living 
an “organizational life” ( chojik saenghwal ) . According to the text, capitalism 
fostered competition between individuals and social alienation by valuing 
profi t over social need. Only through a collective life under communism 
would the true nature of social relations be revealed, in which “the new 
person holds dear the struggle for the general welfare of the people and val-
ues the ability to labor.” 1  A new kind of social life with different forms of 
social relations was to emerge from a collective  organizational life. 

 To “enact” the revolution through the collective has multiple meanings 
in this context—at the most basic level to endorse it, but more specifi cally to 
ordain it into being by representing and acting it out, and in that process of 
performing the revolution to become its very embodiment. Revolution in 
North Korea certainly included the overturning of previous social relations 
as the very defi nition of what a social revolution is, but what this meant in 
concrete terms for everyday life was a new collective life that had its own 
distinctive qualities, with its own set of identities and practices, irreducible 
to its parts. Not simply the aggregate effect of individuals, organizational 
life created different forms of agency that were represented in new forms 
of discourse and different confi gurations of time and space. Daily schedules 
and the pace of work changed as meetings and study sessions had priority 
over the production line. Communal spaces took on novel signifi cance as 
Japanese mansions were turned into kindergartens and Shinto shrines be-
came public parks. 2  People now addressed each other as “comrade” rather 
than with the familial hierarchical terms of appellation. Thus, to be part 
of a collective and to live an organizational life was to enact the revolu-
tion into concrete reality, making the revolution visible through everyday 
practices. With multiple organizations, it was not always easy juggling and 
navigating the many responsibilities and duties. But, the relationships be-
tween the different organizations, particularly in the early years as they 
were being defi ned, show the extent to which these relationships had to be 
negotiated. The purpose of this chapter is to show that dynamic, beginning 
with the most central organization of them all, the North Korean Workers’ 
Party, before moving on to discuss the vital role played by social organiza-
tions as “transmission belts” between the party and the people. 
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 The Party 

 Despite factionalism and political suppression, which had hindered its 
growth during the colonial period, the Korean Communist Party was 
the best organized group after liberation, with a history that went back 
to the 1920s. Communists across the country had begun to regroup after 
liberation, with a large concentration in Seoul, but a centralized party in 
North Korea formed quickly from the Conference of Korean Communist 
Party Members and Enthusiasts in the Five Northwestern Provinces held 
in Pyongyang in October 1945 and attended by about one thousand mem-
bers. 3  There were two other contending parties in the north that refl ected 
regional characteristics. The Korean Democratic Party, which formed on 
November 3, 1945, was led by Cho Man-sik with a membership largely 
of Christian intellectuals and landowners from the vicinity of Pyongyang. 
The Ch’ŏndogyo Young Friends Party, which was founded on  February 
8, 1946, had a peasant membership of adherents to the  indigenous 
Ch’ŏndogyo religion. 4  When the Koreans who had been fi ghting in the 
Chinese Revolution in Yenan, led by Kim Tu-bong, returned to  Korea 
they formed the New People’s Party on February 26, 1946. This gave the 
communists an opportunity to overtake the strength of the  Democrats and 
the Ch’ŏndogyo. 5  

 The New People’s Party and the North Korean Communist Party 
merged on August 28, 1946, to form the North Korean Workers’ Party, 
creating a membership base of 366,000. Merging the 90,000 members of 
the New People’s Party with the North Korean Communist Party’s 276,000 
members brought together over 10 percent of the total adult popu lation 
that was eligible for party membership, most of them from the younger 
generation. More than 80 percent of the members were between twenty 
and forty. 6  By 1948, in less than two years, membership had grown to 
750,000, with the number of workers doubling, from 73,000 to 143,000, 
and the number of poor peasants tripling, from 105,000 to 374,000. 7  

 Party members were required to become model citizens, actively par-
ticipating in the revolution and paying membership dues that ranged from 
1 percent to 3 percent of one’s income, in addition to special fees for extra 
projects. 8  Members were quite diligent about paying their dues, with 80 
to almost 100 percent of members doing so, fl uctuating according to dif-
ferent regions and times of year, likely dependent on harvest conditions. 9  
The platform of the party was broad-based, emphasizing the construc-
tion of a democratic independent state with sovereignty resting on the 
people’s committees. It underscored the importance of the land reform, 
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the nationalization of industries, the labor law guaranteeing an eight-
hour workday, and political and civil rights including the right to vote 
and be elected. Moreover, the full gamut of a socialist program called for 
equal political and economic rights for women, the protection of moth-
ers and children, the right to an education, an equal and fair tax system, 
obligatory military service, and solidarity with other nations struggling 
for world peace. 10  

 By the time party membership stabilized in 1948, Inje County had 
some fi ve thousand members. Poor peasants made up a full 80 percent of 
the members, with the remainder comprising 10 percent middle peasants, 
5 percent workers, 5 percent  samuwŏn , and just a handful of merchants and 
other classes. 11  Women, most of them housewives, made up between 25 
and 30 percent of the party. Whereas most of the members were peasants, 
it took some time before they took up leadership positions within the 
party. In 1946, 70 percent of the party leaders in the county were  samuwŏn , 
of whom 60 percent had worked under the Japanese colonial government, 
but by the end of 1948, 47 percent were workers, 33.3 percent were poor 
peasants, and 19.7 percent were  samuwŏn , reversing the party composi-
tion in two years. As shown in table 4.1, the concentration of poor peas-
ants among county party offi cials increased over time from 19 percent 
in 1946 to 57.2 percent in 1949, refl ecting the party’s efforts to recruit 
peasants into its ranks. As we saw in the last chapter, the elections in 1946 
and 1947 were instrumental in bringing peasants into leadership positions 
within the government. Not surprisingly, poor peasants were represented 
in much greater numbers at the local level, making up almost 94 percent 
of the leaders of party cells, the most basic unit of the party structure. Even 
the vast majority of the increasing numbers of workers had until recently 
been peasants, since 93.9 percent of them had less than one year of work 
experience and 46 percent of them were under the age of twenty-six. 12  

 As the party expanded too quickly, however, the quality of its member-
ship began to suffer, and most candidates in Inje, as much as 87.8 percent, 
were being turned down for inadequate preparation. Local party branches 
were criticized for recruiting members simply for their class backgrounds 
rather than checking their qualifi cations, leading to “ultra-leftist” devia-
tions. 13  On the other hand, the rapid expansion had also resulted in the 
“infi ltration of the party by the exploitative classes.” The party carried out 
a two-month purge between December 1946 and February 1947 of capi-
talists, industrialists, merchants, colonial collaborators, landlords, religious 
leaders, and any member “debasing democratic reforms and the work of 
the people’s committee through factionalism and improper conduct in 
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private and public life.” 14  Despite the strong language, the majority of those 
expelled from the party—89.5 percent in the case of Inje County—were 
purged because they were missing, which usually meant that they had left 
for the south, facilitated by the county’s location along the 38th parallel. 
Even those spared from expulsion did not escape reproach in the campaign 
to strengthen ideological unity and organizational life. The most common 
causes for reprimand among Inje party members were negligence of party 
work (70.7%) and the careless keeping of party membership cards (34%). 

 As shown in the fl uctuations in the class composition of party leaders 
and struggles over who was to be admitted and retained as members, the 
party’s constituencies and personalities were in fl ux as members struggled 
to defi ne what was appropriate conduct for a party member. The most basic 
organizational unit at which these new forms of collective practices were to 
be negotiated and learned was the party cell, established in all workplaces 
where there were fi ve or more party members, and much effort was put 
into their development and edifi cation. 15  In April 1948, there were 143 cells 
in Inje County alone, with fi fty in Inje Township, sixteen in Nam Town-
ship, thirty-two in Puk Township, and forty-fi ve in Sŏhwa Township. 16  
Despite the increasing participation of women in politics, there were still 
twenty-three cells without any female members in 1948. Made up of some 
thirty to forty members, cells were led by the cell committee composed 
of a chair, vice-chair, and three committee members. 17  The chair was in 
charge of vertically linking the cell to the upper ranks of the party and 
horizontally linking it to other organizations in the area, as well as delegat-
ing tasks to members of the committee in order to prepare for the general 
meeting, during which party decisions and resolutions were discussed. 

Table 4.1. Class background of party offi cials at various levels over time in Inje County (%)

Workers Poor peasants Samuwŏn
Middle 
peasants

1946 county committee 8.0 19.0 70.0 20.0

Early 1948 county committee 26.3 21.4 41.4 0.63

November 1948 county committee 47.0 33.3 19.7 –

 Township committees 18.2 63.6 18.2 –

 Cell chairs 6.85  83.15 10.0 –

 Cell committees 3.3 93.8 2.6 –

September 1949 county committee 42.8 57.2 4.5

Source: RG 242, SA 2007, box 6, item 1.62, North Korean Workers’ Party Kangwŏn Province Inje County 
Standing Committee Meeting Minutes No. 69 (1949.11.13). Also in NHCC, vol. 3, 813.
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 From the very inception of considering new members, the signifi cance 
of joining the party and beginning a new collective life was made abundantly 
clear through a meticulous process. Cell leaders were alerted about a poten-
tial candidate, including information on class background, level of education, 
and current employment. 18  Then a formal application for membership was 
submitted with one’s resume and a short autobiography (a central topic 
to be explored in the next chapter). The contents focused on disavowing 
any connection to the colonial regime before liberation. If the application 
was approved by the cell, it was then taken to the township level for fi nal 
approval. The number of recommendations from party members required 
for each applicant varied according to class. Workers and poor peasants re-
quired only one recommendation, whereas merchants, entrepreneurs, and 
intellectuals required two. The most stringent requirements were placed on 
people switching parties. They had to obtain recommendations from three 
Workers’ Party members who had been members of the party for longer 
than a year. This was no easy task since the majority of party members had 
joined recently. Moreover, their application required the fi nal approval of the 
 provincial level or the approval of the Central Committee in Pyongyang if 
they had held leadership positions in other parties. 

 Compared to the painstaking examination process, the induction cer-
emony itself was rather simple, done without fanfare. During the new 
members’ fi rst cell meeting, they took the following pledge: 

 1. To fi ght for the propertyless class 
 2. To fi ght for the complete independence and liberation of Korea 
 3. To place the interest of the party above all others 
 4. To abide by party rules 
 5. To endeavor to accomplish party tasks without fearing diffi culties 
 6. To be a model for the masses 
 7. To keep party secrets 
 8. To trust the party 
 9. To never betray the party 19  

 The pledge was followed by a short welcome speech from the cell leader 
and a brief reiteration of the responsibilities and rules of party member-
ship. The ceremony was meant to be pedagogical “rather than imitate 
religious ceremonies or shamanistic practices,” as the instructions on party 
life forewarned. 

 In Inje County, the party cell in Nam Township was considered a 
model cell. 20  Meetings generally lasted for one to two hours with most 
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members in attendance. The cell committee met three days before the 
general meeting to prepare and decide on the direction of the discus-
sion. Discussants were organized in advance by the committee, although 
spontaneous discussions during the meeting were also encouraged. 21  Study 
groups differentiated by level met every Tuesday and Friday for about 
two-and-a-half hours. Everyone had their own notebook, a fact noted 
with considerable pride since limited resources were a constant challenge. 
The fi rst thirty minutes were spent reviewing to make sure everyone un-
derstood before moving on to the next topic. At the end of each month, 
two or three special study sessions were organized to review the month’s 
lessons and announce the evaluations of the students, in which the group 
with the best grades received notebooks and pencils as prizes. The at-
tendance rate was excellent at 95 percent, and the publicity hall was well 
run, with reading groups holding their meetings there. At least twenty to 
thirty people used the hall every day thanks to the efforts of the party cell. 

 Such examples of model cells did not preclude continued criticisms 
about improper organizational conduct, ranging from corruption and fac-
tionalism to how people should be addressing each other. Internal party 
documents repeatedly pointed out that local party branches were guilty 
of “tail-endism” by following the people rather than leading them; that 
the work of the local leaders was formalistic, bureaucratic, unplanned, 
chaotic, and superfi cial; that they failed to go directly to the people to 
solve their problems and gave orders mechanically from their desks; that 
not enough effort was spent on learning and teaching study materials; and 
that “familism” was pervasive, with everyone calling each other brother 
( hyŏng ) and sister ( ŏnni  ), unable to criticize each other properly. 22  There 
were concerns that the tradition of calling each other by familial terms 
could result in factionalism. 23  The party vehemently guarded against fac-
tions within the party, looking on with suspicion whenever there were 
tendencies for party members to form cliques according to their region 
of origin, family, or other competing collective groupings. 24  This did not 
signal that the party wanted to dissolve the nuclear family, however, as the 
constitution designated the family as the basic unit of society. Nor did the 
party ignore the importance of local institutions, such as the village PCs, 
which were seen as key representative organs of the people. As we will see 
later in the chapter, the party competed externally with other institutions 
such as the PCs for hegemony, but division  within  party ranks was to be 
strictly prohibited. 

 Party cells were also chided for not properly fi ling reports and minutes 
of meetings, ignoring superior decisions, and failing to wait for higher 
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level approval on party membership. 25  On the other hand, local party of-
fi cials were also criticized for relying on higher offi cials in their work. 26  
During one local meeting, a party cell was told to stop “simply passing 
on the orders and decisions from higher ranks” and simultaneously told 
to “immediately activate the party members as soon as orders are given 
to carry out the task.” 27  Although such remarks may seem contradictory, 
party offi cials explained that decisions and orders should be “discussed 
concretely in order to carry out the task according to local conditions.” 
Thus, a delicate balance was required to uphold higher decisions while 
also maintaining a level of independence and autonomy in order to solve 
local problems by adapting higher decisions to conditions on the ground. 
Local offi cials were told to stop imitating bureaucratic offi cials under co-
lonial rule, who “feared rather than embraced critique” by higher offi cials. 
This kind of relationship between the upper and lower ranks of the party 
refl ected the principle of “democratic centralism,” which required lower 
levels to submit to higher levels, not blindly, but through a process of de-
bate. 28  As a document on party life explained: 

 When there is disagreement with the orders and resolutions of the 
higher level, one can speak one’s opinion freely, but until there is a 
new order or resolution, one must unconditionally carry it out, and 
one cannot freely change it or avoid it. The individual’s submission to 
the organization, that is, the party member’s submission to the party is 
absolute. 29  

 This principle of democratic centralism was to be replicated in other orga-
nizations as the general framework that defi ned the relationship between 
the individual and the collective. 

 Social Organizations 

 With a relatively strict standard for party admission, the more mass-
based social organizations ( sahoe tanch’e ) provided a new collective life for 
the great majority of people. The party considered these organizations 
as “transmission belts” connecting the party with the masses, pathways 
to transmit party policies while acting as reservoirs from which exem-
plary members could be recruited to join the party. 30  Indeed, many of 
the organizational procedures and practices in the mass organizations and 
the party were similar, effectively initiating members into a collective 



The Collective   113

life even before they could come up for party membership. The mass 
organizations conducted meetings, study sessions, and discussions using 
democratic procedures, holding internal elections to nominate their own 
leaders by majority vote with a show of hands. 31  Each level of the organi-
zation, from the provinces down to the counties, townships, and villages, 
elected their own leadership committee, composed of up to twenty-seven 
members at the provincial level and fi ve members in the villages. Nomina-
tions could be made by any member present at the general meeting, but 
members could also decide to have the outgoing committee nominate 
the incoming slate. Membership was not automatic and applications along 
with recommendations had to be submitted in order to join, analogous to 
the process of joining the Workers’ Party. 32  Like membership in the party, 
it was considered a privilege and an honor to become a member of social 
organizations, and one had to prove one’s dedication to the revolution 
by diligent effort in all spheres of life. Duties included paying member-
ship dues, regularly attending meetings, and implementing the decisions 
of the organization, while membership granted the right to vote and be 
elected in organizational elections, participate in discussions, and launch 
critiques. 33  Like party cells, local groups ( ch’ogŭp tanch’e ) were the most 
basic organizational unit; they could be established when there were more 
than fi ve members in any workplace. 34  

 The party tried to exert infl uence over social organizations through 
the formation of party groups ( tangjo ) within the organization, often fa-
cilitated by their leadership positions within them. A party group was 
organized when there were three or more party members in any given 
institution, such as factories, schools, social organizations, or govern-
ment organs. But, as shown in the last chapter, the party was not able to 
penetrate down to the village level until the 1947 elections. Indeed, Inje 
County records show that the party groups in the local branches of social 
organizations were not formed until a year after the branches had been 
established. 35  The party would have tenuous control until then, but the 
objective of all organizations was essentially the same—the institution 
of a collective life—and the practices that would bring it to fruition was 
replicated throughout, from the writing of minutes and autobiographies 
to the meetings and study sessions.   The three largest organizations were 
those for peasants, women, and youth, and we shall look at each of them 
in turn. 36  

 The  North Korean Peasant League  ( Pukchosŏn nongmin tongmaeng ) 
was founded on January 31, 1946, at a mass rally of some 130 peasant 
representatives from the provinces and three hundred participants from 
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Table 4.2. Membership in political parties and social organizations, 1948–1949

Name of organization / party
National membership 

(February 1948)
Inje County 
membership

North Korean Workers’ Party 771,306 4,984 (Feb. 1949)

North Korean Democratic Party 184,357

Ch’ŏndogyo Young Friends Party 282,743

North Korean Democratic Youth League 1,052,449 5,121 (Sept. 1948)

North Korean Peasant League 2,448,520 12,726 (Jan. 1949)

North Korean Democratic Women’s 
League

1,369,188 5,805 (Mar. 1949)

North Korean Occupation League 458,436 130 (Sept. 1947)

North Korean Consumers Cooperativea 5,180,000 13,167 (Nov. 1949)

Patriotic Fighters Support Groupa 1,068,997 4,625 (May 1948)

Korea Red Cross Society 787,773 3,836 (May 1948)

Korea-Soviet Cultural Association 756,352 5,182 (Dec. 1949)

North Korean Buddhist Alliance 375,478

North Korean Protestant Society 82,118

Navy Development Cooperation Society 73,251

North Korean Technicians Society 41,130

Agricultural Scientists Society 4,923

Health Workers Society 4,287

North Korean Literature and Arts League 1,026

Sources: “Soviet Civil Administration Three Year Activity Report: August 1945–November 1948,” Rus-
sian Federation Foreign Ministry Archives, Record Group 0480, Index 4, box 14, folder 46, cited in 
Kim Kwang-un, “Formation of the Power-Structure and the Recruitment of Cadre in North Korea 
(August 1945~March 1947)” (PhD diss., Hanyang University, 1999), 136. Membership in various 
social organizations in Inje County is from Kim Chae-ung, “Rural Governing System in Postliberation 
North Korea: Focusing on Kangwŏn Province, Inje County, 1946–1949,” History and Reality [Yŏksa wa 
hyŏnsil] 60 (2006): 38.

a The Consumers Cooperative and the Patriotic Fighters Support Group were utilitarian organizations for 
the distribution of goods and services rather than politically oriented social organizations.

political parties and other social organizations. 37  The successful imple-
mentation of the land reform strengthened the status of the peasant league 
as peasants witnessed their collective power when their demand for land 
was met with government support, thereby establishing the peasant league 
as a fi rm institution among peasants. Although membership was open to 
anyone over eighteen, the league was made up mostly of peasants older 
than twenty-eight years of age because younger peasants joined the youth 
league. 38  Out of approximately six million peasants in North Korea, 
2,493,713 were reportedly members of the league by January 1949, bring-
ing together more than a third of all peasants. 39  In Inje County, there 
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were 12,924 league members in November 1948, almost 75 percent of the 
county’s adult population. 40  Predictably, poor peasants made up the over-
whelming proportion of leadership at all levels. 

 The peasant league empowered poor peasants to become a social force, 
not only as an economic collective through cooperative agricultural proj-
ects but also as a political collective, providing a platform for their leader-
ship. It was instrumental in agricultural planning and in the collective life 
of rural communities, organizing elections, setting up village self-defense 
forces, and running educational programs. The peasant league mobi-
lized peasants to participate in memorial celebrations and political rallies; 
awarded prizes to model peasants as a way to boost morale; organized tax 
collections and the production of handicrafts; maintained local security 
and prevented forest fi res; arranged educational and entertainment pro-
grams, especially during the slack winter season; and fostered innovation 
in farming techniques. Naturally, much of their activities focused on im-
proving agricultural production, from the development of superior seeds 
and fertilizers to the raising of livestock. 

 The minutes of peasant league meetings were fi lled with discus-
sions about the logistics of agricultural production—target dates, work 
schedules, mobilization numbers, crop varieties, and productivity rates—
which was tedious on paper but a source of social signifi cance for rural 
collective life, sustaining the rural economy as a whole. The minutes 
show  increasing levels of coordination among villages as large-scale 
 irrigation and land reclamation projects were undertaken that required 
the cooperation of several villages. Such projects were managed through 

Table 4.3. Inje County Peasant League representatives, 1949 (%)

Level 
(number of 
representatives) Worker

Poor 
peasant Samuwŏn

North 
Korean 

Workers’ 
Party

Democratic 
Party Independent

County 
representatives 
(19)

10.6 84.5 5.0 89.4 5.3 5.3

Township 
representatives 
(41)

2.5 95.0 2.5 80.0 7.5 12.5

Village 
representatives 
(199)

- 100 - 83.0 - 17.0

Sources: North Korean Workers’ Party Kangwŏn Province Inje County Standing Committee Minutes 
No. 73 (1949.12.27), NHCC, vol. 3, 923–24; Inje County Peasant League Party Cell Minutes No. 37 
(1949.1.19), NHCC, vol. 4, 371.
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the township committee of the league, which met fi rst to discuss the task 
at hand. Each member of the committee then went out to the villages, 
where each village league discussed how they would handle the project. 
With the majority of villagers organized as members of the league, it 
was common for the residents of the entire village to decide on a plan 
together and organize appropriate work groups. After the work was 
 completed, villagers met again to review the work, bringing up areas in 
need of improvement. Finally, reports from the villages were submitted 
to the township  committee, ultimately to be compiled for the league’s 
county and provincial leadership. 41  

 Most peasant league meetings were entirely devoted to agricultural 
planning, which was in their collective interest and what they knew best. 
Political discussions were rare as far as records show, no doubt due to 
limited political education in the early years. In fact, the party had to pro-
vide specifi c instructions, directing party members in the peasant league 
to include political discussions during meetings by “expressing hatred of 
American imperialists and national traitors bent on colonizing the Repub-
lic’s southern zone by recalling the past oppression and inhuman exploita-
tion of peasants by landlords.” 42  The party also urged them to organize 
staged productions with music and dance that would show the contrast 
in peasants’ lives before and after liberation, accentuating the accomplish-
ments of the land reform. Such instructions left little to the imagination, 
refl ecting the challenges involved in fostering political discussion among 
peasants. To inspire peasants to discuss the benefi ts of reform in over-
coming the separation between town and country by modernizing the 
countryside, exemplary peasants were sent to Pyongyang on fi eld trips to 
observe all the advances being made in the capital. They reported back to 
their villages, providing a glimpse of the promised future in peasant lives. 43  
Without doubt, one of the major changes observed especially in the capital 
would have been the expanded role of women. 

 Women were among the fi rst to be organized, with the founding of the 
 North Korean Democratic Women’s League  ( Pukchosŏn minju yŏsŏng 
tongmaeng ) on November 18, 1945. Much like the people’s committees that 
had spontaneously formed at the village level before being centralized, 
women’s groups had organized in scattered form throughout the coun-
try until they were brought together under the umbrella of the women’s 
league. 44  By the time they held their fi rst congress on May 10, 1946, they 
had branches in twelve cities, eighty-nine counties, and 616 townships 
with a total of eight hundred thousand members. 45  By the end of 1946, the 
league membership had expanded to 1,030,000, organizing a third of the 
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adult female population between the ages of eighteen and sixty-one (the age 
of retirement). 46  By the end of 1947, the league had 1.5 million members, 
of which peasants made up 73 percent. Workers made up 5.3 percent and 
 samuwŏn  less than 1 percent, with the remaining 20 percent categorized as 
“others,” most likely referring to housewives. 47  

 In Inje County, almost two-thirds of the women had become mem-
bers of the league by November 1948. Out of 8,749 women who were of 
eligible age, 5,749 had joined. 48  By April 1949, every village in the county 
had been organized with a total of 5,805 members and 112 local groups. 49  
One of the earliest tasks for members was “enlightening” rural families so 
that every child would be sent to school. There were 6,885 school-aged 
children in the county in 1948, and women were asked to make sure 
that all children were enrolled because there were still many families that 
neglected education as a result of “feudal remnants.” In reality, practical 
reasons were usually to blame: many women referred to the lack of ade-
quate clothes and the necessity of keeping older children at home to watch 
younger siblings while the parents went out to the fi elds. 50  

 Some activities clearly reproduced traditional gender roles, requir-
ing women to entertain and help others. The women’s league was put 
in charge of receiving guests visiting the county and collecting gifts for 
the local security forces. Women were responsible for organizing “com-
fort units” ( wiandae ) that would provide food and other necessities such as 
handkerchiefs and socks for the security forces and also launder and mend 
their clothes. Women were called on to provide drinks and snacks to those 
who came to submit their tax-in-kind at the collection sites. Moreover, 
to address shortages of staples women were the ones exhorted to conserve 
the consumption of rice at home and to donate “patriotic rice” ( aegungmi  ) 
to the government. 51  

 Even such relatively mild forms of participation, however, were a source 
of tension, refl ecting the conservatism that dominated the countryside. 
Women’s entry into the public arena clashed with women’s traditional 
roles and their confi nement to domestic space. Women were criticized not 
only for their transgression of the boundaries between the public and pri-
vate but for the way they behaved in those spaces. During party meetings, 
women denounced each other for failing to live up to certain standards 
of propriety, “forgetting the importance of proper service, and laying out 
cold water thoughtlessly” rather than hot drinking water, offending the 
peasants that came to submit their taxes. The party members within the 
women’s league concluded that “our cooperation was chaotic with stop-
and-go measures.” 52  
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 Women also came under attack for misunderstanding the Gender 
Equality Law by making their husbands take on what was traditionally 
considered women’s work. In one instance, the publicity director of a local 
women’s league was criticized for “incorrectly understanding the Gender 
Equality Law and having her husband cook breakfast and dinner while she 
went about primped up under the pretext of struggling for national con-
struction.” 53  In another example, the publicity director of a local people’s 
committee was expelled from the party for making her husband cook and 
fetch her bath water. It is hardly a coincidence that both of the censured 
women were publicity workers. Their jobs must have required long hours, 
meeting and talking with the public with hardly any time left to attend 
to matters at home. Despite what must have been their tireless efforts to 
complete their work, their acts were thought to have contributed to the 
bad reputation that the Gender Equality Law had garnered in the south at 
a time when the two sides were urgently competing for hegemony over 
the entire peninsula. 54  

 On the other hand, men were not exempt from criticism as women 
pushed back, lambasting them for failing to live up to the standards of 
gender equality that they advocated for others. During one party meet-
ing, a female member, Yi Pil-yŏ, excoriated her male comrades for not 
 recruiting their own wives into the party: 

 She ruthlessly criticized the low absorption of female members into the 
party, especially calling out the cell leaders as bureaucratic, who neglect to 
recruit their own wives and yet talk about absorbing female party mem-
bers, failing to liberate women from feudal remnants. When she sharply 
criticized such party members as having led a crippled party life despite 
having worked enthusiastically, the comrades with wives who were not 
in the party were heartbroken and the men, thus stimulated, criticized 
themselves and pledged to recruit their wives into the party and to put 
all their effort into increasing female members in the party henceforth. 55  

 Despite their earnest self-criticism, the resulting phenomenon of recruit-
ing the wives of party leaders also came under attack as being elitist, alien-
ating the masses. The party criticized the women’s league for recruiting 
school teachers, housewives, and wives of men with offi cial positions in 
the county instead of picking the most enthusiastic and model female 
workers and peasants as leaders of the league. 56  “Housewives with arro-
gant faces” ( ppŏnppŏnhan ŏlgul ŭl kajin kajŏng puin ) that made up 75 percent 
of the league’s county leadership were blamed for taking no interest in 
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the conditions of working women, leading to the poor quality of their 
work. It was said that due to their poor leadership, women from the lower 
branches of the league still did not know how to hold a general meeting 
or write minutes of the meetings, and men from the youth league or the 
party cells were writing the minutes for them. 

 The confl ict was not simply between men and women, however, 
as women themselves were reluctant to change their priorities. Some 
women wanted to withdraw their membership from the league because 
they could not afford their membership dues, and others thought that 
“women need not participate in the work of society but only work on 
 household chores and agricultural production.” 57  Even young women 
showed signs of  “feudal ideology,” refusing to be active participants in 
the youth league, saying “what can women do?” 58  Superstition and “feu-
dal customs”  continued to be a problem. Some peasant league members 
referred to the Confucian precept segregating girls and boys over seven 
years of age (男女七 不同席) to say that women and men in the security 
forces were  inappropriately training together all night. What all these 
examples of confl ict refl ect, however, were the changes that were taking 
place, radical enough to make some people uneasy and others indignant. 

 In addition to the emergence of women as a visible collective, an-
other source of irritation for some was the rising infl uence of young 
people, arguably the most profound change in postliberation North 
Korea. On January 17, 1946, the  North Korean Democratic Youth 
League  ( Pukchosŏn minju ch’ŏngnyŏn tongmaeng ) was founded, bringing to-
gether 250,000 youth between the ages of sixteen and twenty-six for 
cadre training, political education, and cultural development. 59  Under 
the slogan “Let’s learn and learn again! The youth are the heroes of future 
society,” youth league branches were organized in workplaces, schools, 
and villages throughout North Korea. By May, in a mere four months, 
the league had tripled its membership to eight hundred thousand. 60  The 
youth comprised the most active and organized segment of society, and 
had great potential for mobilization since the population was relatively 
young. In Puk Township, almost half of the population was under eigh-
teen years old, and in all of Inje County almost a third of the population 
was under eighteen. 61  

 By July 1948, 91 percent of those eligible in the county had been re-
cruited into the league. There were over fi ve thousand members, almost 
all of whom were peasants (90.9%). The remaining members included 
workers (1.4%), engineers (0.2%), and  samuwŏn  (3.2%), a tiny minority 
by comparison to peasants. Women and men were more or less equally 
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 represented, with 57 percent male and 43 percent female members. Most 
members were unaffi liated with any party with about a third in the 
 Workers’ Party and less than 1 percent in the Democratic Party. 62  Na-
tionally, 80 percent of those eligible had joined the league by the end 
of 1948, comprising some 24,212 local groups and thirty-fi ve thousand 
study groups. 63  Attesting to the broad appeal and mass base of the league, 
65 percent of Christian youth and 80 percent of Ch’ŏndogyo youth were 
also members of the league. Although initially there had been problems 
recruiting women, 72 percent of women under the age of twenty-six were 
members of the league by 1949, pointing to the rapid shift in gender re-
lations among the youth, unlike the slow pace of change among older 
peasants. 64  

 Less tainted by traditional values, the youth became the symbol of the 
new age, and great care was put into their education as the next generation 
of workers to carry on the task of the revolution. A pamphlet for educators 
described the new principle of democracy that was to defi ne the relation-
ship between the younger and older generations: 

 Of course, respect is also necessary as part of democratic virtue. But, it 
is not the kind of formal respect that requires one to drop to one’s knees 
without being able to breathe properly because one is in front of an 
elder as in feudal societies. Even now at gatherings and meetings in the 
countryside, one can at times point out the incorrect tendency of plac-
ing elders before the young, yielding to the words of the village elders 
even when they are mistaken. Such feudal virtues must be eradicated 
immediately. We must foster a courageous rearguard that will succeed 
our generation by struggling against such rotten unequal virtues that 
deprive the rights of young people, ignoring the young simply because 
they are younger in age. 65  

 With large numbers of youth taking leadership positions, local youth 
league records show evidence of the youth disregarding the older genera-
tion to such an extent that their abuse of power came under criticism as 
impolite and insulting, damaging the league’s reputation. For example, 
one member was expelled from the league for insulting her parents-in-law 
and beating them, while another member was expelled for eating chicken 
with his wife in secret without sharing with his parents, thereby damaging 
the authority and dignity of the league. 66  

 As a testament to the radical nature of the youth, the Communist 
Youth League ( Kongsanjuŭi ch’ŏngnyŏn tongmaeng ) had been the earliest 
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organization to form, on October 6, 1945, at a meeting of some two hun-
dred representatives from across the northern half of the peninsula. It was 
only after some months of challenges from other youth groups, particu-
larly those associated with churches and the Democratic Party, that the 
transition was made to the Democratic Youth League in order to forge 
a broader appeal. 67  The transition was not always smooth as some radical 
youth regarded the change as watering down their revolutionary zeal. 68  
For example, Chŏng Kyun-su, a high school teacher from a middle peas-
ant family of North Hamgyŏng Province, wrote a detailed description of 
confl icts among the youth during his student days in his autobiography 
submitted with his resume. 69  The local youth in his hometown had begun 
organizing three days before liberation when the Soviets had entered the 
area, battling the Japanese on August 12. 

 On August 13, a communist party organization with uncle at the head 
was formed, and on August 16, upon the joyful news of liberation, the 
Ŏrang Township People’s Committee formed on August 17. On August 
18, Soviet troops landed in the port of Ŏdaejin, passing through the vil-
lage. Father’s second cousin ( och’on ) became the chairman of the town-
ship people’s committee, and uncle ( samch’on ) was the head of security. 
I was somewhat sad at Japan’s defeat, but I was able to taste the thrill of 
liberation when I could freely use the Korean language, building our 
own homeland with our own hands. I joined the peace preservation 
corps, and studied social science with uncle. When I criticized the be-
havior of some Soviet troops, he instructed me to see the problem from 
a larger perspective. On September 10, I went back to school, but dis-
putes broke out every day, and liberalism was rampant. When my sister’s 
husband Ch’oe Sang-ku became the general director of Ŏrang Middle 
School (he was also chairman of the  Komsomol  ), the pro-American fac-
tion and middle-of-the-roaders among some of the students demanded 
his expulsion from the school. I was a leading member of the student 
council, reading  Capitalist Deception  at Ch’oe Sang-ku’s instruction in 
order to educate my classmates, but standing in front of the classroom, 
sparks would fl y. As a result, I could not educate them. I was afraid 
of their brute force. It seemed as if they had conspired with the reac-
tionary history teacher Chŏn Tong-sŏp, newly appointed to the post, 
to fi ght against the trusteeship, threatening many students and forcing 
them to compose leafl ets. I also composed a leafl et. In this fashion, they 
attempted to enlist all the students under them. In March 1946, the 
leafl et problem increased and eight instigators were arrested. I was also 
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detained for fi ve days on March 25. My father’s cousin, Chŏng Sŏk-hwa, 
enlightened me with great effort, at which I felt like I had awoken from 
a dream, regretting what I had done. I thus came to know completely 
the position I needed to take, joining the Democratic Youth League on 
May 30 and working as a leading member of the youth league at school 
until graduating on July 7. 

 The narrative is patchy and not always coherent, but several important points 
stand out. Despite having older relatives who appear to be communists, the 
author was embroiled in antitrusteeship campaigns along with other stu-
dents, landing him in jail. The Moscow Agreement, reached in December 
1945 between the United States and the Soviet Union, proposed a trustee-
ship over Korea for up to fi ve years that would be administered jointly by 
the Allied powers as a way to end the separate occupation zones and unify 
Korea. 70  Despite offi cial support for the proposal in North Korea, there was 
organized opposition to the Moscow Agreement even in communist strong-
holds such as North Hamgyŏng Province. In the aftermath of colonial rule, 
the idea of falling under tutelage yet again, no matter by whom and for how 
long, faced bitter opposition. Although Chŏng ultimately joined the youth 
league, it took nearly fi ve months for him to do so in the context of such 
complexities. Young people vacillated between different poles even where 
communists had the upper hand as in North Hamgyŏng as evidenced by 
the formation of the  Komsomol , using the original Russian acronym for the 
Young Communist League of the Soviet Union. However, as the year drew 
to a close and the fi rst elections were held in November 1946, the youth 
emerged as the strongest bulwark of the revolution. 

 The youth league was particularly active during the elections. During 
the 1947 election, 76 percent of all publicity workers were from the league, 
and young people comprised 27 percent of all those elected to township 
PCs and 34 percent of all those elected to the village PCs, as well as mak-
ing up half the members of the Workers’ Party. 71  Like other social orga-
nizations, the league’s regular activities included organizing study groups 
and lectures; propaganda work through posters, slogans, and  bulletin 
boards; and planning cultural programs through clubs and publicity 
halls. 72  Predictably, the youth league was also the most heavily  mobilized 
during projects requiring labor. Ninety percent of labor  mobilization for 
 construction projects in Inje County was done through the youth league, 
prompting the party to comment that the league should try to increase its 
focus on raising the cultural standard and physical  training of its members 
rather than just using them for hard labor. 73  
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 Indeed, the platform for the youth league began by emphasizing the 
importance of political education and the advancement of culture that 
was socially useful and productive. Its concept of culture was broad and 
holistic, including “science, art, literature, philosophy, and all knowl-
edge suited to the Korean situation today that would play a large role in 
limitlessly developing the politics and economy of the people.” 74  What 
it excluded was all colonial remnants such as “bureaucracy, formalism, 
individualism, narrow-minded nationalism, slave mentality, debasement 
of women, familism and other feudal remains.” The colonial period was 
characterized as a time when “there was no need to respect their laws, no 
need to protect and save their assets, and no need to participate actively in 
their economic development.” 75  But now that the state and all assets were 
in the hands of the people, a new sense of respect for state laws, care for 
social assets, and love of labor had to be fostered. Politics, economy, and 
culture were considered to be closely related, so that the political, eco-
nomic, and cultural development of society had to proceed hand in hand. 
In North Korea, this meant pursuing a people’s democracy, a self-reliant 
national economy, and a democratic national culture “so as not to repeat 
the humiliation of becoming colonial slaves to imperialism.” 76  

 Consequently, the youth league’s platform called on its members to 
work for a “strong and independent democratic country” while standing 
in solidarity with the International Youth League in the spirit of interna-
tionalism. None of these were entirely unique to the youth league in com-
parison with other organizations, but Article 6 stood out by calling on its 
members to “cultivate a love of labor for the welfare and prosperity of the 
country.” 77  According to the league, labor can take on different meanings 
depending on the social system: “labor is humiliating and base, deplorable 
and unfair when the essential means of production are in the hands of a 
minority privileged class and is unable to provide the worker with even 
the bare minimum standard of living,” but when the essential means of 
production are in the hands of the people, “labor is respectable, honorable, 
courageous, and  heroic .” 78  Labor was touted as a creative social force in na-
tional development and in the happiness and prosperity of the people, rais-
ing the effi ciency of production as a dynamic force in social development. 

 The renewed emphasis on valuing labor as socially productive rather 
than as something to be shunned as inferior and degrading mobilized stu-
dents and young people to participate in all major labor-intensive proj-
ects, from the construction of dikes, levees, and roads to the collection of 
the agricultural tax-in-kind. These were “socially productive” and “so-
cially creative” forms of participation in collective life that would forge a 
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revolutionary heroic subjectivity as an expression of socialist modernity. 
 Toward this end, one of the tasks of the league was to “working-classize” 
the overwhelming majority of peasant youth into worker youth. Poor peas-
ants and slash-and-burn farmers unable to make ends meet were absorbed 
into the workforce by advertising the benefi ts of becoming a worker and 
the important role that workers played in the development of the coun-
try. 79  In May 1948, for example, two hundred slash-and-burn farmers and 
poor peasants from Inje County were scheduled to move from the county 
to be placed in various factories and labor units across the country. 

 Of course the love of labor did not preclude an emphasis on the impor-
tance of study. An article in  Ch’ŏngnyŏn saenghwal  (Youth Life), the organ 
of the Youth League, emphasized the importance of reading as part of ev-
eryday life. 80  After criticizing a time when books would gather dust sitting 
idle in publicity halls, the article praised as exemplary the new practice of 
getting to work an hour early in order to have time for reading. A local 
leader was likewise commended for turning his parlor ( sarangbang ) into a 
publicity hall for the youth in his village to use as a reading room. Conse-
quently, setting up reading rooms and libraries became a major priority for 
the youth league, and local groups organized programs to foster reading, 
including a “Night of Literature,” the translation of Russian texts, and 
reading circles. Such types of educational projects had a close affi nity with 
schools as most teachers and students were members of the league in any 
case. A large part of the league’s activities thus centered on providing lead-
ership to students and teachers, making sure that teachers were meticulous 
in their work and that students were motivated to attend school and study 
diligently. 81  The youth league was instrumental in efforts to change the 
social dynamic within schools so that teachers would stop using physical 
punishment to make students obey and senior students would stop beating 
younger students to make them bow, as was typical under colonial rule. 

 Emulating the Young Pioneers of the Soviet Union from its salute to 
the red scarves worn around the neck, the youth league organized and ac-
tively promoted the  Children’s League  ( Sonyŏndan ) for students between 
ages ten to fi fteen. With a membership of 660,000 in 1948, the children’s 
league organized about half of all eligible children. 82  Claiming that “col-
lective life had become the members’ everyday life,” an internal children’s 
league document explained that the weekly meeting was conducted with 
great gusto, opening with poetry and literary works composed by its own 
members before moving on to discuss study topics, ending with lively 
merriment and recreational activities. 83  Part of this collective life involved 
taking responsibility for the learning of others so that “the comrades who 
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knew [the lesson] took care of the comrades who didn’t.” This kind of col-
lective learning, which encouraged good students to help others rather than 
pursue their own individual achievement, was in contrast to the competi-
tive individualistic learning that was characteristic of the colonial period 
and postliberation South Korea. 84  As students took an interest in school 
through the various extracurricular activities offered by the children’s 
league, parents praised the league for improving their children’s grades and 
overall behavior. 85  Breaking down previous gender roles, boys learned the 
importance of dance as part and parcel of physical training, in contrast to 
previous disdain for dance among male students. Boys participated actively 
in gymnastics ( ch’eyuk muyong ) and marches ( haengjin muyong ) as a way to 
cultivate collective discipline ( chiptanjŏk kyuyulsŏng ). 86  

 Under the guidance of the youth league, the children’s league also took 
part in all major public events, for example, making paper fl owers to pin on 
voters during elections, drawing cartoons and posters for May Day celebra-
tions, and holding concerts and plays to entertain villagers during labor 
mobilization projects. The children’s league persistently organized activities 
on weekends, targeting children from Christian families in order to dis-
suade them from attending church. Organizational life was also fostered 
through recreational activities such as camping. Youth league members from 
Sŏnch’ŏn County in North P’yŏngan Province went camping for a week in 
July 1947. The fi nal report listed three gains from the trip: greater confi -
dence in the people’s committee; an appreciation for collective life; and the 
realization that liberalism and individualism are obstacles to collective life. 87  

 Meetings and Study Sessions 

 As we have seen from the activities of social organizations, part of living 
a collective life meant attending meetings and study sessions as one of the 
hallmarks of daily life. A female factory worker in her early twenties was 
potentially committed to attending multiple meetings at her occupational 
league, the women’s league, the youth league, and the party, depending 
on her membership in each of these organizations. We can infer, from 
earlier criticisms against women’s league leaders for running around, al-
legedly neglecting the home, that there was a “withering away of private 
life.” The replacement of private life with a dramatic expansion in public 
life was an everyday reality through all the meetings and study sessions 
that people were obliged to attend with a mixture of external and internal 
pressures for social recognition and self-improvement. 
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 Nonetheless, the minutes of meetings in the countryside show chal-
lenges in the process of creating new spaces of discussion and debate. For 
example, a party cell consisting of twenty-two members—82 percent poor 
peasants and no women—held their meetings with about fi fteen to twenty 
people at one of their homes, lasting between one to two hours. 88  The 
meetings began with one of the members, usually the cell leader, report-
ing on the agenda. Each item was followed by some cursory discussion, 
after which a decision was made. By and large, the discussion consisted 
of affi rming party policies and outlining how those policies were to be 
implemented in their village. Party leaders continuously urged the mem-
bers to speak up and express their opinions in order to ensure democratic 
procedures within the party. But the villagers were reluctant to criticize 
their neighbors due to “fraternalistic tendencies” and “only a few com-
rades were regularly designated to speak instead of taking in the opinions 
of all the party members in the debate.” 89  

 The party took great pains to foster lively and open discussion not 
only to ensure democratic procedures but also to promote creativity and 
independent thinking. Party cells were criticized for damaging the demo-
cratic practices of the party by relegating discussion to the same handful 
of people rather than including every member, thereby hampering the 
effective implementation of party decisions because the actual opinions of 

Figure 4.2. People reading wall newspapers (n.p., n.d.). RG 242, SA 2005, box 7, item 9. 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration.
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all members were not taken into account. 90  In order to address such chal-
lenges, a newspaper column entitled “How can discussion be conducted 
well?” tried to elucidate why people avoided speaking up. 91  They were 
afraid, it explained, of making a mistake and being criticized, thereby los-
ing face. People were also reluctant to repeat what others had already said, 
and often assumed that they lacked the requisite education and prepara-
tion. The article suggested that such fears needed to be boldly overcome, 
that those who had diffi culty speaking up should be guided and provided 
enough time to prepare in advance and allowed to speak fi rst before those 
with better speaking skills. The article advised that people should be given 
the chance to express their opinions freely and should not be interrupted or 
unconditionally criticized without explanation, and that decisions should 
be reached only after suffi cient discussion had taken place. In part due 
to these problems, education became a priority to increase the “political 
level” of the people whether through formal schooling or through study 
groups. This goal was framed in the language of enlightenment whereby 
political education was necessary to guarantee democracy. 

 Party cells at urban schools were not spared criticism despite their more 
frequent and lengthier meetings. The party cell at the Pyongyang Girls’ 
High School met twice a month, with each meeting lasting  anywhere 
from two and a half to seven hours and with some meetings ending as late 
as midnight. 92  Because it was made up of high school teachers, the level 
of discussion was much more sophisticated than the discussion in village 
cells. There were repeated criticism and self-criticism sessions, which often 
broke out into full-blown debates about what constituted individualism, 
the differences between supervision and surveillance in party work, and 
the dangers of bureaucracy in the hierarchical organization of the party. 
The party encouraged criticism and self-criticism as favored methods for 
discovering and correcting mistakes in party work. Through them, the 
party hoped to cultivate steadfast members who would preserve internal 
democracy while rooting out feudal and colonial remnants. In reaction to 
a 1949 memo drafted by the Central Committee of the Workers’ Party to 
all its members, party branches at various levels in Inje County discussed 
the merits of criticism and self-criticism as “promoting communication 
and camaraderie between party leaders and members,” rather than serv-
ing to “depreciate” their authority. 93  Whereas Japanese colonial rule was 
deemed culpable for the proliferation of “past feudal remnants of fl at-
tery and sycophancy” rampant among the people, one discussant astutely 
observed that “some party members have shunned the party’s internal 
weapon of criticism for fear that criticism could create personal distance.” 94  
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Consequently, pamphlets on self-criticism with  extensive quotations from 
Soviet and Chinese sources were distributed to party members in order to 
instill the importance of using such methods during meetings. 95  

 In the remote parts of Inje County, however, political education con-
tinued to present problems. It took almost two weeks for daily news-
papers to reach the area, and even when they reached their destination, 
only about two hundred copies were supplied to the region. 96  Study ses-
sions therefore became an important means to relay current news as part 
of political education and ideological training. They were followed by 
 recreation and entertainment to foster active attendance and participation. 
Members of the youth league often performed traditional Russian dances 
in pairs, holding hands, alarming an older generation that was not used to 
such contact with the opposite sex. 97  

 Topics covered in the study groups included Korean history, accom-
plishments after liberation in North Korea, conditions in other communist 
 countries, current affairs including both domestic and international events, 
and Marxist-Leninist theory in the context of Bolshevik history for the 
more advanced party members. A February 1948 curriculum for the Inje 
County PC covered a broad range of topics from contemporary history to 
practical administrative matters: 98  

 1. Basic stages of development of human society (4 hours) 
 2. On the enactment of the provisional constitution (4 hours) 
 3. Historical signifi cance of North Korean democratic reforms 

(5 hours) 
 4. People’s Committee and People’s Assembly (2 hours) 
 5. International and domestic conditions (3 hours) 
 6. How the Democratic Publicity Hall should be used (3 hours) 
 7. On the Nam Township irrigation project and electrical facilities 

(1 hour) 
 8. Practical work (5 hours) 
 TOTAL: 27 hours 

 A total of 106 men and four women from the county participated in these 
sessions over the course of three days, for nine hours a day. The list of top-
ics indicates a strong emphasis on North Korean achievements and their 
signifi cance in Korean history. 

 The slack winter months were a good time to conduct study sessions 
in the countryside. Like the sessions that were conducted in February, the 
Inje County Women’s League used the month of  December to carry out 
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study sessions every day, including on weekends. 99  Lasting for two weeks, 
the sessions focused on Korea, especially conditions in the north as com-
pared to the south, with only a smattering of Marxist theory. Not surpris-
ingly, peasant women found the sessions diffi cult, especially the sessions 
on the Soviet Union and international affairs. 100  (For the full curriculum, 
see the appendix to this book.) Indeed, handwritten refl ections and evalu-
ations on a three-day youth league study session show rudimentary writ-
ing skills, with some commenting that “the lecturer spoke too fast and his 
writing was not detailed enough” to understand. 101  

 For party leaders, party schools focused specifi cally on the role of the 
party in leading the masses with a heavy dose of Soviet history as a his-
torical model. A monthlong course for a group of party cell instructors 
involved eight hours of lectures and three hours of discussion per day! 102  
The daily schedule was as follows: 

 7:00 a.m. Wake up 
 7:00–7:30 Exercise 
 7:30–7:40 Clean 
 7:40–8:00 Wash 
 8:00–8:40 Breakfast 
 8:40–9:00 Study preparation 
 9:00 a.m.–1:00 p.m. Morning lecture 
 1:00–1:40 Lunch 
 1:40–2:00 Study preparation 
 2:00–6:00 Afternoon lecture 
 6:00–6:40 Dinner 
 6:40–8:00  Break 
 8:00–11:00 Discussion 
 11:00 p.m.–7:00 a.m. Sleep 

 The list of study topics for the twenty-fi ve days (with 184 hours to-
tal devoted to study) included similar lessons on Korea, but placed much 
greater emphasis on Bolshevik history as providing important lessons in 
the development of the party in North Korea. The history of the com-
munist movement in the Soviet Union offered a model for how the North 
Korean Workers’ Party should proceed, but it was not simply its political 
history that was exemplary for the future of North Korea as a socialist state. 
Many looked upon the Soviet Union as providing an alternative paradigm 
for the development of a new social and cultural life as indicated by the 
rapid increase in membership of the Korea-Soviet Cultural Association. 
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 The  Korea-Soviet Cultural Association  ( Cho-sso munhwa hyŏphoe ) 
was formed in November 1945 in order to foster friendship and cultural 
exchange with the Soviet Union. 103  Although there were only 3,703 
members in early 1947, the membership exploded to some 850,000 mem-
bers by December 1948. 104  Although the Soviet occupation and its close 
diplomatic relationship with North Korea after the occupation certainly 
 explain the impetus for the creation of such a group, the overwhelming 
interest in joining the association can be understood only within the con-
text of the pervasive image of the Soviet Union as a place of “advanced 
culture ( sŏnjin munhwa ) that must be urgently digested to develop a truly 
democratic national culture.” 105  The Soviet Union was perceived to be a 
superior country, a place to be emulated by “disseminating its democratic 
culture to the countryside.” 106  

 The local chapter in Inje County was composed mostly of men as 
women made up less than 10 percent (217) of the 2,782 members. The 
vast majority were Workers’ Party members (2,471) from peasant back-
grounds (2,253) in their twenties and thirties. 107  By December 1949, 
however, women’s membership in the county was up to a quarter of 
the 5,182 members. 108  Moreover, forty-eight men and five women 
in the county were learning Russian twice a week for four hours. Photo 
exhibitions and fi lms on Soviet culture and lectures on the Soviet role 
in Korea’s independence and development were also organized across 
the county. 109  

 By 1949, over one thousand photo exhibits had been presented in the 
county with a total of 95,910 attendees, showing them the “everyday life 
of Soviet farmers, especially the actual everyday life of the advanced Soviet 
people living in socialist society.” 110  For a county of approximately thirty 
thousand people, many people would need to have attended the exhibits 
multiple times to add up to such a huge number of attendees. A year-end 
report for the following year counted 268,265 attendees for 2,506 lectures, 
discussions, and concerts, an average of almost nine events for every person 
in the county. 111  The high attendance rates are no surprise in light of the 
marvel with which people viewed the developments in the Soviet Union, 
attested to by viewers’ comments that they “wish nothing else than to visit 
the Soviet Union.” 112  Such reactions were not limited to peasants. The del-
egation of North Korean leaders to the Soviet Union in early 1949 that 
included learned men such as Paek Nam-un, who had studied in Tokyo 
during the colonial period, wrote a number of adulatory travelogues about 
their trip. 113  



The Collective   131

Table 4.4. Korea-Soviet Cultural Association lectures in Inje County, 1948

Title
Number 

of locations
Total number 
of attendees

Percentage 
men

Percentage 
women

Soviet aid for the Korean people 11    429 90 10

Superiority of Soviet culture over 
the reactionary American culture

27 2,744 82 18

Soviet aid for the development 
of Korean national culture

 8    473 95   5

Soviet foreign policy   5    257 79 21

Soviet aid for the development 
of Korean national culture

 2     97 86 14

Soviet foreign policy 17 1,650 67 33

Soviet aid for the development 
of Korean national culture

 2   184 97   3

Soviet people are the vanguard 
and guarantor of peace and 
democracy for the people 
of the world

  3    110 96   4

Total 75 5,944   86.7    13.3

Source: North Korean Workers’ Party Kangwŏn Province Inje County Standing Committee Meeting Min-
utes No. 32 (1948.12.31), NHCC, vol. 3, 50. Also in RG 242, SA 2007, box 6, item 1.55.

Table 4.5. Korea-Soviet Cultural Association photo exhibits in Inje County, 1948

Title
Number 
of items

Number 
of days

Number 
of attendees

Percentage 
men

Percentage 
women

Conditions in the Soviet 
Union

39 3 260 90.0 10.0

USSR 23 3 1,440 64.0 36.0

USSR and fascist atrocity 33 9 5,770 67.0 33.0

Soviet athletics, 
 Soviet-German War

68 9 7,309 58.7 41.3

Soviet athletics, 
 Soviet-German War

130 61 32,202 66.0 34.0

Korea-Soviet friendship 45 11 2,199 79.0 21.0

Soviet-German War, 
 Soviet athletics

90 11 267 70.0 30.0

Soviet-German War, 
 Soviet athletics

45 24 2,785 87.5 12.5

Soviet-German War, 
 Soviet athletics

45 15 768 79.0 21.0

Total 518 146 55,350 72.3 27.7

Source: North Korean Workers’ Party Kangwŏn Province Inje County Standing Committee Meeting 
 Minutes No. 32 (1948.12.31), NHCC, vol. 3, 50. Also in RG 242, SA 2007, box 6, item 1.55.
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 Commemorative dates important to Soviet history were celebrated 
through the Korea-Soviet Cultural Association, including Lenin’s birthday, 
the anniversary of Lenin’s death, the founding of the Red Army, and Hitler’s 
defeat, but the largest event was the anniversary of the October Revolution, 
which was celebrated in villages throughout the county, with 17,696 people 
attending twenty-eight different events in 1948. Most other events were 
held at only one location and attended mostly by offi ce workers ( samuwŏn ), 
indicating that they were likely workplace events limited to much smaller 
numbers of people, as shown in table 4.6. 

 With the end of the Soviet occupation and withdrawal of troops in De-
cember 1948, the Soviets were no longer an overt presence, but  Soviet cul-
ture continued to elicit inspiration for a new kind of  collective life. 

  Silsi  ( 實施 ) vs.  Silhaeng  ( 實行 ) 

 With so many organizations in service to a collective life, people were 
often confused about the precise differences between the people’s com-
mittee, the party, and social organizations. When asked to explain the 
differences, a party member from the youth league answered incor-
rectly that “religious people cannot join the party whereas they can join 
a social organization.” 114  When the publicity director from the people’s 
 committee was asked the same question, he too responded mistakenly 
that “the party is a political organ and the social organization an admin-
istrative one.” Although inaccurate, the statements refl ect the role that 
each of the institutions took on in the public eye and the conditions for 
membership in each of them. Religious people clearly had a harder time 
joining the Workers’ Party although there were no prohibitions against 
their joining whereas social organizations were more open, administer-
ing many of the political programs decided on by the party. Broad policy 
goals were implemented on the ground by the PCs with the help of social 
organizations while the party worked to guarantee the success of gov-
ernment decisions through “political work,” educating the public on the 
validity of such policies. 

 Party members were repeatedly warned not to dominate the PCs and 
to differentiate between the party and the government. Not only pub-
licly but internally, the party made sure that its members understood the 
importance of distinguishing between different institutions so that party 
offi cials would not overreach their jurisdiction. For example, an internal 
party document explained that all levels of the government were elected 
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by the people, and as such warranted support even when there were “im-
pure elements” within the ranks. 115  Rather than monopolizing govern-
ment power, party members were told “to carry out the mass line” so as 
to include the opinions of all political parties and social organizations. 
The party saw the independence and autonomy of people’s committees as 
integral to the mass line that would unite the majority of people in sup-
port of the government. 116  The party was considered the vanguard and 
was to be explicitly separated from the state because “the party does not 
directly govern the state [since] the state represents all of the people as a 
single entity.” 117  

 The party was meant to lead politically and ideologically by formulat-
ing broad goals, but it was the task of the government, that is, the PCs, to 
specify how and under what terms these goals would be carried out, and 
the social organizations were there to mobilize society in support. Indeed, 
unlike other countries of the Soviet bloc, the leaders of the local party 
branch and the PC were rarely the same person, leading to power struggles 
between the dual lines of authority; as one PC chairperson complained, 
“the people are only afraid of the party cell leader’s stick of discipline, and 
do not fear the tasks of the sovereign institution of the PC.” 118  Such dupli-
cation of state and party structures was the result of employing two dif-
ferent concepts of mass sovereignty: socialism, which places sovereignty in 
the working class, and nationalism, which places sovereignty in the nation 
as a whole. 119  Priorities for the party and the government thus competed 
for hegemony, giving rise to tensions between party and government of-
fi cials. They had two competing sets of strategies—one of class struggle 
under the direction of the party and another of creating a united front un-
der the banner of the people’s committees—which left party members and 
PC offi cials in contradictory positions. 120  For example, private businesses 
were legal as was hiring workers, but a party member could face serious 
sanctions for doing so because they were construed as exploitation within 
the framework of class struggle. 

 Nonetheless, the party, true to its mass line, tried its best to preserve 
the autonomy of the government. During a series of Workers’ Party meet-
ings in a local township, the PC chairman, Yi Chong-hae, was repeat-
edly admonished for various errors, from negligence of his duties due to 
drunkenness to the unfair distribution of food and land during the land 
reform. 121  Yet he was only reprimanded by the party and continued to 
serve as PC chairman for over two years. Yi even submitted his own res-
ignation as an expression of true remorse, but the party refused to accept 



The Collective   135

it because “Comrade Yi Chong-hae has been elected by the general will 
of all the township people.” Even after the elections in 1947, this people’s 
committee consisted of eight poor peasants, three workers, four landlords, 
and one petit bourgeoisie ( sosimin ) despite attempts by the party to root out 
landlords from the PCs. 

 The relationship between the party and the people’s committees was 
thus a delicate one. This was further complicated by a system of dual 
accountability within the government through horizontal and vertical 
lines of authority. These were meant to prevent bureaucratic tendencies 
by making sure that local leaders were not simply subordinated to the 
central government but were accountable to their local constituencies as 
well. 122  For example, the Inje County Education Department was subor-
dinated to the local PC horizontally and vertically to the national Minis-
try of Education in Pyongyang. The vertical connection guaranteed that 
all regions in the country had a coordinated educational policy, while 
horizontal ties allowed room for management at the local level in order to 
implement policies appropriate to local conditions. That was the intended 
effect. More often, however, local PCs held greater allegiance to the vil-
lages from which they had been elected. Local offi cials underreported the 
amount of land under cultivation in their districts to avoid greater taxes by 
the central government, leading to charges of regionalism ( chibangjuŭi  ). 123  
They repeatedly underestimated production fi gures during the inspection 
of agricultural crops in order to prevent local grains from leaving their 
region. 124  Local PCs tended to think of their immediate interests whereas 
party members followed party discipline from above in implementing na-
tional policies. 

 This is not to say that local offi cials always acted in the interest of the 
villagers. Despite warnings against too much mobilization of labor and 
collection of taxes, illegal taxes continued to be imposed on peasants in 
order to fi nance local administrative budgets. Peasants were taxed for a 
variety of projects from the organization of land cadastres to the issuance 
of identifi cation cards, the maintenance of local government offi ces, and 
election expenses. Parents of school children were often charged extra 
fees for incidentals such as picnics and teachers’ weddings. 125  Such prac-
tices were severely criticized by the party as contributing to the division 
between the government and the people. Orders were given to strictly 
enforce the law against any illegal imposition of taxes and to curb the 
practice of eating for free when higher offi cials visited local offi ces, mak-
ing sure that these offi cials paid for their own meals. The party was highly 
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critical of elitist government and party offi cials who used their positions 
for personal gain, calling them “ yangban -ized” after the  yangban  elite that 
had ruled Chosŏn society. 126  Similar critiques surfaced again and again in 
internal documents, attacking “bureaucratism” ( kwallyojuŭi  ) for alienating 
the masses. A list of its defi ning characteristics included “dictating orders 
from the top, enjoying ruling over others, and suppressing them without 
listening to superior orders; showing off and exaggerating one’s own ac-
complishments while scolding and debasing those below; only looking to 
one’s superiors without working on the task at hand, lacking any detailed 
plan or purpose.” 127  

 This brings us back to the epigraph with which this chapter began, 
which described the ideal relationship between the individual and the 
collective. As we have seen in the description of the various organi-
zations and the organizational lives therein, not all groups were con-
doned. Factionalism was fi ercely attacked and bureaucracy was deemed 
detrimental to organizational health. The kind of collective envisioned 
was a very specifi c form defi ned by socialist class politics and nationalist 
identity politics, straddling a hierarchical class order that privileged the 
lower classes while embracing a form of egalitarian socialist interna-
tionalism that combined internationalism with a strong dose of national 
pride. This emerging collective would take precedence over and above 
other collectives with which every individual must identify as concep-
tualized in the educational text that was introduced at the beginning of 
the chapter. 

 Contrasting two words that both mean “to implement,” the text differ-
entiated  silsi  from  silhaeng , defi ning  silsi  as “mechanically putting into effect 
in obedience” while  silhaeng  required “the display of enthusiasm and the 
utmost creativity” to carry out the task at hand. 128  The fi rst Sino-Korean 
character that is common to both words means to bear fruit, in this case 
akin to accomplishing something. On the other hand, the second Sino-
Korean characters can mean quite different things.  Si  means to give or ex-
tend a favor whereas  haeng  means to go or travel. I have thus rendered  silsi  as 
“to put into effect” as in  give  effect, emphasizing the perfunctory nature of 
its meaning while translating  silhaeng  as “to carry out” in order to highlight 
the movement embedded in the idea of  going  someplace. Let us look at a 
passage that makes the distinction between the two words clear. 

 There is no contradiction between command and obedience in self-
conscious discipline, and indeed, the two have an organic connection, 



The Collective   137

infl uencing each other. There is a big contradiction between  silsi  and 
 silhaeng , however, in mechanistic discipline because rather than self-
consciously carrying out the orders of the commander, it is done by 
force of command. There is no independent action or creativity in 
this case, and the one carrying out the command does not completely 
understand the objective nor is there any benefi t for the person carry-
ing out the command. Moreover, when a command is put into effect 
by oppressive discipline, it can only be put into effect under specifi c 
conditions and oversight, and when the conditions change or there 
is no oversight, it may not be put into effect at all. However, under 
self-conscious discipline, the implementer begins by understanding 
the purpose and the task, carrying out and putting into effect the 
command, sparing no creativity and effort and struggling to the end. 
Therefore, whether there is a change in the conditions or whether there 
is oversight and pressure, the task that was begun will inexorably be 
accomplished. 129  

 The text differentiates between “mechanistic discipline” ( kigyejŏk kyuyul  ) 
and “self-conscious discipline” ( chagakchŏk kyuyul  ) in order to show that 
the discipline required by a collective life need not contradict individual 
interests. When collective and individual interests are brought together, 
the individual serves the collective by fulfi lling the collective goal through 
one’s individual creativity and independent thinking, which ultimately 
benefi ts the individual too. Knowing this, the individual does all she or 
he can to serve the collective and there is no contradiction in serving the 
collective interest rather than one’s own. However, those unaware of this 
organic connection only follow orders superfi cially, because of external 
pressure like a machine, with no spontaneity, benefi ting neither the col-
lective nor the individual. 

 Thus, to live a collective life meant “to believe in the power of the 
organization as the most effective way to carry out the tasks at hand . . . 
to consider it the greatest honor and limitless inspiration for those living 
an organizational life.” 130  Self-conscious discipline without contradiction 
between individual and collective interests was understood to be “the 
harmonious union of absolute submission, independent creativity, careful 
self-awareness, and spontaneity.” As we have seen throughout this chap-
ter, the proliferation of organizations attempted to foster this “harmoni-
ous union” by bringing people together into a variety of collectives with 
their own organizational discourses and practices, including countless 
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hours of meetings and study sessions with their share of confl icts and 
challenges. 

 Although North Korea’s emphasis on the collective has often been in-
dicted as Stalinist, North Korea never witnessed the kind of wholesale 
purging of its enemies, as under Stalin in the 1930s. Nor was North Ko-
rean politics based on terror so much as on a form of populism, embracing 
peasants and intellectuals as part of a broad coalition of working masses. 
However much an emphasis was placed on the role of the state, modeling 
the Soviet Union as the exemplar of state socialism, there was room left in 
the interstices of centralized power for local intervention between com-
peting interests toward compromise, particularly in the formative years 
after liberation. The ever-expanding role of the state has been character-
istic of all modern states, capitalist as much as socialist, and can hardly be 
considered the defi ning feature of state socialism alone. Although North 
Korea remained squarely within the state-centric model, people’s com-
mittees and other local organizations were seen as integral in the exercise 
of self-governance, which would unite state and society in the same way 
that individual and collective interests could be harmonized. 

 In order to begin an organizational life as part of the collective, one 
had to submit an application that included a resume and a short autobiog-
raphy to each organization. Whereas most, if not all, institutional prac-
tices such as these are apt to be understood today as forms of  Foucauldian 
 discipline—reviled by postmodernists as the plight of  modernity—such 
disciplinary measures were ironically the very instruments by which 
modern subjects were produced, which enabled the struggle for human 
emancipation, whether from material want or colonial remnants. In 
other words, the difference between “mechanistic discipline” and “self-
conscious discipline” may very well intimate the ambivalence in modern 
subjectivity that echoes the dialectic of what it means to be a person of 
this world as both a product and a producer. Although the idea of the 
modern subject as autonomous is taken for granted, the very  concept of 
the “subject” paradoxically has two opposing meanings, denoting, on 
the one hand, someone placed under authority or control, determined 
by forces greater than oneself, and, on the other hand, synonymous with 
the idea of a self-determining agent. 131  It is the equivalent of the dialectic 
in the Marxist subject between a “class in itself ” and a “class for itself.” 
North Korea may have lacked a prototypical “class in itself,” such as a 
large industrial working class, but it did not shy away from creating a 
“class for itself.” 
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 Initiating the organizational practices discussed in this chapter to forge 
a collective identity as a “class for itself” was the writing of resumes and 
autobiographies. They were the fi rst steps toward the construction of 
new collectives as concrete identities with which individuals could iden-
tify by composing a story of how one’s personal life fi t into the larger 
 revolutionary agenda. This is the subject of the next chapter. 



 I have a communist worldview, and I have been active in the party 
organization because a strong working people’s party that is at the center 
of the working class is necessary for the development of postliberation 
Korea into a strong, wealthy democratic country. 
 Kim Ho-ch’ŏl, 1948 

 5. Autobiographies 

 Narrating the Revolution 

 Born on April 8, 1905, in the northern city of Hŭngnam, South 
Hamgyŏng Province, Kim Ho-ch’ŏl was working in the North Korean 
People’s Committee, Bureau of Foreign Affairs ( Pukchosŏn inmin wiwŏnhoe 
oemuguk ) when his resume and short autobiography were compiled on 
June 14, 1948. 1  After detailing the hardships he faced while growing up 
as a boy in colonial Korea, his autobiography described a fascinating jour-
ney that took him fi rst to San Francisco in 1927 for a brief stay, then on 
to Chicago where he enrolled as a student of English for four years at the 

Figure 5.1. Photo from Kim Ho-ch’ŏl’s resume (1948). RG 242, SA 
2005, box 8, item 15.2. Courtesy of the National Archives and Records 
Administration.
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Lewis Institute, the present-day Illinois Institute of Technology. He was 
unable to fi nish his degree, however, as he was detained in 1932 for his in-
volvement with the American Revolutionary Writers League and expelled 
from the country. He then made his way to Berlin where he was involved 
with the Red Aid movement for a month and with the International Red 
Aid in Moscow for six months, before fi nally returning to Korea in 1933. 2  
Soon after his return, he was arrested and served a fi ve-year prison term 
for attempting to organize a Red Aid group in Hŭngnam. 

 Although Kim’s life is a remarkable example of socialist internation-
alism in action, it was not entirely uncommon for Koreans to have such 
transnational experiences; colonial rule pushed many to leave their homes 
in search of better opportunities. Countless other personnel dossiers in-
cluded experiences in Manchuria, China, and Japan. What distinguished 
Kim’s dossier was the presence of three distinct versions of his autobiog-
raphy. They provide a rare opportunity not only to examine the devel-
opment of narratives about the North Korean Revolution as a work in 
progress but, more important, how that process of narrating the revolu-
tion as one’s own autobiography enabled North Koreans to see their lives 
within the context of larger social forces, and ultimately, in the most ideal 
of cases, to see themselves as revolutionaries who were instrumental in 
carrying the revolution forward. North Korea was not exceptional in mo-
bilizing people in a transformative project by identifying them as the very 
subjects of history. 3  Although the precedence of Soviet experience was in-
fl uential, the signifi cance of these autobiographies lies in the possibility of 
understanding how North Koreans made use of autobiographical practices 
to merge their own individual life histories with the larger revolutionary 
project in North Korea. 

 Continuing the exploration of how individual and collective interests 
were negotiated and forged during the revolution in order to create a 
new social life, this chapter examines the everyday practices of fi lling 
out resumes and writing autobiographies as mechanisms by which such 
categories as “worker” ( nodong ) and “poor peasant” ( pinnong ) became sa-
lient identities for individuals as a revolutionary  class for itself  rather than 
merely a descriptive term while new uses were made of terms such as 
 samuwŏn  (offi ce worker), which became a catch-all category for those 
that could not quite fi t the worker or peasant class. Rather than juxta-
posing the individual and the collective as oppositional categories, this 
chapter, like the last, illustrates in detail the process by which they were 
constituted dialectically. Individual autobiographies served to defi ne con-
cretely what aggregates such as worker and peasant signifi ed while such 
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collective identities offered a way to narrate and make sense of individual 
experiences. 

 The major themes found in common throughout the autobiographies 
demonstrate the extent to which the narrative form was the foundation 
on which particular life stories were “emplotted.” 4  Nonetheless, the form 
itself must be historicized to show how new narrative forms were the 
product of modernity, not only in the proliferation of history as a particu-
lar kind of narrative form but also in the translation and publication of 
biographies and autobiographies throughout the colonial period. 5  Sharing 
common experiences of capitalist colonial modernity, many of the autobi-
ographies included similar stories of economic hardship compounded by 
ethnic discrimination, which became one of the main themes by which to 
plot one’s life story in the postcolonial period. Previous privileges under 
colonial rule that did not fi t the standard narrative of the oppressed fi nding 
liberation now had to be explained or one would risk singling oneself out 
as reactionary. In the aftermath of colonial rule, such practices constituted 
a necessary moment of refl ection and deliberation about the colonial past 
as a way forward. 6  If the autobiography, by its very nature, dealt with the 
past, it did not stop there. It was also an occasion for the formulation of 
one’s future purpose as a way to envision how one’s life fi t in with the 
making of the North Korean Revolution. Returning to Kim Ho-ch’ŏl’s 
autobiography, we begin by comparing his three autobiographies to show 
the development of a collective narrative of revolution, after which other 
examples of autobiographies are discussed to reveal common themes that 
fi gure prominently in their narration. 

 The Autobiography 

 The three versions of Kim’s autobiography were written on separate sheets 
of paper in different styles of handwriting. The version written on the 
resume form itself, which I call the offi cial version, was composed in ver-
nacular Korean, written horizontally left to right, in fl uid handwriting. 
The next version was written on rice paper, vertically right to left, in 
vernacular Korean in large block letters. Finally, the last version was writ-
ten vertically, right to left, in mixed Sino-Korean script on yet another 
type of paper that was left over from the colonial period, as indicated by 
the imprint “ Shōwa ” (Emperor Hirohito was known as the Shōwa em-
peror) on the margins. The autobiographies were undated, making a de-
fi nitive chronology of the three versions inconclusive. However, the last 
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autobiography in the dossier was likely the fi rst to be written. Not only 
was it composed in the mixed Sino-Korean script, a practice that was 
increasingly discouraged, but it was written on colonial-era paper. It also 
lacked any reference to the numerous positions Kim held in the postlib-
eration period that he included in his other autobiographies. For these 
reasons, I refer to the earlier drafts as “fi rst” and “second” autobiographies 
in the inferred chronological order, distinguishing them from the fi nal 
offi cial version. 

 According to the latter, Kim Ho-ch’ŏl’s father had been a small mer-
chant ( sosangin ) in the fi shing town of Sŏhojin, who at the end of the 
Chŏson Dynasty had signed up with an American company to go to Ha-
waii with Kim’s two elder brothers, Kim Ho-yŏn and Kim Ho-sik. In all 
likelihood, Kim’s father and brothers were recruited to work in the sugar 
plantations of Hawaii during the fi rst wave of Korean immigration to the 
United States. 7  Unlike the immigrants who settled in Hawaii, however, 
Kim’s father returned to Korea and attempted to set up a commercial busi-
ness, trading marine products, ginseng, and other items between Hawaii 
and Japan. The business failed, however, after accumulating a large debt 
for which the family had to give up their house and other assets. The 
family was left to live in a small thatched house where Kim was born as 
the fourth son. His father failed to acquire a job and his mother had to 
provide for the family by taking on domestic work for the head of a local 
Japanese school, in addition to needlework on the side. When Kim turned 
eight, the family moved to Tongjin Private School as caretakers of the 
school grounds, but Kim was not able to enroll there until he was thirteen. 
He fi nished his basic education by gathering fi rewood after school every 
day to help with family fi nances. 

 His third elder brother, Kim Ho-yŏl, was teaching at Ch’angsin School 
in Masan when in 1921 he became “the fi rst Korean to go to Australia” 
to study at the University of Melbourne. However, he died fi ve years 
later at the tender age of twenty-seven. When his eldest brother began 
teaching at Sungsil College in Pyongyang, Kim joined him there to at-
tend Sungsil Middle School, graduating after fi ve years to matriculate to 
a two-year program at the college in 1925. After graduation from college, 
Kim followed his eldest brother to the United States in 1927, leaving be-
hind his sixty-fi ve-year-old father and fi fty-year-old mother to eke out a 
living by gathering fi rewood and other odd jobs. His second brother in 
the United States sent their parents a thousand dollars, improving their 
lot somewhat, but Kim was arrested shortly after returning to Korea in 
1933 and sentenced to fi ve years in prison for attempting to organize 
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communist groups. In 1935, while he was in prison, his mother died. 
When he returned home after fi nishing his prison term in 1938, he found 
that his father, now almost eighty, was “half-blind, begging for food from 
the villagers, their house almost in ruins.” His father died soon thereafter, 
on June 13, 1939. At this point in his narrative, Kim contemplated his 
father’s political orientation: “My father had a rather progressive ideology 
because he had traveled early on to Japan, America, and the three oceans. 
When I was little, I remember my father teaching my older brothers about 
the history of American independence, Vietnam’s loss of independence, 
and Korean history. Infl uenced by my brothers’ patriotism, I wished to be 
a patriot myself.” 

 Having completed the narrative about his family in the fi rst two pages 
of his offi cial autobiography, Kim went on to describe his own experi-
ences as an adult in the remaining two pages. When he docked at the San 
Francisco harbor on May 31, 1927, he had twenty-fi ve  chŏn  (four U.S. dol-
lars, according to his second autobiography) in his pocket. His “exploita-
tion at the hands of the Americans” began at the “world-famous” Hotel 
Virginia in Los Angeles where he worked from June to August 1927 be-
fore he moved on to Chicago. 8  While working in American, Chinese, and 
Korean restaurants and factories, he studied at the Lewis Institute from 
September 1927 until June 1932. 9  He joined the American Revolutionary 
Writers League in October 1929, focusing on the “black people’s ques-
tion” ( hŭgin munje ). 10  In March 1932, the authorities discovered that he had 
participated in the campaign to stop the execution of eight black youths, 
likely the Scottsboro Boys. He was arrested, held in Cook County Jail, 
and fi nally expelled from the country, presumably under laws that forbade 
immigrants from being members of certain radical organizations. 11  His 
offi cial autobiography does not mention his stay in Berlin before going on 
to Moscow, although his resume clearly notes his Berlin sojourn as does 
his second autobiography. 

 Kim then visited Moscow in August 1932, returning to Korea in 
March 1933 with plans to organize a local Red Aid branch, a Korea-Soviet 
Friendship Association, and other leftist cultural groups, only to be ar-
rested by the Japanese colonial authorities in November 1933 while plan-
ning to commemorate the October Revolution. He was to serve fi ve years 
in prison as a “Hamhŭng Prison Revolutionary,” as he described himself 
in his resume. He left prison “falsely promising to stop revolutionary ac-
tivities and focus solely on his family life.” 12  He justifi ed his decision to get 
out of prison under false pretenses as motivated not by selfi sh interests but 
by larger goals: “The truth is that I was dominated with the desire to have 
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really done something before I died rather than being attached to life.” 
After his release on November 7, 1938, he tried to continue his political 
activities, but “the police kept a strict watch as [he] was the fi rst person to 
serve a prison term with experience studying in the United States.” He 
gave up organizing but while working at a bookstore run by his wife’s 
family he tried to stay connected with the anti-imperialist movement in 
Hamhŭng through contacts with students and intellectuals. 

 On August 14, 1945, he heard news that Japan’s surrender would be 
announced the next day, and began actively organizing with his comrades, 
establishing the South Hamgyŏng Province People’s Committee Prepara-
tory Committee on August 17. He was also involved in the provincial 
organization of the Communist Party with Chŏng Tal-hyŏn and O Ki-
sŏp, two well-known communists in the area. 13  Kim was made a full party 
member on October 22, 1945, and simultaneously put in charge of the 
party cell in the Hamhŭng City People’s Committee until March 1946, 
when he was demoted to probationary status for failing to provide wit-
nesses to vouch for his activities in Moscow during his evaluation by Mu 
Chŏng and Hŏ Ka-i. Nonetheless, he was reinstated to full membership 
three months later, on June 23, 1946. Kim concludes his offi cial autobiog-
raphy with the statement in the chapter epigraph, declaring his communist 
worldview. 

 Although the details of Kim’s individual life history are unique, the 
overall structure of his autobiography is not. In writing it, he clearly fol-
lowed the directions printed in the margins of the offi cial resume form, 
which instructed people to fi rst describe their family’s occupation, living 
conditions, and political stance between their date of birth and Korea’s 
liberation on August 15. They were then to write their personal history 
from the age of seven and how their social life had changed after libera-
tion, including personal relationships, names and occupations of friends, 
and motivation for these relationships. They were to conclude with details 
about their occupation and party affi liation after liberation, including that 
of parents and relatives. The instructions singled out national liberation on 
August 15, 1945, as a key marker in organizing the autobiography, call-
ing for information about one’s conduct during the colonial period and 
the effects of liberation before moving on to the postliberation period. 
Accordingly, the fi rst two pages of Kim’s offi cial autobiography began by 
detailing his family’s economic situation, elaborating on his parents’ occu-
pations and his father’s “progressive ideology.” He then went on to address 
his personal history with descriptions about his trips abroad and political 
activities before liberation, concluding with descriptions about the days 
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leading up to liberation and the subsequent frenzy of organizational activi-
ties, including his admission into the Communist Party. 

 Autobiographies not written on the offi cial resume form but on sepa-
rate sheets of paper without the accompanying directions to guide them 
still followed the same general format. Instructions were hardly necessary 
with repeated practice as the guidelines were internalized in the very act 
of writing them. Indeed, the practice was refi ned through more meticu-
lous instructions that required specifi c details from the colonial period, 
both negative and positive, including any affi liation with the colonial gov-
ernment, the imperial army, or other collaborating organizations, as well 
as participation in revolutionary organizations and any related criminal 
record, with reasons for arrest, dates of imprisonment, reasons for release, 
and political stance after release. Moreover, guarantors and corroborators 
were required to vouch for the authenticity of the personal history claimed 
by the autobiographer, and they were directed to write in vernacular Ko-
rean horizontally. Not only did the application form literally shape the 
content of the narrative by suggesting what to include, but quite visibly 
determined the linguistic landscape—what the written text would look 
like and what kinds of linguistic practices would be used. 

 Based on such evidence, one might suspect that the autobiographies 
were formulaic, with a standard narrative, and that they were diffi cult to 
distinguish one from another. Not only were the details unique to each 
account, however, but fi nding a way to craft one’s autobiography was a 
process of trial and error that could either succeed or fail. Kim Ho-ch’ŏl’s 
three separate autobiographies represent three different attempts to nar-
rate the revolution in a way that could effectively insert one’s individual 
history into that of the collective. The emerging guidelines for autobi-
ographies gave them a concrete narrative form, beginning with colonial 
conditions rooted in family background, then marking the signifi cance of 
liberation as a watershed moment, and fi nally concluding with postcolo-
nial activities. The implicit logic within this form was the possibility of a 
heroic tale of liberation and continuing struggle for national construction 
after a time of hardship and misery. It was to be a story of trial, overcom-
ing, and triumph in which people as agents take their destiny into their 
own hands rather than a world in which things happen to people. It was 
inherently a modern account. But placing one’s life history in this narra-
tive emplotment could not be taken for granted. Narrative strategies had 
to be learned and crafted in the multiple drafts of writing one’s life his-
tory as exemplifi ed by Kim’s three autobiographies. In fact, earlier auto-
biographies attached to party applications do not contain narratives of life 
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histories, but a simple listing of educational and professional experiences, 
reproducing the information in the resume. There is no plot, and the at-
tempted autobiographies are only one to two pages long. 14  Likewise, for 
those whose life histories did not fi t into the desired narrative form, the 
autobiographies remain mere chronologies, moving from one fact to the 
next without a narrative arc. 

 Not surprisingly, Kim’s fi rst draft, written in somewhat sloppy hand-
writing in mixed Sino-Korean script, is the shortest of the three, with the 
bare minimum of details to provide the chronology of his life, beginning 
with his father’s business failure, working for the Japanese school head-
master, and starting school at the age of thirteen. There is very little detail 
about his brothers, and only a short sentence about his involvement with 
the communist movement while studying in the United States, before 
moving on to his imprisonment by the Japanese authorities. Although at 
fi rst glance it seems to be the most unremarkable of the three, the defi ning 
element in the fi rst autobiography is the insertion of moments of critical 
refl ection, exemplifi ed by the concluding statement: 

 As someone who joined the national liberation movement, I tried end-
lessly to live according to my conscience and not engage in any cow-
ardly acts ( pigŏphan apchaebi norŭt ) toward the end of their pilfering war. 
As a result, I did not do anything shameful to my subjective conscience. 
Trying to fi nd the opportunity to work since liberation day, I have tried 
to contribute the little I can toward national construction thus far. 

 A bit earlier in the text, Kim had also made a critical assessment of his 
prison life, concluding that he failed to carry out an overt struggle against 
prison authorities under the pretext that he was hoping to carry on po-
litical activities after his release. Instead of refl ecting a confi dent heroic 
revolutionary in a newly liberated Korea, the attitude bears a striking re-
semblance to the confessional of a colonized subject under interrogation, 
with a tone that is defensive, hesitant, and cautious. 15  Whereas other au-
tobiographies also included such moments of self-criticism—a widespread 
communist practice, including in postliberation North Korea—most au-
tobiographies that included self-criticism did so as a way to show how they 
had corrected their previous faults and mistakes. 

 Thus, in a complete turnabout, Kim’s second autobiography contained 
multiple interjections absent from both the fi rst draft and the offi cial one 
that signaled a different strategy of narrative emplotment even while it 
maintained the same overall narrative structure. One of the distinguishing 
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features of the second autobiography is the elaborate descriptions of his 
family. It begins earlier chronologically to include the end of the Chosŏn 
Dynasty. While traveling to and from Seoul for the civil service examina-
tion, his father became involved with the Tonghak Rebellion (1894–95) 
and his relatives were all massacred during the uprising. 16  His father was 
the only survivor. In this way, the family history began further back in 
time to include the pivotal event of the Tonghak Rebellion, celebrated in 
Korean historiography as the largest peasant uprising. North Korean his-
toriography has been keen to appropriate this history as part of a Marxist 
historical development of class struggle. The question, then, is why this 
episode was left out of the offi cial narrative. One possible explanation is 
that his father’s ability to take the civil service examination marked his 
family’s elite  yangban  status at a time when the social revolution in North 
Korea was attempting to rid society of such status distinctions as a legacy 
of the so-called feudal period of Korean history. Thus, as signifi cant as 
the Tonghak Rebellion may have been in Korea’s revolutionary history, 
Kim could not continue to evoke his family’s involvement in the upris-
ing without also implicating his family’s  yangban  status. Thus, the offi cial 
version left out an ambivalent family history that did not bear directly on 
Kim’s own life history. 

 The second autobiography also has more details about his third brother, 
who was considered a “genius,” graduating from Hamhŭng Yŏngsaeng 
Middle School and Kyŏngsŏng Yŏnhŭi College, “giving the family hope 
for a better future.” We also learn that the caretaker work at the private 
school was arranged by the teachers and villagers out of pity for the fam-
ily of such a gifted student. A comparable emphasis on this third brother, 
however, is entirely absent from the offi cial autobiography. Although his 
early death in Australia may have made any elaboration in the offi cial 
autobiography rather superfl uous, the details provided in the second auto-
biography may have turned out to be too ambivalent about what success 
signifi ed under colonial rule. As will become evident in other autobi-
ographies, successful educational opportunities under colonial rule were 
looked upon with skepticism, either as a potential sign of collaboration 
with the colonial regime or as an indication of being part of a privileged 
social class with the resources to obtain higher education. Moreover, 
Yŏngsaeng School, as a private Christian institution, was quickly becom-
ing a locus of civil unrest in postliberation North Korea, while Yŏnhŭi 
College (present-day Yonsei University in Seoul), also a private Christian 
school, was located in South Korea. 
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 Potentially the most perplexing aspect of Kim’s autobiographies is the 
lack of any descriptions of his activities in Berlin or Moscow in all three 
versions. Listed prominently in his resume among revolutionary activities 
undertaken during the colonial period, he stayed in Berlin between July 1 
and August 10, 1932, as a propagandist with Red Aid. 17  From Berlin, he 
went to Moscow to continue his activities with the International Red Aid 
until returning to Korea in March 1933. While attempting to set up Red 
Aid branches in Hŭngnam, Hamhŭng, Wŏnsan, and Yangyang between 
March and October 1933, he was arrested by colonial authorities. So, why 
did he choose to leave these details out of his autobiographical narratives 
when they clearly attest to a revolutionary, and therefore desirable, per-
sonal history? According to his offi cial autobiography, in March 1946 he 
was placed on probation in his party membership status for three months 
because he was unable to provide witnesses to vouch for his activities in 
Moscow. This may have been one factor in his reluctance to elaborate on 
his activities with Red Aid, but more signifi cantly the instructions for the 
autobiography laid clear emphasis on national liberation as the primary 
event that was to organize the narrative. Thus, ambivalent stories of com-
peting collectives—whether it was about the Tonghak, Christian schools, 
or the Red Aid—were left out so as not to leave the autobiography open 
to multiple interpretations. 

 Such a strategy is not altogether surprising when dealing with revo-
lutionary periods that tend toward minimizing ambivalence in favor of 
dichotomies that create a dramatic opposition between progressive and 
reactionary forces. However, what truly sets the second autobiography 
apart from the offi cial one is the sentimental narrative style. For example, 
after the failure of his father’s business venture, he writes about the “many 
days the family went hungry, skipping dinner and breakfast.” Kim goes 
on to describe how he would look on longingly at the food prepared for 
the headmaster’s family, consuming the leftovers when they were done 
with their meal. He remembers how his mother shed tears at this situation, 
“groveling like dogs, which brought tears to [his] eyes upon refl ection.” 
Such stories of hunger and destitution are compounded by colonial subju-
gation. While he was in prison, his mother went to visit him in Hamhŭng 
Prison in November 1935, but the prison authorities would not allow her 
to see him. She returned home, heartbroken, and became ill; she died 
a few weeks later, on December 15, before his release. When he fi nally 
returned home, his father “could not recognize his own son because he 
was half-blind,” and half of the house was crumbling, with little to no 
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furniture, and “only a lone chest with mother’s clothes and mine were left 
as if waiting for me to return.” Kim’s long description of his student days 
is most poignant: 

 While the 70-odd students were studying and playing joyfully in the 
playground every day, I went out to the sea with a basket of fruit to sell 
to the fi shermen and pier workers or I went to the mountains to gather 
fi rewood to help my mother. Whenever I passed the school playground 
with the wooden A-frame, my heart felt like it was going to burst. I 
would go to the mountain and sit on top a boulder, looking out at the 
East Sea, not once or twice cursing the world in which one cannot study 
without money. Even while living on school grounds, it was not until I 
turned 13 that I was able to attend Tongjin School. In March 1919, the 
year I turned 15, I [shouted] “Long Live Korean Independence” in front 
of the police station with other students. The cops beat me to death and 
my school teacher cursed me to death, saying “you think Korea will 
become independent just because the likes of you call out long live in-
dependence. . . .” I remember. I remember clearly. I remember how my 
mother was happy saying that Korea will be independent and then the 
police chief will be run off and we would be able to live in his house. 
I consoled my mother replying that this will defi nitely come to pass. 

 These entries unique to the second autobiography are laden with emo-
tional language around specifi c episodes—mealtime, passing by the 
school yard, looking out at sea, participating in the March First Move-
ment, the attempted prison visit, and the return home—presenting a 
different strategy from the offi cial version, which stated his family hard-
ships, matter-of-factly, with very little detail about his youth, schooling, 
or home life. 

 The emphasis on the March First Movement may have been left out 
ultimately due to criticisms about its pacifi st nationalist character. How-
ever, the overall change in tone is most dramatically expressed in the 
conclusion: 

 Because I studied in the United States, I have lived as a worker and I 
have directly seen with my own eyes the conditions in a capitalist soci-
ety and the effects of the Depression, as opposed to those in the socialist 
Soviet Union. I have a communist worldview. I am proud in front of 
the future Korean generations. I consider it a boundless honor to have 
become one of the workers for the democratic construction [of Korea] 



Autobiographies   151

under the wise leadership of General Kim Il Sung. Long Live the Red 
Army that rescued me from the grips of the Japanese swords! Long live 
Chairman Kim Il Sung, the sun and great leader of our people, who has 
guided me to walk the righteous path without casting me away! 

 The second autobiography is emotive and poetic in a way that the others 
are not, with more embellishments about poverty, starvation, and suffer-
ing, ending with triumphant exclamations that would seem to be more 
appropriate at a rally. 

 Contrary to a linear model of narrative development toward greater 
detail and more elaborate accounts, the offi cial version is shorter and to 
the point, with no references to the Soviet Union or the Great Leader. 
The fi nal offi cial version exhibited neither any of the hesitancy or caution 
shown in the fi rst draft nor a sense that something had to be proven by 
displaying one’s internal state of mind, as in the second version. The fi nal 
autobiography was self-assured and steady, confi dent in its authorship and 
the author’s place in the revolution. The metanarrative of revolution that 
emerged through this kind of mass autobiographical writing underscores 
the intimate connection between universal narratives and particular sto-
ries that dialectically give rise to each other. Individual autobiographies 
drew upon master narratives while they were in turn reinterpreted and 
reinforced by individual narratives. The building blocks of such narra-
tives, that is, the skeletal form of the metanarrative, could be found in the 
resume. 

 The Resume 

 Signaling the increasing emphasis on a uniform national language, the re-
sume form instructed applicants to complete it in their own handwriting in 
vernacular Korean, avoiding errors or gaps. 18  Earlier resumes, often fi lled 
out in Chinese or mixed Sino-Korean script, had been relatively simple. 19  
One of the earliest resumes used to apply to join the youth league included 
a short list of eleven items: place of origin ( ponjŏk ), current address, name, 
sex, religion, family occupation and living conditions, personal property, 
educational and occupational history, special skills, organizational mem-
berships, and history of political struggle. 20  Such resumes were decidedly 
less detailed, barely two pages long with no accompanying photo. As time 
went on, however, resumes became lengthier, retrieving more and more 
biographical information that functioned specifi cally to differentiate the 
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time before and after liberation. By 1948, when Kim Ho-ch’ŏl’s last known 
dossier was compiled, the standard resume included the following forty-
two numbered items to be fi lled out across four pages with Liberation Day, 
August 15, acting as a key marker throughout the resume. 21  Class hardly 
stood out as the single most important element amid the long list of re-
quired information. 

  1. Place of occupation; position 
  2. Name; original name; nickname 
  3. Sex 
  4. Ethnicity, or nationality ( minjok ) 
  5. Birthdate 
  6. Place of origin ( ponjŏk ) 
  7. Place of birth 
  8. Current address 
  9. Parents’ primary occupation before and after  August 15  and 

place or name of work 
 10. Parents’ relation to land reform (confi scated land in  p’yŏng  

[1  p’yŏng  = 3.32 square meters]; distributed land) 
 11. Own relation to land reform (confi scated land in  p’yŏng ; distrib-

uted land) 
 12. Parents’ assets before and after  August 15  
 13. Own assets before and after  August 15  
 14. Social composition ( sahoe sŏngbun ) 
 15. Family background ( kajŏng ch’ulsin ) 
 16. Party affi liation (date of membership; party card number; guaran-

tors’ name and position); name of party at time of joining 
 17. Other party and foreign party affi liations 
 18. Education level (last school graduated and degree earned) 
 19. Civil service before  August 15  
 20. Accomplishments (publications or inventions) 
 21. Skills 
 22. Political school or lecture attended after  August 15  
 23. Travel abroad (date; country; district; reasons for travel) 
 24. Detailed list of education, occupation, prison term, revolutionary 

activities, military service, and unemployment since 7 years of age 
(date; address; place; position) 

 25. Name and occupation of witnesses able to vouch for one’s resume 
 26. Positions other than main occupation (date; institution; tasks; district) 
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 27. Elected offi ce in central, provincial, city, county, township, or vil-
lage elections, including government institutions, party, and social 
organizations (date; place; position; responsibilities) 

 28. Foreign language (which language at what level) 
 29. Administrative sanctions or sanctions by party or social orga-

nization (date; type of mistake; type of sanction; sanctioning 
institution) 

 30. Administrative awards or awards by party or social organization 
(date; type of merit; type of award; awarding institution) 

 31. Participation in government or organizational positions before 
 August 15 , i.e.,  Kungmin ch’ongryŏnmaeng; Taehwasuk; Hyŏphwahoe; 
Rokkiyŏnmaeng; Chisŏnghoe; Kyŏngbangdan; Pan’gongdan ; village 
head; district chief; etc. 

 32. Awards or prizes received before  August 15  
 33. Participation in  liberation  movement or underground movement 

(date; region; organization; type of activity; name of leader) 
 34. Arrest, detention, prison term for participation in political move-

ment (date; region; case name; reason for release) 
 35. Arrest, detention, prison term for reasons other than political 

movement 
 36. Military service, for or against  liberation  (date; name of unit; 

reason for participation) 
 37. Faith, name of religion, dates 
 38. Family relations, including live-in family, separated family, rela-

tives (name all family members, including name, age, and party 
affi liation for those over 20 years of age; for relatives, list only 
those over 20 years old) 

 39. Friendship relations 
 40. Hobby 
 41. Date, name, signature 
 42. Name of resume handler, signature 

 As visible in the long list, it was important to differentiate the time 
before liberation from the time after liberation, not only in terms of class 
(items 9 through 15) but also in terms of political participation (items 31 
through 36). Thus, the information included in the autobiography and in 
the full one-page list of experiences since age seven (item 24) had to be 
reiterated and duplicated under the appropriate headings further down 
the form according to positions, awards, political activities, military ser-
vice, and prison terms served before liberation, providing yet another 
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occasion for both the one fi lling in the resume and the one examining it 
to evaluate one’s conduct as a colonial subject. Moreover, one’s own oc-
cupation, wealth, and colonial experience were not suffi cient indicators; 
the background of one’s parents—before and after liberation—was just as 
important. Thus, “social composition” ( sahoe sŏngbun , item 14) and “fam-
ily background” ( kajŏng ch’ulsin , item 15) were both important in deter-
mining one’s overall social class. By contrast, earlier applications for party 
membership had required current occupational information only and did 
not require additional information about one’s own wealth or that of one’s 
parents. 22  

 Similar developments can be traced in early Soviet history, where in 
the 1920s people were categorized into basic socioeconomic groups such 
as wage earner ( proletariat ) and property owner ( khoziaeva ) in the after-
math of a revolution that aimed to abolish social classes. 23  Rather than 
dwelling on social origins, the Soviet Union took the “dictatorship of 
the proletariat” to heart, recognizing citizenship and voting rights only 
for the “toilers” until 1936, when a new constitution restored constitu-
tional rights to all citizens. In order to inscribe class struggle into social 
reality in the absence of traditional class markers, an agricultural society 
was “reclassed” into the proletariat, which included  kolkhoznik  (former 
peasant turned urban workers) and  batraks  (agricultural workers), against 
the  bourgeoisie , which was largely made up of the intelligentsia as the most 
visible survivor of prerevolutionary elite status after the expropriation and 
emigration of most capitalists and landlords. Peasants were also reclassi-
fi ed into  bedniaki  (poor peasant),  seredniaki  (middle peasant), and  kulaks  
(rich peasant), a strategy that was adopted in North Korea. However, the 
abolition of the previous internal passport system, criticized as a form of 
feudal oppression denoting status ( soslovie , that is, noble, clergy, merchant, 
peasant), left no effective mechanism by which the new classes could be 
systematically identifi ed. 

 Thus, in 1932 internal passports were restored, ostensibly to stem the 
tide of peasants descending on the towns to escape the famine-stricken 
countryside, but the change essentially reinstated the identifi cation sys-
tem, this time in the form of “social position” ( sotsial’noe polozhenie ) as a 
form of class identifi cation that was ascriptive and hereditary. It was kept 
in place until 1974. 24  Such social positions were constituted by a combina-
tion of one’s current social standing, social status before the revolution, 
and parents’ status, often resulting in disagreements about which of the 
three was most important in determining social position. Genealogical 
pedigree that extended both into the past and the future, establishing a 
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“social trajectory,” became increasingly important in ferreting out class 
enemies. All Soviet state employees and party members in the 1930s fi lled 
out questionnaires about social identity, including class origins such as 
former status and parents’ occupation, occupation before entering state 
employment, and current social status, to be included in personnel dos-
siers as part of Soviet record-keeping practices. In conjunction with such 
records, short autobiographies were compiled not only by party and state 
personnel but by members of educational institutions and other nonparty 
organs throughout Soviet society, engendering “the largest collective au-
tobiographical project undertaken in modern history.” 25  

 Despite its obvious emulation of the Soviet model, North Korea did 
not exhibit the kind of anxiety shown by the Bolsheviks about class purity 
that regarded peasants and artisans with contempt as conservative forces. 26  
Moreover, intellectuals were never branded as bourgeois and cast as class 
enemies in North Korea. Although Soviet infl uence was palpable in the 
resume, with similar classifi cation systems and the inclusion of autobiog-
raphies, North Korean resumes and autobiographies emphasized  national  
liberation as a turning point. This was not so much an internal conversion 
than an external transformation of material conditions with the end of 
colonial rule. True to the anticolonial mass line and united front adopted 
throughout the revolution, large numbers of peasants were incorporated 
into the Workers’ Party and the intelligentsia was integrated into the revo-
lution through the social category of  samuwŏn , which embraced intellectu-
als, teachers, offi ce workers, white-collar workers, managers, technicians, 
and the like. The term has some resemblance to the Soviet classifi cation 
of “employee” ( sluzhashchie ), which included urban white-collar workers, 
the intelligentsia, and state elites, as well as middle peasants and artisans, 
but North Korea never witnessed anything close to the kind of denigra-
tion of intellectuals as happened in the Soviet Union under Stalin or in 
China during the Cultural Revolution. Kim Ho-ch’ŏl himself identifi ed 
his own social class as  samuwŏn , a conveniently ambiguous category that 
enabled large numbers of people with unclear backgrounds to join the rev-
olution. Kim’s family, after all, was considered part of the merchant class. 

 The identifi cation of “social composition” in resumes in conjunction 
with autobiographical narratives about one’s social upbringing generated 
a new system of social classifi cation as new collective identities now took 
pride of place. There were multiple strategies to articulate a desirable so-
cial class beyond the simple categories used in the resumes. It was up to 
each autobiographer to effectively use his or her life history to present 
a positive class identity, as can be seen in the different strategies in Kim 



156   Chapter 5

Ho-ch’ŏl’s three autobiographies. The chronology of one’s life was set out 
in the resume, but the autobiography had to put these events into relation-
ship with one another through the process of emplotment to produce a 
narrative that depicted one’s life as meaningful within the larger revolu-
tionary history. Whereas previous achievements such as education were 
potentially a sign of collaboration and ambiguous class identity, experi-
ences of poverty and prison that would have been regarded with shame 
and disdain during the colonial period took on new heroic signifi cance, 
helping to solidify tenuous peripheral identities such as Kim’s as the fourth 
son of a failed merchant into stout central protagonists of revolution as a 
“Hamhŭng Prison Revolutionary.” Even if one’s family background did 
not present an entirely clear picture, as in Kim’s case, whose father was a 
small merchant, aspects of one’s colonial experience could be highlighted 
to articulate a class consciousness. 

 North Korea thus put colonial experience front and center as the most 
important criteria defi ning postcolonial social formations. Although fam-
ily background was certainly important in articulating one’s identity, it 
was not always decisive, and the autobiographies presented one arena in 
which to deploy multiple strategies in reconfi guring one’s family status. 
Many complained of land dissipated by family illness or discord with par-
ents as a way to distance oneself from one’s family background, focus-
ing on one’s own hardships, particularly in the lack of resources to go to 
school, a strategy also used by Kim Ho-ch’ŏl. Receiving higher educa-
tion under colonial rule was a sign of privilege, and the autobiographies 
showed a variety of strategies in explaining one’s education to dissociate it 
from class privileges. 

 For example, Yi Yun-myŏng (b. January 11, 1926) of Hwanghae Prov-
ince was the fi rst son born to a family of teachers. 27  According to his 
autobiography, he was “infl uenced by his senior schoolmates with [left-
ist] tendencies” while in middle school, thereby garnering the ire of the 
teachers, and he was “indefi nitely suspended from school for snubbing the 
Japanese teachers and assaulting a Japanese.” His grades were good enough 
to get him into Keijō Imperial University, where he was in his second year 
at the time of liberation. Refl ecting back on his student life, he wrote, “I 
was passionate in my previous life, but it was a life without theory, and 
though liberation came, I was not ideologically armed to struggle to serve 
the homeland and the people.” He ends up leaving Seoul, returning to 
his hometown in the north because, although he “did not want to leave 
school,” he felt that what he had “learned at school was reactionary.” Ulti-
mately, he parts ways with his entire family, explaining that “father had a 
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different class position than I had. I became even more courageous in the 
struggle against my family. Finally in the summer of 1947, father moved 
to South Korea taking the whole family. I remained here by myself for the 
purity of my class position.” 

 An evaluation included in his fi le described Yi’s personality as “pas-
sionate, disliking mediocre things.” The evaluator wrote: “He has a strong 
fi ghting spirit with a sense of responsibility. However, his shortcomings 
include a weak sense of review and preparatory work . . . seldom leav[ing] 
records of his work. . . . Although he is eager and self-motivated in his 
work, he has a tendency to show off to the masses. But he has ample 
leadership skills. His political consciousness is very high. His ideological 
consciousness is expressed fi rmly, but due to his family background, he 
must be kept under watch. In trying to fi nd ideological fault in his work or 
everyday life, none can be discovered.” Although his family background 
was a source of concern for his evaluators, he used his autobiography to 
express disillusionment with his colonial education as well as with the 
South Korean regime, most dramatically evidenced by his conscious break 
with his family in deciding to remain in the north alone. Thus, his posi-
tion as a teacher at Sariwŏn High School was secured from the time he ar-
rived in Hwanghae Province in 1947 until the time of his autobiographical 
writing in 1949. 

 Kil Song-hŭi, also known as Kil Sun-ja (b. October 9, 1905), from a 
middle peasant family from North P’yŏngan Province, offers an example of 
how a middle-aged woman managed to articulate her class consciousness 
in the process of composing her autobiography. 28  According to her narra-
tive, her father had prohibited her from continuing her education beyond 
grade school. After consulting with her older brother, who had served a 
prison term for participating in the March First Movement, she left home 
to attend school in Pyongyang. She graduated to become a teacher, but 
there was much discrimination against Korean teachers. The resentment 
expressed in her writing was not limited to ethnic discrimination: 

 I was disgusted by the arrogant attitude of the bourgeois women, going 
about hands adorned in yellow and white gold, looking down upon fe-
male grade school teachers as working women without money or rights, 
and I could not suppress my rage and discontent at this rotten society. 
But because of economic diffi culties, I had no choice but to barely 
maintain my livelihood by receiving a salary as a teacher at Hŭich’ŏn 
Normal School. . . . Still, I committed a great national sin for some 
ten years until August 15 in the wretched condition where I could not 
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but force the innocent children to use Japanese language and worship 
at Shinto shrines whilst feeling guilty. But, as a result of the heroic 
struggle of the Soviet Army, the Japanese were run off and in a liber-
ated homeland, under the wise leadership of General Kim Il Sung, the 
Gender Equality Law has shown the road ahead for women, and there 
is no comparing my happiness, working for the ideal of developing the 
hopeful children as champions of national construction in the demo-
cratic school where freedom and peace overfl ow today. With the fi ght-
ing spirit of a revolutionary teacher in search of the path called forth 
by the homeland and shown by history, I resolve to fi ght courageously 
until the end, throwing this body into the democratic education de-
manded by the students and wanted by the people. . . . Although my 
role is small, I resolve over and again to courageously fi ght with all my 
heart, without cherishing my life, for the complete unifi cation of the 
country under the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, overthrow-
ing the Syngman Rhee and Kim Sŏng-su clique, uniting fi rmly around 
our wise leader Premier Kim Il Sung. 

 Like the previous example, Kil Song-hŭi refl ected back on her twenty 
years as a teacher under colonial rule as a choice forced on her by eco-
nomic necessity, expressing disdain for the kind of class and ethnic con-
tempt she was exposed to as a primary school teacher. Liberation marked 
a key turning point, however, as she triumphantly described the striking 
changes that had taken place in the “liberated homeland,” particularly for 
female teachers. After joining the Communist Party in 1946, she became 
the principal of the local school in Hŭich’ŏn in 1947. Thus, for her auto-
biography it mattered less that her occupation as a teacher under colonial 
rule could brand her as a collaborator than did the possibility of narrat-
ing her experience of class and ethnic confl ict brought together under 
colonialism. 

 In contrast to such examples, those unable or unwilling to make stra-
tegic use of autobiographies because of their landlord status or history 
of collaboration with the colonial government wrote much shorter nar-
ratives, simply reiterating the information on the resume. Predictably, 
these dossiers had negative evaluations of their performance as “passive,” 
“ideologically weak,” and “unable to eradicate one’s landlord-like nature” 
( chijujŏk kŭnsŏng ). 29  Still, there were plenty of examples of those from land-
lord families who were able to join the Workers’ Party. 30  Although not 
all dossiers lend themselves to a clear explanation of how compromised 
individuals gained entry into the party, strategies for reconfi guring one’s 
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family background may be gleaned in some examples of dossiers with 
well-documented evaluations that can be compared with the autobiog-
raphy to see how information was manipulated and shaped to one’s own 
advantage. Some did attempt to hide or lie about their family background, 
but evaluators seem to have been able to catch such instances without 
much diffi culty, citing “petit bourgeois dispositions” in their “lack of ex-
perience with suffering” or evidence of advanced degrees from schools in 
Japan. 31  The examples below are more nuanced, showing the critical role 
autobiographies played in opening up a discursive space for the articula-
tion of ideal backgrounds. 

 Han Sŏng-bong (b. November 29, 1919) of South P’yŏngan Prov-
ince was a member of the Workers’ Party and the director of the South 
P’yŏngan Province Teachers Training School when his dossier was com-
piled in 1949. 32  In his autobiography, he described his father as the third 
son of a poor peasant family who was able to work his way out of pov-
erty, becoming the manager of a Japanese-owned rice mill. By the time 
he started school at the age of eight, his family was doing relatively well. 
But his father died in 1930, leaving the family with seven thousand  p’yŏng  
(2.3  chŏngbo  or hectares) of land. He convinced his mother to let him 
continue his schooling, enrolling in Keijō Higher Commercial School in 
1938. While there, he began reading Marxist texts, noting that Friedrich 
Engels’s  Anti-Dühring  (1877) had impressed him the most. After gradua-
tion in 1941, he obtained a teaching position at a private Korean school in 
China. But he found himself in confl ict with a Japanese military offi cial 
stationed there and left, returning home. Upon his return, he was placed 
under police surveillance for failing to adopt a Japanese name in compli-
ance with the name change policy. He found work at a rice mill and was 
working there when he “welcomed liberation thanks to the decisive vic-
tory of the great Soviet Union,” a common statement throughout many 
of the autobiographies. He continued his job at the rice mill until he was 
put in charge of the education section under the local people’s committee 
between April 1946 and March 1949. 

 Although the only noticeable potential glitch in the narrative involves 
the confi scation of six thousand out of the seven thousand  p’yŏng  of his 
family’s land during the land reform in 1946, Han’s evaluation provides 
additional information regarding his family background, especially in 
connection to South Korea. According to the evaluation, his wife’s fam-
ily managed a small factory in Seoul, and before liberation had operated 
a tailor shop. However, his wife’s two younger brothers, both in Seoul, 
were members of the South Korean Workers’ Party, and his wife’s paternal 
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aunt had been active in the South Korean Women’s League and was now 
an editor with the  Rodong sinmun  (Workers Daily), the primary newspaper 
and organ of the North Korean Workers’ Party, published in Pyongyang. 33  
The evaluation concluded that although six thousand  p’yŏng  of his mother’s 
land had been confi scated and thus his family background was not ideal, 
he had a politically progressive ideology with much political experience 
after liberation. The evaluation acknowledged his potential as a loyal of-
fi cial with proper reeducation and organizational training. 

 Far more serious than both landlord status and connections to South 
Korea was the taint of collaboration. Kim Chu-hyŏng (b. December 30, 
1922) of South Hamgyŏng Province was a Workers’ Party member and 
teacher at Hamhŭng High School when he wrote his autobiography in 
January 1950. 34  His autobiography began: “When I was born, father’s 
occupation was with the county government.” Although he left unclear 
what position his father had held in the county, this fact alone was quite 
detrimental. But Kim attempted to reformulate his family background 
by describing the dire situation they faced. His eldest brother died early 
of illness in 1934, and his second brother drifted here and there between 
various construction sites as a laborer, working at the Hŭngnam People’s 
Factory after liberation. Kim himself moved for a while with his father’s 
multiple relocations, but after graduating from grade school he grew up 
under his maternal grandfather in Hamhŭng. The large family had a diffi -
cult time making ends meet on his father’s meager salary, and his maternal 
grandparents took him in since they had no children after his mother. He, 
in turn, was looking after them in their old age after liberation. He closed 
the narrative about his family by explaining that his father quit his job in 
the county offi ce in 1942, and worked as the director of the Hamhŭng 
Rubber Shoes Association until 1946. In such fashion, he minimized his 
father’s position as a county offi cer in the colonial government while fo-
cusing on his brother’s working class roots and the family’s scant resources, 
which led his maternal grandparents to raise him, further distancing him-
self from his father. 

 As a strategy to explain his behavior, which must have come under 
criticism, he attributed his “irritable and self-centered” personality to 
his grandparents’ “blind love.” He wrote that he disliked “being around 
people and in the spotlight,” was unable to express himself candidly, “se-
cretly disagreeing with what others do and say, growing up as an antisocial 
youth” with a stutter problem. He concluded that he had developed an 
“abnormal” ( pijŏngsang ) personality as a result of his unusual upbringing 
under his grandparents. After graduating from high school in 1940, he 
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went to Tokyo the next year to continue his schooling and was forcibly 
conscripted in January 1944. He was unable to return home until October 
1945. He fell ill shortly thereafter until the spring of 1946, and was mar-
ried in October of that year. Kim began teaching in February 1947 and 
joined the Workers’ Party in June of the same year. 

 Despite his best efforts to obfuscate his family background, a letter 
of inquiry fi led in Kim’s dossier exposed his father (Kim Pyŏng-ho, age 
sixty) as having worked for almost twenty years in the county offi ce under 
the Japanese, serving as the county magistrate in the last two years before 
liberation. Based on this information, the evaluator deduced that Kim was 
able to study in Japan and graduate from college as a result of his father’s 
status, “never experiencing hardship.” The evaluation equated his “irrita-
ble, impatient, and critical personality” with his identity as an intellectual, 
“unable to eradicate his dispositions as an intelligentsia although he tries 
very hard to do so.” Despite the relatively positive evaluation about his 
abilities as a teacher with expertise in his fi eld and respect from his peers, 
his promotion to the position of mathematics teacher for the Provincial 
Teachers School was denied by the Ministry of Education due to his fa-
ther’s history of collaboration. 

 The autobiography of another instructor, who was eventually termi-
nated, shows that collaboration was not a simple matter but overlapped 
with other potential rivalries and family feuds, serving as a pretext to 
settle old scores. Han Ki-ch’ang (b. April 10, 1921), from a middle peasant 
family of North P’yŏngan Province, was a member of the Workers’ Party 
although twelve thousand  p’yŏng  of his family’s land had been confi scated 
during the land reform. 35  His autobiography attempted to rehabilitate his 
family history after they had been relocated as collaborators. He explained 
that his father’s position as the district chief ( kujang ) in the last year of co-
lonial rule was the result of a new rule banning those who did not speak 
Japanese from holding offi cial positions, which forced the previous chief 
to relinquish his position and his father to reluctantly take over the job. 
According to Han, the previous chief mistakenly assumed that this was 
the result of his father’s scheming to obtain the position. When a Japanese 
offi cial came to town to appropriate grain because the village had failed 
to offer up adequate donations to the war effort, he stayed with the former 
chief, who informed on his father, telling the Japanese offi cial that he was 
hiding grain. Angered by the allegations, Han’s older brother retaliated 
with physical violence, injuring the chief. The next year, when Korea 
was liberated, the former chief became the chairman of the local peasant 
league and relocated Han’s family, reportedly in revenge, threatening the 
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villagers and taking advantage of the chaos of the immediate postlibera-
tion period. 

 His narrative not only attempted to depict his father’s term of offi ce 
as district chief as unwanted and unsolicited, but also as uncooperative 
toward the Japanese war effort, thereby challenging the taint of collabora-
tion surrounding his family. However, an evaluation attached to his dos-
sier indicated that his father had been the town head ( tongjang ) for some 
ten years under colonial rule prior to taking over the position of district 
chief in the last year of the Japanese occupation. Han made no mention of 
this fact in his autobiography—to be sure this was a fact best left hidden if 
at all possible. Moreover, he made certain to distance himself from his fa-
ther by noting his separation from him when his father began to live with 
his concubine after liberation. Nonetheless, Han was terminated from his 
teaching position. 

 Although attempts were made to frame social composition to one’s 
advantage and the autobiographies provided one medium by which to ac-
complish that task, the taint of collaboration denoted by offi cial positions 
under the colonial government was diffi cult to erase, as shown in the latter 
cases. They offer a clear example of where the line was drawn in ferret-
ing out counterrevolutionaries in North Korea, exposing the boundaries 
of the narrative form in articulating a collective narrative of liberation. 
Those whose family members had directly participated in the colonial 
apparatus would not be part of the collective narrative. Nonetheless, one 
ambiguous group given the room to maneuver were teachers from the 
colonial era, whose autobiographies show the process by which intellectu-
als were incorporated into the collective narrative of liberation through 
self-criticism. 

 The Collective Narrative 

 Many teachers’ resumes included extensive experience as educators during 
the colonial period, but they were not cast out as collaborators. They were 
integrated into the revolution through a narrative of self-criticism. Cer-
tainly, the shortage of teachers meant that pragmatically they could not be 
ostracized at a time when one of the major goals of the revolution was to 
extend mass education. But equally, if not more, important was the un-
derstanding that the later years of colonial rule coerced many into serving 
the colonial apparatus, and it was up to the autobiographical narrative to 
atone for one’s problematic past role in the imperial project. Because many 
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intellectuals had been drawn to forms of cultural nationalism, this method 
also served to distance them from nationalist ideology, thereby implicitly 
critiquing the conservative nationalist movement as having failed to bring 
about independence for Korea. 

 Kim Chŏng-sŏng (b. January 20, 1919) was one such teacher from a 
poor peasant family in North P’yŏngan Province. 36  He studied with the re-
nowned Quaker peace activist Ham Sŏk-hŏn at Osan School between April 
1932 and March 1938, describing the experience as the most formative in 
his life. According to his autobiography, the school taught him to despise 
the Japanese (referring to them with the derogatory term,  woenom ) and love 
one’s own nation ( minjok ), especially through Ham’s clandestine lessons on 
Korean history, which expressed patriotic fervor and therefore had been 
banned by colonial authorities. Through these lessons, Kim became fi rmly 
aware that “I am Korean,” even though as a teacher he had propagated the 
“education of slavery” under the Japanese. Expressing regret, Kim wrote: 

 Where did the ideology of nationalism I received at Osan go, even if 
narrow and limited, that I exclaimed  naisen ittai  [Korea and Japan as one 
body], urging the young students to become imperial subjects and stop 
using the Korean language. Greater crime than that was to shout with 
my own mouth that Korean youth should sacrifi ce their lives for His 
Majesty the Emperor, driving the young Korean youth to their deaths 
by urging them to join the military training schools. Excuses could 
be made that the pressure from the Japanese was severe and it was an 
inevitable thing in order to live under Japanese surveillance, but there 
is unbearable shame today after liberation to stand in front of the class-
room as if someone without conscience, and I regret my past crimes. 

 By the time of this writing, his mentor Ham had already fl ed to the south 
in 1947, as had many of his friends, for which he lamented. Despite such 
social connections and his status as a teacher under colonial rule, he was 
awarded recognition as a model teacher twice in 1947 and 1948. 

 Another example is that of Kim Ki-hwal (b. November 5, 1930), who 
was from a family of teachers in North P’yŏngan Province. 37  Echoing a 
similar process of repentance upon liberation, he wrote, “I began to open 
my eyes to the barbaric slavery education ( yamanjŏk noye kyoyuk ) of the 
Japanese even if faintly. Even to me, who had thought that all Japanese ac-
tions were to bring us happiness, I realized that the draft and the volunteer 
system were all to serve the invasive war of the Japanese.” The fi nal free-
dom from the “chains of slavery” came with liberation from the “decisive 
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role of the Soviet Army on August 15, 1945,” he continued. As a result, 
he experienced a “180 degree ideological reform” after liberation toward 
“internationalist ideology” ( kukchejuŭi sasang ): “Nation ( minjok ) and na-
tionalism ( minjokjuŭi ) are entirely different, and I have clearly learned that 
nationalism is most perverse ( akdok hada ) and that a rightfully democratic 
Korea can only be based on internationalism.” Despite his family back-
ground, he was able to graduate from a teachers college in 1949 and, as 
someone with a “sound political ideology” and a “high theoretical stan-
dard,” was immediately awarded a teaching position at a boys’ middle 
school in Sariwŏn. Read together, the latter two autobiographies critique 
nationalism as an inadequate ideology of resistance against colonial rule, 
unable to bring about independence, which was ultimately credited to 
socialist internationalism. 

 These sentiments were reiterated by Yi In-jŏn (b. April 15, 1911), who 
was from a poor peasant family in North P’yŏngan Province that had re-
ceived one thousand  p’yŏng  of land in the land reform. He was the curricu-
lum director at the North P’yŏngan Province Teachers Training School 
when he wrote his autobiography in June 1949. 38  Having also attended 
the Osan School between 1919 and 1929, he lauded the school’s anti-Jap-
anese motto for resisting imperialism but concluded that such an ideology 
was ultimately based on a “narrow-minded nationalism” ( p’yŏnhyŏphan 
minjokjuŭi  ). 39  He described his personality as melancholic because of hard-
ships in his youth. He was unable to go to college because the family could 
not afford the monthly school fees. The only way he could continue his 
education was by going to a teachers school, a choice he was not happy to 
make. Because he had only attended Osan, a private Korean school, un-
til that point, he was the only one of the thirteen Korean students at the 
teachers school who did not speak Japanese, and he faced derision from his 
teachers and fellow students. 40  

 He described the six years of his life as a teacher before liberation as 
a “life of poverty and deformity,” becoming a “faithful servile teacher of 
the Japanese” ( woenom ŭi ch’ungbok kyowŏn ). He justifi ed his decision as 
one that had been motivated in part by the desire to “pour love upon the 
children.” When liberation fi nally came, he “felt his body heavy with re-
morse,” as his autobiography became a medium by which to contemplate 
his actions: 

 The Japanese emulated Germany, changing the name of primary schools 
( sohakkyo ) to national schools ( kungmin hakkyo ), devoting everything to 
the war, and demanding that education serve the war as well. When I 
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went to Pongsan National School, I implemented a program of educa-
tion that aided their war. I promoted Shinto worship, emperor worship, 
and the use of the Japanese language, mobilizing students to assist the 
war, urging donations. I sincerely criticize myself for having faithfully 
served them as their servant, mortifi ed at such actions. As someone 
who was neither able to host father’s sixtieth birthday party ( hwan’gap 
chanch’i  ) nor able to offer one packet of medicine as mother and younger 
sibling lay dying, I was utterly foolish in playing their servant in order 
to eat when I wallowed in such destitution. 

 Writing about the immediate aftermath of liberation, he criticized his 
lack of awareness of the “correct line for our nation to advance.” In his 
own words, he “had no ideological system, only thinking simplistically 
without principle that we should forge our own path with our own hands. 
It was easy to mistakenly adopt nationalist ideology.” Bringing the au-
tobiography up to the present, Yi claimed that he was working hard to 
purge the remnants of Japanese imperialism, repenting for his crimes as an 
imperialist educator. He ended his autobiography by detailing his current 
efforts and sketching out his future intentions in a narrative of personal 
transformation: 

 I am working hard to clear away any propensity for bureaucratic and 
self-absorbed tendencies, striving to stand in the position of the work-
ing people from beginning to end. In this way, my ideology will be 
completely reformed while fi ghting for the democratization of schools 
in order to erase my past crimes and contribute to the education for the 
unifi cation of the homeland and the struggle for world peace. 

 Some attempted to paint a picture of ideological transformation so pro-
found that a previous life of poverty or deprivation was not even necessary. 
Ri Wŏn-gap (b. March 1, 1923), who was from a middle peasant family 
from North P’yŏngan Province, was a teacher and a member of the Work-
ers’ Party even though fi fteen thousand  p’yŏng  of his family’s land had been 
confi scated during the land reform. 41  Unlike the previous autobiographies, 
he makes no mention of hardship under colonial rule, and indeed de-
scribes his colonial experience as one imbued with wonder and fascination 
at new experiences: 

 Having only learned Chinese characters at a  sŏdang  [traditional acad-
emy], it was infi nitely more fun to learn various subjects at school. 
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Learning Japanese was especially of interest to my young heart. . . . 
While receiving my school education in the countryside and gaining 
various modern rudimentary knowledge, I came to aspire to become 
a commendable person by becoming a teacher like the teachers that 
were educating me. . . . I was accepted into the Pyongyang Teachers 
School at age 17 (February 1939) after an examination. Nothing could 
be compared to my happiness at the time. I had applied and strived to 
reach my goal and it had been realized. This was after the so-called 
China Incident when the evil hand of the Japanese invasion of Asia 
was spreading. Despite these conditions, I was simply proud and happy 
about my acceptance into the school to become a teacher. At the time, I 
didn’t know about Japan’s war of invasion and militaristic policies in the 
homeland, thinking that Japan’s policy regarding Korea was justifi ed. 
Such ideas from my early youth developed further while studying at the 
teachers school. Thus, I was not able to gain any revolutionary ideology, 
instead supporting the educational policies of the Japanese imperialists, 
heading in an anti-democratic direction against the people, training our 
nation’s children to become imperial subjects. 

 Liberation marked a major turning point, however, as he repented, “liber-
ated today and refl ecting back upon my pro-Japanese ideology, approving 
of their educational principles and policies as righteous, not understanding 
the deceptive realities, I feel so much remorse, mortifi ed by my useless 
life.” Having expressed his remorse, Ri continued to detail his transfor-
mation by describing his life after liberation: 

 On August 15, 1945, the day of liberation for our homeland and our 
nation fi nally came. With the heroic struggle of the Soviet Army, our 
nation was liberated from the yoke of Japan. After liberation, we didn’t 
have the correct understanding of the Soviet Union, failing to treat 
them courteously after their advance into North Korea. Of course, one 
big reason was the lack of understanding of the Russian language. . . . 
Awakening from the deep sleep imposed by the Japanese, I have fi nally 
realized my past mistakes and the direction to be taken henceforth, 
actively educating the children to struggle for the new national con-
struction of the Korean nation. During this time, I have come to know 
clearly the path forward for our Korean nation through the instructions 
from superiors, various meetings, newspapers and magazines published 
in North Korea. 
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 Consequently, he was given the opportunity to enroll in the North Ko-
rean Russian Language School, through the nomination of the North 
P’yŏngan Province Education Department, between May 1946 and Janu-
ary 1947. He was provided with all essentials and basic necessities, includ-
ing a scholarship of fi ve hundred  won  per month. It was certainly not a bad 
arrangement as things could have been far worse for someone who had 
professed such ardent enthusiasm at colonial modernity. 

 These self-professed “180 degree” ideological reforms were made into 
tangible narratives of transformation through national liberation as a dra-
matic marker that offered the possibility of a clear before and after, delin-
eated without ambiguity. Such striking alterations in outlook are generally 
diffi cult to claim without seeming disingenuous. But narratives of libera-
tion that effectively merged individual histories with the nation focused 
very specifi cally on the appropriation of national liberation as an occasion 
for personal liberation, as best shown in the following example. 

 Ri Sang-wŏn (b. May 18, 1922), from a poor peasant family from 
North Hamgyŏng Province, was a high school teacher whose parents had 
received seventeen hundred  p’yŏng  of land during the land reform when he 
wrote his autobiography in 1949. 42  He explained that he had attempted to 
continue his education beyond grade school during the colonial period, 
but he could not meet the property requirements. Thus, he concluded, 
“before coming up against limitations in my own abilities, I was enraged 
at the detestable actions of those with money.” But liberation marked a 
turning point: 

 However, on August 15, 1945, the liberation of the homeland was 
achieved through the power of the heroic Soviet Army, and I returned 
home after putting things in order. Today I think back. What were my 
actions and that of my close friends? On September 1, 1945, I worked 
as a local instructor, bringing together students that had scattered after 
liberation when security could not be maintained, teaching them our 
vernacular script. . . . In March 1947, I obtained fruitful results in the 
elections as an election offi cer during the township and village com-
mittee elections. On April 5, 1947, I joined the Workers’ Party, the 
vanguard of the working class. Between December 1946 and June 1947 
for half a year, almost 30  chŏngbo  of land was reclaimed, working as a 
committee member for the irrigation project in my hometown. At this 
time, I realized that people’s sovereignty ( inmin chugwŏn ) was the cor-
rect policy. As a result, today after the completion of the project, when 
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I go home, the golden paddy fi eld on the 1,700  p’yŏng  of fertile land 
distributed to us brings forth a new happiness. . . . In this fashion, I have 
received double and triple the national benefi ts, convincing me that I 
must fi rmly defend and secure these national benefi ts, continuing to 
strive for its development. 

 There is no doubt here that Ri genuinely identifi es with the collective nar-
rative of revolution as his own individual narrative of liberation. Noting 
all three pivotal events of the revolution covered in chapter 3 as personally 
benefi cial and transformative in his own life, Ri’s autobiography narrates 
the revolution not simply as a passive observer or recipient of its gains but 
as its very protagonist. He taught the local youth how to read and write 
even before the offi cial launch of the literacy campaign; he successfully 
organized the local elections in an exercise of popular sovereignty; and 
he helped reclaim more land for cultivation and distribution after acquir-
ing his own land during the land reform. He therefore fi rmly identifi ed 
himself as a member of the collective vanguard, leading the revolution. He 
was already an ardent supporter of the revolution, as is evident in his en-
thusiastic participation, but the process of writing his autobiography gave 
him an opportunity to narrate and be proud of his achievements. It made 
apparent his role in the revolution and its signifi cance in his life, which 
helped him reaffi rm his commitment not only to those in the position of 
evaluating him but more important to himself. 

 This chapter has examined autobiographies as a creative practice in the 
construction of modern socialist subjects, but this is not to undermine the 
equally disciplinary function of such practices. In addition to the stan-
dard resume, information was also compiled through surveillance reports 
( yojuŭiin k’adŭ  ) and the collection of public opinion ( kunjung yŏron sujip ). 
Moreover, the authority of autobiographical narratives faced challenges 
presented by evaluation ( p’yŏngjŏngsŏ  ) and inquiry ( ŭimunsŏ  ) reports that 
added yet another layer to the information provided in both the resumes 
and autobiographies. Many dossiers included evaluations, which assessed 
the applicants’ biographies before and after liberation, including their fam-
ily life and relations with family members, their personality as refl ected 
in public opinion and in relations with other people, their attitude to-
ward work and study, and their level of political consciousness. Seen as 
instrumental in shaping the minds of the next generation, teachers were 
especially carefully evaluated, including additional assessments of their 
managerial and lesson planning skills, their religious affi liations, and any 
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potential connections to South Korea. 43  If autobiographies presented a 
platform on which individuals could fashion an image of themselves in the 
best possible light that could successfully combine individual and collec-
tive narratives of liberation, this platform was not limitless but conditioned 
by specifi c rules and boundaries. Guidelines instructed authors how to 
compose their autobiographies, and outside evaluations confi rmed or dis-
credited the narratives set out in them. 

 Returning to the person with whom this chapter began, Kim Ho-
ch’ŏl’s dossier also included two evaluations by unknown authors, one 
dated August 24, 1948, and the other dated January 15, 1949. The fi rst one 
contained details about his private life and family background not found in 
Kim’s own writings, noting how he supported his wife and child with his 
own salary, because he was the only one to remain in North Korea from 
his father’s family. His parents had died before liberation, and both of his 
older brothers had settled elsewhere during the colonial period: his eldest 
brother in Seoul as a merchant and his second brother in the United States 
after immigrating there. His wife’s elder sister, a former reporter for  Tonga 
ilbo —a daily newspaper based in Seoul—was reported missing, likely indi-
cating that she had gone south. Although this was not favorable informa-
tion for Kim, such facts were mitigated by his own party membership and 
that of his wife, his wife’s brother, and his sister’s husband. 

 The evaluation also included what other people thought of him and his 
relationship with his peers. In general, he was well regarded, enough so 
to be nominated to run for city representative. Extensive remarks about 
his personality and character concluded that Kim was not proud, but mea-
sured in carrying out his duties: 

 He is somewhat passive in his actions, but he carries out the tasks given to 
him from the organization without a word of complaint and reports often 
to his supervisors. Although he is somewhat older in age, he does not treat 
younger offi cials with contempt. Although he is of merchant background, 
he is relatively progressive. Although improvement in his political level is 
expected, it is as yet weak. He participates diligently in his studies, but his 
stuttering and unnatural language could have adverse effects in leadership 
positions. Some also say that translation projects could be diffi cult with 
the level of English he acquired while in the United States. 

 The evaluator concluded that his abundant knowledge of other countries 
and his English language skills are suitable for his current position, but that 
he could use further educational development in the future. 
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 The second evaluation, though less detailed, was far more positive, 
praising his family as having a revolutionary tradition with their involve-
ment in the Tonghak Rebellion. He was regarded a model  samuwŏn  with 
“the fortitude to bear hardships. . . . He fi nishes all projects that he has 
taken up without complaint, is friendly with his comrades, and care-
ful when exchanging opinions with them. He is calm and unpretentious 
( ch’imch’ak hago sunbak hada ). His comrades and the people think well of 
him as he is not arrogant and one cannot see him get angry.” Contrary to 
the fi rst evaluation, this one concluded that “he displays good democratic 
spirit in his work with experience of struggle. He is fl uent in English, 
and is diligent in his studies, fi rm in his ideology and political conscious-
ness. He is a model worker, fulfi lling his responsibility as an offi cial in 
the construction of our country.” Fortunately for Kim, the glowing sec-
ond evaluation seems to have attenuated the reservations expressed in 
the fi rst, and there appears to be little factual discrepancy between his 
autobiography and the evaluators’ fi ndings, securing his position within 
the collective. 

 The autobiography served to create purposive individuals not only dis-
cursively within the narrative as historical agents but also in practice in 
the very act of writing it, which required narrative emplotment, ascribing 
signifi cance and causal connections between events. To write one’s indi-
vidual history within the framework of the collective narrative of colonial 
rule, liberation, and revolution was itself a political act of narrating the 
North Korean Revolution with liberation as a narrative apogee, merg-
ing national with personal transformation in that process. Certainly, there 
were autobiographies that credited the Soviet Red Army and General Kim 
Il Sung for liberating Korea, but most autobiographies did not contain 
such paeans. It was up to each autobiographer to attribute a particular 
causality to liberation as a turning point for the country and in their own 
life, thereby placing each individual in the position of genuine authorship 
rather than merely copying a predetermined format. 

 Creating a narrative takes a lot of work and is not a given. If infor-
mation gathering was the only motive behind the mass writing of au-
tobiographies, resumes would be suffi cient. It hardly seems effi cient to 
induce the mass writing of autobiographies when most of the necessary 
information was already included in the resumes and evaluations. What 
was the autobiography meant to accomplish through the collective nar-
ratives thus produced? In many ways, the purpose was quite similar to 
statements of purpose or personal essays required for college admissions or 
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job applications today, through which applicants demonstrate their sense 
of purpose by providing a meaningful narrative of their personal history 
connected to larger social goals. Some details may be exaggerated and oth-
ers may be left out, but independent of the content the very act of writing 
multiple drafts helps the author to make sense of the past and to plan the 
future. In the process, past events and episodes take on new meaning as 
conscious choices or inadvertent challenges to produce a historical subject 
with creativity, intentionality, and accountability. 

 Extended to society as a whole, mass autobiographical practice in 
North Korea was a collective exercise in writing the history of liber-
ation, linking the individual’s fate to that of the revolution. Hayden 
White points out that what makes narrative representation possible at all 
is the “need or impulse to rank events with respect to their signifi cance 
for the culture or group that is writing its own history.” 44  Likewise, au-
tobiographical narratives in North Korea could be seen as the collective 
expression of the need to write the country’s own history in the after-
math of colonial rule. As we have seen in the various examples presented 
throughout the chapter, the autobiographies in North Korea attempted 
to articulate revolutionary agents capable of great feats while narrat-
ing a new national collective into being. Being required to write them 
makes them no less powerful as a discursive device capable of imbu-
ing the authors with individual pride, common purpose, and collective 
consciousness. Autobiographies were not simply disciplinary measures 
adopted by the state, but pedagogic practices that enabled the authors 
to shed their colonial identity and become a modern subject capable of 
making history. 

 Nonetheless, that process was one circumscribed by a kind of “vi-
olence by reduction” that condensed the complexity of individual life 
history and historical process into a neatly organized master narrative 
with an unwavering account. 45  Although the master narrative was not 
predetermined, the collective exercise of writing and reading autobiog-
raphies served to mold the boundaries of that narrative around a common 
denominator, and those that challenged the boundaries were not always 
successful. One such result was refl ected in the dossier of Hŏ Ri-bok 
(b. April 6, 1910), a member of the Workers’ Party from a poor peasant 
family of North Hamgyŏng Province. 46  A prolifi c writer and communist 
activist since the 1930s, he was highly engaged soon after liberation, serv-
ing as city mayor, minister of education for the county people’s commit-
tee, and provincial PC representative until the fi rst election in November 
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1946, after which he became director of the provincial PC staff training 
school and later an offi cer in the teachers and cultural workers occupa-
tion league. After authoring two texts on Korean history, which were 
deemed inappropriate, he was penalized by the party in October 1947 
for publishing and distributing them without permission. Despite his ex-
tensive political experience and creative output, evaluators of his dossier 
recommended fi ring him from his position because he was not adequately 
prepared for his lessons. He was accused of regarding his teaching posi-
tion as a way to make money, by appropriating public funds for personal 
consumption of food and drink. Contradicting themselves, the evaluators 
also acknowledged Hŏ’s passion for his work, but he reportedly clashed 
with other teachers because of his arrogance. It is not clear whether these 
charges were fair or exaggerated in light of party censure. What is clear 
is that he disagreed with the sanctions imposed on him, and he used his 
autobiography to express his discontent. Countering that his local party 
branch pointed out his “political and organizational mistake for printing 
and distributing  Introduction to the Evolution of State and Society  and  History 
of Struggle for Korean Liberation ” almost a year after they had been pub-
lished, he argued that the party “was theoretically incorrect.” He thereby 
justifi ed his rationale for not submitting to self-criticism, defi antly declar-
ing, “my theory was correct.” 

 The mass writing of autobiographies that had begun in the Soviet 
Union to cultivate modern subjects made intellectual self-examination 
a mass collective enterprise. 47  North Korea adopted the same practice as 
a common path toward socialist modernity, which would be constituted 
by modern socialist subjects, that is, the Socialist New Man. But, as is 
apparent from its gendered formulation, the universality claimed by the 
concept of the New Man was illusory, not only glossing over signifi cant 
differences even among socialist subjects but also suppressing the potential 
for diversity in human experiences and the heterogeneity in their inter-
pretations, as refl ected in the last dossier. Whereas the emphasis on the 
collective narrative of colonialism, liberation, and revolution empowered 
many to share in the “collective effervescence” of building a new country, 
those like Hŏ Ri-bok who failed in their attempt to insert their lives into 
the grand narrative faced censure. With the available information, it is dif-
fi cult to know what became of Hŏ—perhaps he was able to make his case 
and win his place in the collective narrative or perhaps he was expelled 
from the party. As a staunch communist since the colonial period, it is 
unlikely he fl ed to the south, an option that many others chose when faced 
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with dwindling space for heterodox positions that were regarded unfavor-
ably in the north. What is certain is that the process of creating a collective 
narrative entailed both inclusion  and  exclusion. 

 The next chapter shows how a program of gender equality that called 
for the inclusion of women on an unprecedented scale ultimately led to 
the blurring of boundaries between notions of femininity and masculinity. 



 Women today are struggling with all their passion and all their strength 
day and night for the creation of a new history of a democratic country. 
Today in the streets, men, women, the old, the young, everyone stops to 
listen to the women. 
 Nam Hyŏn-sŏ, “Women of a New Country,” January 1947 

 In Korea from ancient times, the master of the home was thought to 
refer to the husband . . . . We now realize that the master of the home 
must be the woman, that is, the wife or mother. 
 Chang Chŏng-suk, “The New Home and Housewife,” October 1947 

 6. Revolutionary Motherhood 

 Gendering the Revolution 

 All social revolutions in modern history have attempted to address the 
status of women as a critical element of social change, and North Korea 
was no different. Photographs from the time show fi rsthand how women 
were speaking out in public. Figure 6.1 is all the more striking because 
it was shot from behind the stage showing the back of the speaker facing 

Figure 6.1. “Women’s league organizing in liberated territory” 
(n.p., n.d.). RG 242, SA 2005, box 7, item 6. Courtesy of the 
National Archives and Records Administration.
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the audience. What makes the image so powerful is the anonymity of the 
speaker, allowing anyone peering into the picture to stand in her place—
to imagine what it would have been like to be standing on that stage. 
Despite evidence of women stepping out into the limelight, the photo 
also shows women wearing  hanbok , the traditional Korean dress. Women 
in postliberation North Korea began participating in the public arena like 
never before, and yet women’s agency was cast within the framework of 
the home, reinforcing what seem to be traditional roles as wives and moth-
ers. How was “tradition” incorporated into a revolutionary program that 
purported to overthrow the old way of life? A clue may be found in the 
opening epigraphs. Women were to have an active role in the  new  country 
as  new  housewives in a  new  home. The signifi cance of the new can hardly 
be overemphasized. The key to understanding the role of women in the 
North Korean Revolution is to grasp how traditional spaces such as the 
home and the roles therein were confi gured as “new.” 

 Novel to North Korea was the way it dealt with traditional practices. 
On January 24, 1947, the North Korean government announced the Law 
to Eradicate Remnants of Feudal Practices, which consisted of four articles 
that all dealt with so-called feudal marriage practices. 1  Article 1 outlawed 
dowry exchange, stipulated up to a year of forced labor for anyone who 
gave money, animals, valuables, or labor to the parents or relatives of either 
parties of marriage. Even if no criminal penalty was imposed, those who 
exchanged dowries might have to pay a substantial fi ne. Article 2 upheld 
the principle of free choice in marriage and provided up to two years in 
prison for those who forced a woman into marriage or into maintaining a 
marriage, or who tempted and deceived a woman into marriage. Article 
3 outlawed the practice of child marriage, imposing forced labor on those 
who married a person not yet of legal marriageable age (under seventeen 
for females and eighteen for males). Finally, Article 4 outlawed polygamy 
and stipulated a fi ne of up to two thousand  won  (approximately $50 at the 
time or $500 today) or forced labor for up to a year for those who practiced 
it. 2  Although these stipulations had been included in the Gender Equality 
Law passed six months before, in July 1946, traditional marriage practices 
proved tenacious, requiring further legislation specifi cally targeting po-
lygamy, dowry exchange, and child and arranged marriages. 

 One such case, brought to court in 1947, involved a forty-one-year-old 
man, An Sŭng-un, with a son of fourteen (Chŏng-mo), and a forty-seven-
year-old woman, Yi Yŏng-sun, with a daughter of eighteen (Kŭm-ok). 
They were charged with violating the Gender Equality Law by marry-
ing their children under the legal marriage age. 3  When questioned by 



176   Chapter 6

the prosecutor as to whether he knew about the Gender Equality Law, 
An responded that he did, but he had not known that it was such a seri-
ous offense. When asked why he arranged the marriage, he stated that he 
had been married at seventeen and sent off to his bride’s house ( ch’ŏgasari  ) 
for ten years before he was able to set up his own household, and thus he 
wanted to give his son the opportunity to marry “normally.” Poor families 
with sons were at times obliged to send them off to the bride’s house rather 
than bringing the bride home, as was customary. He went on to explain 
that he had also consented to the marriage because Yi’s family was having 
a rough time, with nothing to eat, and she had come to him, proposing 
her daughter’s hand in marriage. When asked whether he had forced his 
son to marry, his answer was symbolic of the traditional parent-child re-
lationship in which children simply do as they are told: “He wasn’t forced 
to get married. Chŏng-mo just married because I married him off, and he 
didn’t say that he didn’t want to get married.” 

 When Yi was questioned in turn, she answered that she, too, knew 
that the marriage violated the Gender Equality Law, but, as she explained, 
three years earlier, in February 1944, Japanese colonial offi cers had come 
to recruit unmarried girls (possibly as “comfort women”), which led her 
to arrange with her neighbor An to have their children engaged to prevent 
her daughter from being taken away. When her harvest the previous year 
had failed due to fl oods, she had asked An twice for the marriage of their 
children, to which he fi nally agreed. She reasoned that since her daughter 
would eventually have to be married off anyway and was thus already 
“someone else’s person” ( nam ŭi saram in manch’i tŏ tulgŏt ŏpta ), there was 
no point in keeping her further. Through the marriage, she had hoped 
to have her daughter fed and perhaps secure some help for herself. When 
asked whether she had inquired into her daughter’s wishes, she replied, 
“When I asked my daughter, she said that she would marry perhaps be-
cause there was nothing to eat, and so I married her off.” Since the case 
had been brought to court, the children had been separated and the daugh-
ter had returned to live with her mother. The prosecution demanded six 
months’ imprisonment for both An and Yi, but they were given suspended 
sentences because “the defendants seem to have realized their mistakes.” 

 This case and others like it illustrate how certain practices were con-
demned as “feudal.” But no legislation or political campaign in North Ko-
rea ever denounced tradition or domesticity as in the Soviet Union when 
the private home was attacked as capitalist, leading to campaigns such as 
the “Down with Domestic Trash” in the late 1920s, while China con-
demned the family as the source of women’s oppression during the 1960s 
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Cultural Revolution and the 1970s Anti-Confucian Campaign, aligning 
nationalism, feminism, and Marxism against tradition. 4  In North Korea, 
the family was not targeted as the source of women’s oppression, but came 
to symbolize the Korean nation itself. As postcolonial studies have amply 
shown, women and the home in colonial contexts have often been privi-
leged sites. Partha Chatterjee notably differentiated the “inner” cultural, 
spiritual identity from the “outer” material, technological prowess as two 
domains delineated by anticolonial nationalist writers in the development 
of Indian nationalism. The outer realm was the site of struggle for political 
power, while the inner domain provided the sovereign territory that gave 
birth to the nation as an imagined community. 5  

 Although conventional histories of nationalism have privileged the 
public domain, the public and private comprised two sides of the same 
coin, both integral to the development of the nation. States with national 
sovereignty privileged the public sphere in its expression of sovereignty, 
whereas anticolonial nationalisms placed special weight on the “inner” 
realm—“not [as] a complementary but rather the original site on which 
the hegemonic project of nationalism was launched.” 6  Domestic and femi-
nine spaces were deemed outside of colonial purview, offering safe havens 
with greater potential for subversion. Indeed, women writers in colonial 
Korea managed to gain ground in publications as male writers were sub-
jected to harsher surveillance and censorship; stories about “able” women 
and “disabled” men became prominent themes in colonial literature. 7  

 Thus, contrary to conventional depictions of nationalism as masculine, 
the emerging form of North Korean nationalism blurred the boundaries 
between masculinity and femininity as women became embodiments of 
the nation. In the process, North Korea’s relationship to the past became 
deeply ambivalent when the revolution aimed to overcome the past. The 
resulting compromise allowed North Korea’s policy, adopting Marxist 
historiography, to target “feudal and colonial remnants” and “feudal re-
lations” between men and women, but not tradition in toto. The Gen-
der Equality Law outlawed concubinage, child marriage, and prostitution 
as feudal and colonial practices, but nowhere was there any reference to 
Confucian tradition or the family as a source of social ills. The family did 
not “wither away” under communism, as Engels had prescribed, but in-
stead endured as the building block of North Korean communism. 

 Whereas the status of women in social revolutions often hinges on the 
extent to which they were “liberated,” this chapter shifts the focus of in-
vestigation to the historical mechanisms by which feminine subjectivities 
were created and shaped rather than assuming that there was an authentic 
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female subject to be liberated at all. What sets North Korea apart from 
other historical examples of social revolutions in handling the “woman 
question” lies in the contradictory deployment of tradition, shifting the 
meaning of motherhood and thereby the overall gender scheme as both 
women and men were to identify with mothers. In North Korea, mother-
hood became the primary trope by which to construct not only women’s 
revolutionary subjectivity but that of all North Koreans, as everyone was 
extolled to emulate mothers as the most sacrifi cial model citizen. This is 
entirely different from representations of revolutionary brotherhood in the 
images of the masculine worker or peasant during the Bolshevik and Chi-
nese Revolutions when women were extolled to become like men, never 
suggesting “even in the most utopian movements that men should learn 
from women.” 8  By contrast, the fi gure of revolutionary mother became 
the quintessential icon of North Korean subjectivity, melding the old and 
the new. What requires explanation is precisely how motherhood was able 
to embody a revolutionary potential. 

 Untangling the woman question in North Korea in the late 1940s is 
enormously complicated by its position at the intersection of Japanese co-
lonial rule and Soviet occupation, while bordering China’s brewing revo-
lution. North Korea combined these legacies in its own distinctive way to 
produce a singular example of socialist modernity that was infl ected like 
no other by tradition. This chapter begins with a comparative examina-
tion of earlier references to motherhood before exploring just how North 
Korean women were mobilized as revolutionary mothers by looking at 
 Chosŏn yŏsŏng  (Korean Woman), the only women’s journal published in 
North Korea in the immediate postliberation period. 9  It is clear from its 
earliest issues in 1946 that motherhood was being made to symbolize the 
revolutionary subject, not only for women but also for the rest of North 
Korean society, as the most unconditional form of sacrifi ce. This remaking 
of motherhood as a public persona would not have been possible without 
the colonial experience, which served to privilege women and the domes-
tic sphere, laying the groundwork for Soviet infl uences to take root quite 
differently from other revolutions, including that of the Soviet Union 
itself. 

  “ Wise Mother Good Wife ”  

 Although Korea’s long tradition of Confucianism is often touted as the 
main reason for the seeming persistence of traditional gender roles in the 
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country, there is little explanation of why this should be the case in North 
Korea during a period of social upheaval aimed at discarding the past. 10  
Sonia Ryang argues that it is not the legacy of Confucianism that is at 
the heart of the construction of women primarily as mothers, but rather 
the distinct cult of leadership and patriarchal discourses surrounding this 
phenomenon that replaces the category of “woman” with “motherhood,” 
in which femininity is equated with maternity, “effacing the notion of 
gender altogether from the surface of the state politics.” 11  Ryang concludes 
that “debate on the ‘woman question’ was almost non-existent,” and that 
the legal measures for gender equality were pushed from the top down 
without the participation of North Korean women. But, of course, moth-
erhood is hardly devoid of issues of gender. This chapter shows just how 
the “woman question”  did  in fact become a source of heated debate in 
North Korea in the postliberation period, involving North Korean women 
from all strata and revealing enormous challenges in the reconfi guration 
of gender relations. 

 It also bears remembering that “gender” is a relatively new term, and 
has no equivalent in Korean, as Ryang readily admits. Gender as a concept 
distinct from sex is rooted in twentieth-century Western feminist theory. 
As the concept traveled to East Asia, it was often translated as “sex differ-
ence” ( sŏngbyŏl  ), confl ating the distinction between sex and gender, which 
has led to the more recent transliteration as  chendŏ  in order to preserve the 
signifi cance of social as opposed to biological difference. Gender as a cate-
gory of social analysis is thus not so much “effaced” or cast into “oblivion” 
in North Korea, as Ryang suggests, but it has yet to become part of their 
lexicon. In regard to such phenomena, Heidi Hartmann has aptly differ-
entiated the “woman question” from the “feminist question” by pointing 
out that most Marxist experiments have attempted to solve the woman 
question without dealing with the feminist one. 12  That is, women’s par-
ticipation in the social, economic, and political arenas was fostered with-
out fundamentally questioning the social differentiation between women 
and men. Ultimately, Ryang’s analysis equates North Korea’s emphasis on 
family and motherhood with gender inequality without demonstrating 
how one leads to the other. However, North Korea was not alone in its 
use of motherhood, and a proper historical context will help situate the 
signifi cance of motherhood in North Korea, not simply as a sign of women’s 
oppression, but as part of the overall construction of gender. 

 Motherhood was a pervasive trope in the construction of women’s 
identities throughout the world in the fi rst half of the twentieth century, 
as it was increasingly subjected to state policy as part of the modernizing 
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project. Throughout the nineteenth century, foundations were progres-
sively laid on which the state could build its capacity for governmentality, 
among them the compilation of the census. With the effects of indus-
trialization and mass warfare, particularly in the interwar period, states 
throughout the world began to associate national power with a large and 
disciplined population at the same time that fertility was declining due 
to urbanization and women’s entry into industrial jobs. The consequence 
was a marked interest in state management of family life and reproduc-
tion, with heightened emphasis on motherhood and domesticity as ways 
to increase the population. 13  In Britain, for example, as the modernizing 
project came to be adopted by upper-class women in the construction of 
the ideal woman, motherhood became “mothercraft,” by which lower-
class women were trained to be modern wives and mothers with the ap-
propriate scientifi c knowledge to set up a proper modern home. 14  

 Likewise, Japan had embarked on full-scale industrialization begin-
ning in 1868 with the Meiji Restoration, so that by the time it colonized 
Korea in 1910, the traditional extended family was fast being replaced 
by the nuclear middle-class family. 15  The need to create modern national 
subjects, disciplined and ready to answer the call of the state, whether as 
workers or soldiers, prompted ideologues to see women’s education as in-
tegral to the training of proper mothers for the new generation. The con-
struction of this foundation for a strong modern nation-state was to begin 
by exposing women to the “wise mother good wife” ideology. Contrary 
to the conventional understanding that the idea was derived from Con-
fucianism, the role of “wise mother good wife” was a modern ideological 
construct for the education and mobilization of women in the period of 
modern state formation. 16  

 Indeed, the modern formulation of the “wise mother good wife” stood 
in stark contrast to the Confucian tradition, which had prioritized fi lial 
piety, that is, the role of the daughter rather than the wife or mother. 
The parent-child relationship, which had taken precedence over the ruler-
subject relationship under neo-Confucianism as practiced in Korea, was 
overturned by a new emphasis on the role of wife and mother. The “wise 
mother good wife,” which was used in Japan as the embodiment of na-
tional essence and purity, became in the context of colonial Korea a way 
of molding women as subjects of the Japanese emperor, as loyal wife and 
nurturing mother to the Japanese Empire rather than to the family. The 
allegiance to the family clan, expressed through ancestor worship and fi lial 
piety, had to be broken by a future-oriented, forward-looking emphasis 
on the next generation that could cut the ties to the past rooted in family 
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history. For this purpose, in the early 1900s biographies of French hero-
ines Jean d’Arc and Madame Roland were translated and widely distrib-
uted in vernacular Korean as examples of patriotic women that Korean 
women should emulate. 17  The “wise mother good wife” was, in effect, 
a key element in the making of a modern gendered citizenship that in-
scribed women as at once mothers who nurture their children to become 
national subjects and as wives who, by taking care of the domestic hearth, 
enable men to participate as citizens of the nation-state. Women’s repro-
ductive roles made them eligible for national citizenship, fusing duties to 
the household to the nation-state. 

 By the mid-1930s, not only had the Soviet Union begun to rein in 
the liberal policies on marriage and divorce from the revolutionary pe-
riod, but the Chinese Communist Party also began to change its policies, 
from viewing women as “new liberated women” to seeing them as “true 
revolutionary women,” defi ned by fi lial piety, chastity, and motherhood. 18  
For colonial Korea, however, the attempted fusion of family with national 
identity was tenuous at best precisely because of the contradiction between 
nationality and citizenship for the colonial subject. One’s family member-
ship, represented through the Korean surname, resulted in second-class 
status within the imperial order. By contrast, in Japan, the wartime mobi-
lization of women as sacrifi cing mothers provided opportunities for Japa-
nese women to become imperial citizens like men, enlarging their scope 
of participation in the economic and political arenas with greater voting 
rights and maternity benefi ts. 19  As almost sixteen million women were 
mobilized to join the Great Japan Women’s Association, “more women 
participated actively in public life during World War II than at any time 
before or since.” 20  

 The brief popularity of New Women and Modern Girls in the 1920s 
gave way to the resurgence of the “wise mother good wife” as a way to 
mobilize women to become the rear guard in the imperial war effort. 21  
The New Woman became an imported identity from the West with un-
certain nationality and allegiance. Traditional women were the pure em-
bodiments of the nation as opposed to the New Women who were deemed 
“sexually promiscuous, immoral, impure, individualistic, unproductive, 
and corrupt, easily swayed by outside forces.” 22  Women were thus molded 
into an all-sacrifi cing mother, recruited into the war effort as protectors 
of the home front. In colonial Korea, too, the onset of total war mobiliza-
tion breached the fi nal barrier maintained by the traditional household as 
the family became the primary unit of mobilization in the National Spirit 
Total Mobilization Movement. 23  
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 In order to bring Korean women into the imperial fold, the colonial 
government launched extensive propaganda campaigns to switch the al-
legiance of Korean mothers from their families to the Japanese Empire. 
Countless Korean writers were mobilized to produce stories of motherly 
sacrifi ce. In a 1942 text,  Mother of a Military Nation  ( Kun’guk ŭi ŏmŏni  ), Pak 
T’ae-wŏn wrote: 

 Has it occurred to you that the precious sons that you consider your 
own are in actuality not your own, but gratefully are the Imperial Maj-
esty’s precious sons. . . . They are sons that you are temporarily in 
charge of nurturing on behalf of the orders of the Majesty. Let’s be sure 
to raise them unashamedly as future national soldiers, thereby offering 
them back to the Majesty in gratitude and glory when he calls. . . . You 
must learn from and model yourselves after Japanese mothers. 24  

 But, try as they might, writers could not bypass the realities on the ground. 
Ch’oe Chŏng-hŭi’s 1942 pro-Japanese short story,  Wild Chrysanthemums  
( Yagukch’o ), still betrayed the diffi culties the empire faced in recruiting 
voluntary Korean military conscripts because “always the mother’s op-
position is the greatest.” This led to “bad behavior” or desertion by the 
few that made it into the volunteer corps. The story urged mothers to 
look beyond immediate family interests and their “blind love” for their 
sons toward a “larger and brilliant future” for the empire. 25  But Korean 
mothers could not be made to emulate Japanese mothers since their co-
lonial subjection had by the 1940s become apparent through much-hated 
policies such as the forcible changing of Korean names into Japanese ones, 
regulations against using the Korean language, and mandatory worship 
at Shinto shrines that venerated Japanese ancestors. Nothing reveals the 
difference between colonial and postcolonial mobilization more than the 
diffi culties faced by the colonial government in harnessing motherly du-
ties as part of women’s nationality. In effect, mothers resisted imperial 
demands as their families were exposed to the expropriation of foodstuffs 
and the forced conscription of family members as workers, soldiers, and 
“comfort women.” 

 Such diffi culties notwithstanding, women were organized into wom-
en’s associations and encouraged to join women’s work groups. 26  In order 
to facilitate women’s entry into the workforce, domestic work was collec-
tivized by organizing childcare centers and group kitchens, and, to reduce 
laundry, dark work clothes replaced the traditional white peasant attire. As 
in Japan, Patriotic Women’s Associations ( Aeguk puinhoe ) were organized 
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across the peninsula and placed in charge of the home front: they pro-
vided medical care to soldiers, publicized the war effort, provided aid to 
pregnant women, managed educational and correctional facilities, rescued 
destitute children, prevented fi res, organized mass rallies, distributed daily 
necessities, and collected “patriotic” donations, in addition to more mun-
dane tasks such as street cleaning and road repair. 27  The absence of men 
due to mandatory conscription and the increasing shortage of labor freed 
women from former patriarchal constraints, which enabled them to enter 
the public arena, laying the foundation for the mobilization of women in 
the postliberation period. The mass mobilization of women thus began 
under colonial rule. Wartime mobilization provided many women with 
their fi rst experiences of being engaged by the modern state, however 
reluctantly. This colonial legacy was appropriated and redeployed after 
liberation for the mobilization of women, this time not as colonial subjects 
but as national subjects in both North and South Korea. That North Korea 
was able to successfully fuse women’s domestic duties with women’s roles 
as modern national subjects had much to do with the extension of the fam-
ily as a form of national identity, giving credence to the pervasive imagery 
of the family in North Korean politics. Indeed, the country’s leader, Kim 
Il Sung, was soon to be referred to as  ŏbŏi suryŏng , or “parently leader,” a 
leader who is both father and mother. 

 National Liberation as Women’s Liberation 

 Colonial legacies were not limited to conservative ideas such as “wise 
mother good wife,” but also included the birth of socialist ideals. Growing 
hardship in the fi rst decade of colonial rule rendered the October Revolu-
tion of 1917 particularly compelling as an alternative model, intensifi ed by 
the failure of the March First Movement in 1919 to achieve independence 
through peaceful means. The anticolonial movement took a radical turn 
with the proliferation of socialist and communist ideas in the 1920s. Split-
ting away from the more moderate nationalists, socialist women organized 
the Korean Women’s Socialist League ( Chosŏn yŏsŏng tonguhoe ) in 1924 as 
the fi rst socialist women’s organization in Korea. 28  For women who were 
seeking alternatives to the conservative nationalist movement, the socialist 
women’s movement seemed to offer an approach that placed the major-
ity of women at the heart of its program, combining national liberation 
with the “liberation of propertyless women” as its primary objective. The 
“propertyless” class was quite intentionally broad-based, including not 
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only peasants and workers but also intellectuals and students. The crux 
of their activities centered around publicizing women’s issues through 
lectures, study groups, and gatherings on occasions such as International 
Women’s Day on March 8. 

 In July 1927, the formation of Kŭnuhoe took the organization of 
women to the next level by bringing together nationalist and socialist 
women in a united front. 29  It called for an end to discrimination against 
women and to “feudal” practices such as early and arranged marriages 
while also advocating the protection of the rights of female peasants and 
workers. Its platform demanded: 

 1. Eradication of all social and legal discrimination against women 
 2. End of all feudal customs and superstition 
 3. Abolition of early marriage and establishment of free choice in 

marriage 
 4. Abolition of sale of women and licensed prostitution 
 5. Protection of economic interests for female peasants 
 6. Abolition of wage discrimination against female workers and insti-

tution of paid maternity leave 
 7. Abolition of night work and dangerous labor for female and child 

workers 

 When the socialists gained the upper hand within the group in 1929, 
four new items were added to the action plan, including the right to 
education, divorce, childcare, and health care. North Korea addressed 
these same issues through the Gender Equality Law and the Labor Law in 
1946. Hŏ Chŏng-suk played a critical role as one of the main fi gures in 
both the Socialist League and the Kŭnuhoe, and she became one of the 
highest-ranking female leaders in the new North Korean government in 
the postliberation period, showing a degree of continuity among women 
activists. 30  

 Members of the North Korean Democratic Women’s League made 
concerted efforts to implement the new laws that improved the lives of 
women. Similar to the anticolonial movement, women’s interests were 
framed in terms of founding a “wealthy and strong country.” The platform 
adopted during the league’s fi rst congress in May 1946 called on members 
to focus on national construction, concentrating all their capacities on the 
establishment of a democratic republic in Korea by supporting the political 
program of the North Korean People’s Committee. This included “strug-
gling against the Japanese fascist elements and national traitors” as obstacles 
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to the democratic construction of the country; cultivating Korean culture, 
politics, and economy; actively working to eradicate women’s illiteracy; 
and striving to “overthrow feudal customs and superstition.” 31  The league’s 
activities refl ected the focus on national construction: women were mo-
bilized for construction projects and education campaigns, tax collection, 
gifts and donations for local orphanages and the security corps, tours to 
the countryside, and whatever else might be required in the building of a 
new country. The increasing role of women in national construction was 
formalized by two critical pieces of legislation that dealt specifi cally with 
the woman question. 

 Drafted and passed by the North Korean People’s Committee, the La-
bor Law and the Law of Equal Rights for Men and Women (hereafter, the 
Gender Equality Law) laid out the basic framework by which women’s 
roles would be defi ned in North Korean society as workers and mothers. 
The Labor Law, promulgated on June 24, 1946, included special stipula-
tions for the protection of children and mothers, in addition to the basic 
clauses for an eight-hour workday, paid vacations, equal pay for equal 
work, and improvements in working conditions including health insur-
ance. The clauses specifi c to women provided paid maternity leave for 
thirty-fi ve days before, and forty-two days after, delivery; lighter work for 
expecting women beginning in the sixth month of pregnancy; and nurs-
ing breaks for thirty minutes twice a day for women with children under 
a year old. 32  It also prohibited pregnant and nursing women from working 
overtime at night. Maternity was carefully protected since women were 
expected to work while also embracing motherhood. 

 The same emphasis on the family can be seen in the Gender Equality 
Law, passed a month after the Labor Law, on July 30, 1946. 33  The full text 
of the law reads: 

   Article 1: Women have equal rights to men economically, culturally, 
socially, and politically in all areas of life of the nation. 

 Article 2: Women have the same rights as men to vote and be elected 
in the regional as well as the highest national organs. 

 Article 3: Women have the same rights as men to workers rights, 
equal wages, social insurance, and education. 

 Article 4: Women, like men, have the right to free marriage. Un-
free and forced marriage without the consent of those marrying is 
prohibited. 

 Article 5: When it becomes diffi cult to continue the married re-
lationship, women have the same rights as men to free divorce. 
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The right to litigation to demand child support payments from the 
ex-husband is acknowledged, and such cases shall be processed at the 
People’s Court. 

 Article 6: The legal marriageable age shall begin at seventeen for 
women and eighteen for men. 

 Article 7: Polygamy is a feudal practice from the Middle Ages and 
sales of women as wives or concubines are hereby prohibited as evil 
practices that violate women’s rights. Licensed prostitution, private 
prostitution, and the  kisaeng  [female entertainer] system— kisaeng  li-
censes and schools—are prohibited. 

 Article 8: Women have the same rights as men to inherit property 
and land, and women have the right to be given their share of property 
and land in case of divorce. 

 Article 9: All Japanese imperial laws and regulations pertaining to 
Korean women’s rights are null and void as of the promulgation of this 
law. This law takes effect as of the day of promulgation. 34  

 Articles 4 through 8 had to do with family law, regulating marriage and 
divorce, attesting to the centrality of the family in dealing with the woman 
question in North Korea. 

 More telling than the Gender Equality Law was the Regulations on 
the Implementation of the Gender Equality Law issued six weeks later, on 
September 14, 1946. Article 8 of the regulation stipulated that all mar-
riages must be registered by submitting a marriage certifi cate to the ap-
propriate local people’s committee. Although the Gender Equality Law 
called for free marriage, marriages had to be registered, and nonregistered 
ones, including common law marriages, were not recognized. This is in 
sharp contrast with the Soviet Union between 1918 and 1944, when com-
mon law marriage was accorded the same status as registered marriage and 
children born out of wedlock were granted the same legal rights as “legiti-
mate” children. 35  Couples could also divorce easily without the consent of 
both parties by simply registering the divorce with local authorities, hence 
the term “postcard” divorces. 

 By contrast, in North Korea, articles 10 through 22 of the regulation 
contained detailed procedures for divorce. 36  Although the right to divorce 
was acknowledged, one had to pass through various hurdles to obtain one. 
With the consent of both parties, divorce papers could simply be fi led with 
the local people’s committee, but if either party disagreed the couple had 
to fi le for legal divorce proceedings with the appropriate people’s court. 
The court had to agree that there were legitimate grounds for divorce for 
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it to be granted. There was also a fi ne of fi ve thousand  won  for those fi ling 
for divorce more than twice, applying a fi nancial burden to repeat divorces 
(although the fi ne could be waved at the court’s discretion). By March 
1956, divorce required legal proceedings even in cases of mutual consent. 37  

 In light of what happened in the Soviet Union, North Korea was able 
to anticipate the ramifi cations of more radical policies. After describing 
the status of women in the Soviet Union in glowing terms, an article in 
 Chosŏn yŏsŏng  cautiously warned: 

 Lastly, let us look at the relationship between women and men in the 
Soviet Union. Immediately after the revolution, marriage and divorce 
were made simple, permitting freedom, in order to eradicate corrupt 
feudal practices. This does not guarantee women’s freedom, however, 
but forces on women great physical blows such as abortions, or they 
have to take their baby to the orphanage. If they cannot do that, then, 
they must raise them on their own. Such licentious free marriage and 
divorce not only bring disorder upon a healthy society but also are great 
obstacles in increasing the population. Thus, gradually, conditions for 
divorce were strictly regulated, and even after divorce, men bore a great 
burden, thereby protecting women’s interests. . . . Freedom without 
responsibility is nothing but indulgence. As the family is the unit of or-
ganization and family relations have great infl uence on a country and a 
society, it is necessary to establish a healthy family with proper relations 
between husband and wife. It is necessary to establish a bright yet pure, 
solemn yet free family of one husband and one wife. This we should 
learn from the Soviet Union. 38  

 It so happened that the victims of liberal divorce policies were often 
women because men left their older wives for younger, “new” women, 
which had also occurred in the 1920s colonial Korea at the initial onset of 
discussions on free marriage and divorce. Such policies ended up hurting 
rather than liberating women, as one working-class Russian woman ex-
plained: “Women in the majority of cases are more backward, less skilled, 
and therefore less independent than men. . . . To marry, to bear chil-
dren, to be enslaved by the kitchen, and then to be thrown aside by your 
husband—this is very painful for women. This is why I am against easy 
divorce.” 39  

 As a result, the Soviet Union introduced a new Family Edict in 1944 
that restricted divorce by requiring court adjudication, and no longer rec-
ognized de facto marriages. 40  This lesson had been taken to heart by the 
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time of North Korea’s reforms in 1946, which never recognized de facto 
marriages or “postcard” divorces. Without a debate like those conducted 
in China or the Soviet Union about getting rid of the family as a feudal 
or bourgeois unit of production, North Korea brought together wom-
en’s roles, as both mothers and workers, through two laws that held the 
family to be the basic unit of society—the Labor Law and the Gender 
Equality Law. And unlike the Soviet Union, where the existence of eth-
nic minorities would have precluded an emphasis on nationality, North 
Korean women were mobilized specifi cally around the idea of the nation 
as an extension of the family. True to Marxist internationalism, the fi rst 
women’s journal published by the Bolsheviks was the  Rabotnitsa  (Woman 
Worker), which was unveiled on International Women’s Day in 1914. 41  By 
contrast, North Korea described its women fi rst and foremost as Koreans, 
as indicated in the title of its fi rst women’s journal,  Chosŏn yŏsŏng  (Korean 
Woman). 

  Chosŏn Yŏsŏng  

 As the main publishing house within the North Korean Democratic 
Women’s League,  Chosŏn yŏsŏngsa  was in charge of printing all materials 
for the education of women in postliberation North Korea. One of its 
primary responsibilities was the publication of the league’s organ,  Chosŏn 
yŏsŏng , whose fi rst issue was published in September 1946. 42  The second 
issue did not appear until November, but from January 1947 the journal 
was issued monthly. Some twenty thousand copies were printed in 1946, 
increasing to ninety thousand in the next year. 43  

 It is not entirely clear how the journal was distributed and to what 
extent women were exposed to its contents. In light of limited resources 
and high rates of illiteracy, rather than obtaining personal copies women 
likely shared copies through women’s league meetings and study sessions, 
through local government and cultural centers. A November 1947 re-
port on the work of the publishing house noted diffi culties in collecting 
subscriptions from the regional league branches to recoup the two mil-
lion  won  annual budget required for the publication of the journal. 44  To 
add to its revenue, each copy of the journal was priced at thirty  won , as 
printed on its back cover, and included limited numbers of simple adver-
tisements from small businesses such as beauty salons and tailor shops. 
There were regional variations in the reception of the journal. North 
and South Hamgyŏng Provinces—historically the seat of radical peasant 
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movements—were the most diligent in submitting monies for the journal, 
contributing articles, and distributing the journal to readers. Kangwŏn 
Province, located along the 38th parallel and itself divided between the 
Soviet and American occupation zones, had the worst record, and South 
P’yŏngan Province let the copies “just pile on,” showing little interest 
in the journal. An analysis of the journal’s content during the previous 
year revealed that the editorial section comprised 16.4 percent, the home 
column 15.6 percent, educational materials 19.7 percent, literature and 
arts 21.5 percent, local news 11.2 percent, and miscellaneous items 12.5 
percent. Based on these fi ndings, the report was critical of the literary 
materials, which took up the most space, surpassing educational materials. 
It observed disapprovingly that the journal lacked a clear target audience, 
and failed to reach out to the majority of women workers and peasants. 
The coverage of local news was also deemed inadequate due to a shortage 
of regional reporters. 

 Despite such drawbacks, the journal covered a wide range of topics, 
from reports on the pace of economic development to tips on tending to 
various household chores. Written by staff writers in addition to contribu-
tions from readers, most issues consisted of eighty to one hundred pages, 
and included an editorial section, a column on homemaking, educational 
materials, a small section on news about the Soviet Union, and an arts and 
literature section. The opening editorial, comprised mostly of pronounce-
ments on national policies, always came fi rst, confi rming the offi cial na-
ture of the publication. Educational materials varied from examples of 
model Soviet women to reading lessons and introductory articles about 
politics. The literature section included short stories, plays, essays, and 
poems, many of them sent in by readers. Depending on the issue, special 
sections celebrated anniversaries of liberation day, the promulgation of the 
Gender Equality Law, and other occasions that highlighted domestic and 
international news. By April 1948, the formal section on the Soviet Union 
was dropped except for occasional articles, anticipating the end of the So-
viet occupation and the offi cial establishment of the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea in September of that year. 

 Topics that used to be addressed by reformers during the colonial period 
were reproduced in the homemaking column, including cooking recipes; 
tips on child-rearing and tailoring; basic medical knowledge, especially 
about women’s reproductive health; and children’s nutrition and hygiene. 
These had been popular topics in women’s journals throughout the world 
in the construction of modern domesticity. During the 1920s and 1930s, 
each of the daily newspapers in Korea had carried columns devoted to 
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the family and the home. 45   Chosŏn ilbo , for example, began in November 
1924 to carry a column titled “Housewife” ( kajŏng puin ), which was serial-
ized until July 1935. Another column called “Home” ( kajŏng ) was added 
in October 1931 and continued to appear until the newspaper closed its 
doors in August 1940. 46  Other newspapers followed with columns such as 
“Home Memo” ( kajŏng memo ), “Home Common Sense” ( kajŏng sangsik ), 
and “Home Trend” ( kajŏng siron ). Despite the overlap with earlier trends, 
what emerged as a new theme in  Chosŏn yŏsŏng  in postliberation North 
Korea was the blending of women’s family duties as wives and mothers in 
the home with their new positions as workers outside the home. 

 As we saw earlier, motherhood was protected by law through the Labor 
Law and the Gender Equality Law. As women’s labor was mobilized in 
the construction of a new society, women were called on to do it all. The 
following is an example of the daily schedule recommended for a wife and 
mother of a family of four that included the husband, a son of kindergarten 
age, and a one-year-old daughter. 47  

 5:00 a.m.  Rise 
 5:00–7:00 Prepare breakfast; clean; eat breakfast 
 7:00–7:30  Clean up around the house; get ready for 

work; get son ready for school 
 7:30 Leave for work 
 12:00–2:00 p.m.  Feeding time (for daughter) 
 5:00 Off work 
 5:30–7:00  Prepare dinner; organize; simple laundry; eat 

dinner 
 7:00–9:00 Tend to children; sort out and mend clothes 
 9:00–10:30 Private time (study) 
 10:30 p.m.–5:00 a.m. Sleep 

 Not only was the woman put in charge of all housework—cooking, clean-
ing, and childcare—but with this tight schedule, she was advised to take 
care of grocery shopping on the way home from work. Her only free time 
was from 9:00 to 10:30 p.m. and not enough time was allocated for a 
full night’s sleep. Although the article acknowledged the diffi culties that 
women faced in working, especially if their families were not appreciative 
of their new responsibilities, the burden of running the household still lay 
with them: “In whatever period, housework has been the responsibility of 
women. As long as everyone understands that women’s liberation does not 
mean that women should abandon the home, this is also the responsibility 
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of working women. . . . Children need the strength of their mothers the 
most. . . . In order to complete the economic plan for the democratic de-
velopment of a wealthy and strong Korea, I ask the many mothers with 
families to take an active part within possible means or make the impos-
sible possible through one’s zeal.” 

 So, how did women react to this? For all the offi cial prodding, the dif-
fi culty of combining family duties with work and life outside the home 
continued to surface throughout articles that recorded the voices of aver-
age women in forums organized by the women’s league. 48  Their uniform 
complaint was the lack of time to do everything. During a discussion 
about working women, on December 25, 1946, attended by a journalist, 
a teacher, a sales clerk, a hairdresser, and a representative of the women’s 
league, the women were asked what their motives were in working out-
side the home, and what challenges they faced in balancing work and 
family. 49  They replied that they wanted to contribute to the economy as 
trailblazers for future career-minded women, and felt it necessary to be eco-
nomically independent in order to achieve gender equality. They all agreed 
that women’s situation had indeed improved after liberation due to govern-
ment support and the enactment of the Gender Equality Law. They appreci-
ated that there were so many more schools and that the distribution of basic 
necessities was carried out equally, even if insuffi ciently. The biggest prob-
lem, however, was the lack of time, as expressed in the following comments: 

 I never have enough time. Even if I do my best to work from early in the 
morning until late at night, I don’t have enough time. I wish I had some 
time to spare. To be honest, I think that at this stage working women 
sacrifi ce a part of their family. 

 Because there is no spare time, everything naturally becomes simpli-
fi ed. Meals are eaten with only one dish, and clothing too, there is just 
one outfi t. The most problematic is laundry, not to mention washing, 
and there’s no time to mend the socks. 

 Asked whether husbands were understanding when the women were 
late coming home from work, women commented with laughter: “They 
understand, but they still seem to feel some kind of unspeakable displea-
sure. . . . Not displeasure, but perhaps anxiety is what they feel. . . . It’s a 
big problem. Husband and wife both go to work, so why do I feel sorry 
and he doesn’t; how do you solve this state of mind?” Women were upset 
about the lack of help from their husbands when it came to housework. 
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They pointed out their stubbornness, their ingrained habit of regarding 
men as being the sole breadwinner, and of having nothing to do with 
housework: 

 It would be nice if they could help women a little more. Like when 
we were newlyweds, the husband would help the wife without being 
asked. . . . But the average man’s pride doesn’t seem to allow him to 
do so. . . . They think that it is a great disgrace for men to help their 
wives in the home, but this causes great harm to the children. Boys have 
to be taught to help around the house when they are young. We must 
absolutely stop educating girls and boys in different ways as it has been 
done until now. 

 More than anything, women wanted help with housework as a way 
of resolving the woman question. Some, like the woman just quoted, 
went so far as to advocate the equal socialization of boys and girls as a 
way to dissolve gender roles for future generations, in striking similar-
ity to contemporary feminists. In another column entitled “A Word to 
the Gentlemen,” one female factory worker reiterated the importance of 
actual practices over legal reforms, and urged women to step up while 
demanding men take up housework: “We should henceforth work hard 
and study diligently so as not to fall behind men in the least bit. If I were 
to demand something of men, there are many things, but more than any-
thing, in terms of home life, instead of just making laws, they should think 
of women as equals, in their hearts, and it would be great if we could help 
each other with the housework.” 50  

 The mobilization of women into the workforce required a rethinking 
of women’s roles as wives and mothers since they were now called upon 
to juggle both work and family. An article entitled “The Status of Women 
in History and Its Lessons” presented a forceful plea for men to adapt to 
women’s changing roles, excoriating them to shape up: 

 First, men themselves must greatly refl ect upon themselves and change 
their understanding of women. Hoping for men’s awakening, the fol-
lowing questions are put forth. 

 I.  Are past customs of respecting men and debasing women 
liquidated? 

 1.  Are you happy when a son is born and disappointed when a 
daughter is born? 
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 2.  Do you discriminate between sons and daughters in sending 
them to school? 

 3.  Do you demand too much labor from women in the house? 
 4. Do you want to be served by women? 
 5.  Do you discriminate between men and women during meals? 

 II. Do men retain a sense of superiority? 
 1. Do you believe too much in the power of the fi st? 
 2. Do you scorn the positive characteristics of women? 
 3. Do you respect your daughter’s opinion on marriage? 
 4. Do you scorn the rise of women’s roles? 
 5.  Do you complain when women and men receive the same 

wage? 

 III. Do you take interest in women’s liberation? 
 1. Do you feel that the number of girls’ schools is insuffi cient? 
 2. Do you agree with the rise in women’s status? 
 3. Do you help with the work of the Women’s League? 

 With the slogan that “Those who have made women weak are the men 
of the privileged class,” men should always ask themselves the above 
questions and try to rectify themselves while actively helping the wom-
en’s movement, thereby negating the great English writer Shakespeare’s 
insult on women, “Weak, thy name is woman,” and sweeping such 
thoughts from men’s heads. 51  

 It is a remarkably radical manifesto, particularly in the context of a largely 
illiterate agrarian society. Women reacted to all the challenges they faced 
in combining work and family by insisting that men take up their share 
of responsibility. Rather than being simply mobilized from the top down, 
women were demanding that men also make the necessary changes in 
themselves to resolve the woman question. Although women contested 
notions about their “natural” place in the home and the division of domes-
tic labor, such challenges were not always without ambiguity or a certain 
sense of guilt. Many women still believed that mothers held a crucial role 
in the home in taking care of the children. 

 During another roundtable organized by the women’s league on Au-
gust 13, 1947, women from the university, the prosecutor’s offi ce, and the 
women’s league discussed the status of women with a factory worker, a 
journalist, a middle school teacher, and a homemaker. After reviewing all 
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the progress that had been made over the past year, the journalist pointed 
out that 

 in the past, living wasn’t really living, so even though we knew we 
shouldn’t, we took it out on the children, and so the children were 
naturally unhappy and just kept watch [so as not to get yelled at]. But 
now, we are so busy that there is no time for husbands and wives to fi ght 
or time to drink, and we read whenever there is a spare moment, so the 
children also naturally read more. From now on, children in Korea will 
also be quite happy and bright. But, because many mothers go out to 
work, children’s health and care are neglected. There are more than a 
few such instances, but children try to be very understanding and also 
try to help out on their own. But, no matter what, it’s probably not as 
good for the children as having their mothers always by their side. 52  

 Because the family continued to be an important social unit, women’s 
roles as mothers and wives never came under fi re, and the woman ques-
tion centered around how women’s identities as mothers and wives had to 
be reconfi gured now that women were working—on how women could 
combine work and family most effectively. 

 Between competing claims for women’s labor power and women’s 
complaints about the lack of time and cooperation from men, the resolu-
tion of the woman question came to reside in the role of motherhood that 
could fuse the old with the new. Rather than breaking down traditional 
gender roles, a sphere was carved out for women in which she reined 
supreme as “master of the home” ( kajŏng ŭi chuin ). The “new” home and 
“new” housewife was to be defi ned by her mastery over the domestic 
realm, as advocated in the quote with which this chapter began. The full 
quote reads: 

 In Korea from ancient times, the master of the home was thought to 
refer to the husband, and women did nothing but help as demanded 
by the head of household who was the master of the home. However, 
that is an ideology born by a male-centric family system, and in reality, 
we now realize that the master of the home must be the woman, that 
is, the wife or mother. . . . There should be no trace left of the rotten 
idea of the past that “all a woman needs to do is bear children and do 
housework well.” Today, even housewives should have great interest in 
society and politics, sensing joy and sadness on the state of the nation, 
world peace, and freedom, making contributions to them. 53  
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 Along with the powers of running the household, the article designated 
the most important areas of women’s work as the household economy, 
domestic harmony, and the education of children. Motherhood, which 
under Confucian patriarchy had been understood as the duty to pass on 
the family name by producing sons, was reformulated as a form of social 
management through the supervision of home economics and the edu-
cation of the next generation. The chairwoman of the women’s league, 
Pak Chŏng-ae, echoed the important social duty that women performed 
as mothers by defi ning the “duty of motherhood” as “not only the basic 
nature of human beings but also an important indispensable social duty.” 54  

 The reconstitution of motherhood as a social duty was hardly new, and 
was quite consistent with trends throughout the world. Founded in No-
vember 1945 and representing women’s organizations from forty countries 
including North Korea, the Women’s International Democratic Federation 
called for the protection of motherhood in factories through the special 
treatment of pregnant and nursing women. 55  Likewise, the Soviet Union 
passed legislation protecting mothers in July 1946, giving aid to single 
mothers and women with large numbers of children. Women with more 
than ten children were honored as “Heroic Mothers,” women with seven 
to nine were decorated as “Honorable Mothers,” and those with fi ve or six 
were awarded “Motherhood Medals.” 56  Whereas the masculine industrial 
worker had been portrayed as the original hero of the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion in the fi rst decade after the revolution, increasing hardships during 
the fi rst Five-Year Plan (1928–32) required additional female workers and 
a greater sense of stability. Soviet political iconographers used motherhood 
not only to mobilize women but for a “sense of continuity offered by the 
maternal image, its suggestion of intimacy and solace . . . [for an] iconic 
confl ation of mother and motherland, family and state serv[ing] to huma-
nise and legitimise the party.” 57  Such confl ations have been commonplace 
in the modern era, and used in colonial Korea to mobilize women for the 
war effort through similar discourses of the sacrifi cing mother. 

 In itself, North Korea’s emphasis on motherhood was not without 
precedent, but the decisive change that set North Korea on a different 
path was the extension of motherhood as the most exemplary form of self-
less public service that  everyone , not just women, should strive to emulate. 
Selfl ess, motherly sacrifi ce was extolled as a model virtue: 

 I discover a model of such great sacrifi cing public service within the 
lives of women, and highly value such sacrifi cing public service from 
women. . . .  Everyone  mobilized for national foundation should learn a 
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great deal and take as a model such pure motherly sacrifi ce that is un-
conditional without earthly ambition or desire. Like the woman who 
gladly endures and overcomes the greatest hardship for the joy of creat-
ing new life, our people should also fi ght and overcome all hardship and 
persecution for the joy and hope of establishing our homeland. 58  

 The article went on to explain that people should not pursue their own 
selfi sh interests and well-being, but rather struggle for the good of all of 
society. It urged women to gain economic independence not only for 
themselves but for the nation, because without a self-reliant economy 
there could be no national independence. Before identifying themselves as 
women, women were to identify with the nation; the woman question was 
equated with the national question. In the aftermath of colonial rule the 
woman question was framed by the urgency of national construction and 
the ambiguity of what tradition was supposed to mean in a revolutionary 
postcolonial context—was it something to be overthrown or embraced? 
The dilemma was resolved through the redeployment of motherhood as 
the vehicle that encompassed both traditional gender roles and the new 
revolutionary subject. Mothers became the ideal selfl ess public servant, a 
model for all members of the nation to follow in the performance of their 
social duty as citizens of a new country. 

 The technique, or form, of mobilization may not have been all that 
different from other examples that appropriated motherhood as a mobi-
lizing discourse, but circumstances had changed to make motherhood a 
powerfully receptive icon, allowing a traditional role to become a revolu-
tionary subject not only for women but for all North Koreans. What was 
different was precisely the experience of the colonial period that enabled 
the inscription of metaphors of the family in reference to the nation-state, 
so that the state effectively became the family writ large and domestic-
ity once again became the privileged domain. Who better to represent 
the primary fi gure of revolutionary change in this domestic space than 
women and mothers as the quintessential icon of the nation. 

 Mothers as Ideal Citizens 

 The resurgence of motherhood in North Korean political discourse has led 
to charges that a form of nationalized patriarchy prevails in North Korea 
with the leader as the patriarch ruling over the rest of society, “feminiz-
ing” the people who “play a stereotypical ‘female’ part in old-fashioned 
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romantic tales.” 59  The interpretation misses the point, however, by look-
ing through the same conventional bifurcated lens, dividing the world into 
fi xed masculine and feminine forms rather than being sensitive to how 
they were in fact reconstituted. Portrayed as both father and mother, the 
leader in North Korea has more often been described as nurturing mother 
than disciplinary patriarch, with a particular emphasis on Kim Il Sung’s 
mother, Kang Pan-sŏk, as a role model rather than his father. A nation-
wide campaign to learn from her legacy was popularized in the 1960s with 
the publication of “Let’s Follow and Learn from Madame Kang Pan-sŏk.” 
According to the text, Kim Il Sung inherited his mother’s ideology and 
character as a child, and on cold winter days when his mother returned 
after a long day of farm work, he would run out to greet her, warming her 
hands by blowing on them and reserving the warmest part of the room for 
her to sleep; if she fell ill, he would massage her hands and feet throughout 
the night without rest, nursing her back to health. 60  

 Such imagery is much more feminine than masculine, and the imagery 
of maternal care and love has been extended into contemporary descrip-
tions of military offi cers “loving their soldiers like their own children 
( ch’injasik ) or younger siblings ( ch’indongsaeng ),” “preparing meals for them 
like their real parents ( ch’inpumo ),” “thereby arousing feelings of deep af-
fection ( aet’ŭt han chŏng ) in the soldiers” for their commanding offi cers, 
quite unlike standard representations of the military as the epitome of 
masculinity. 61  Moreover, two out of the three epic revolutionary operas 
cast women as the main protagonist with the mother in the  Sea of Blood  as 
the most exemplary revolutionary hero. 62  Properly speaking, femininity 
and masculinity are not properties that can be “effaced” or engraved but 
performative characteristics that require a situated context to make sense. 
Although the leader is often depicted as a parent, North Koreans are not 
permanently feminized or infantilized as a result, but are called to become 
sacrifi cing revolutionaries as mothers, in the same way that people can 
simultaneously hold positions as parents and children. 

 Lest there be any doubt about the real changes in women’s status, an 
essay from the April 1948 issue of  Chosŏn yŏsŏng  poignantly detailed the 
kinds of changes that were perceived to be new and far-reaching at the 
time. After visiting the small village of Omokdong, made up of forty-four 
poor peasant families, the writer described the ways in which women’s at-
titudes were changing: “When I entered this village, the chairwoman of 
the women’s league greeted me, readily putting forth her hand fi rst. When 
had shaking hands without any awkwardness become a habit for women 
in their forties in such an isolated village? I was moved, fi rmly holding the 
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heavy farm-worked hand.” She went on to comment how “the discord 
between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, the grievance of not bear-
ing a son, the sighs of having a husband with a concubine, they had all 
disappeared two years ago, and now mother-in-law and daughter-in-law 
go to adult school arm-in-arm, and husbands and wives go to the market 
together.” 63  Women standing up and speaking in public, shaking hands, 
and going to school were radical changes by the standards of the time. Sto-
ries about election day, for example, singled out women campaigning for 
voter turnout with a baby on their back, going to the polls despite being 
nine months pregnant, and postponing their wedding day in order to par-
ticipate fully in the electoral process. 64  The women’s league also compiled 
statistics on the number of women in various occupations as evidence of 
the expanded roles for women. 

 Despite the increasing numbers of women in other occupations, the 
vast majority of women, like men, were still peasants in a predomi-
nantly agrarian society. There were less than thirty-two thousand women 

Table 6.1. Number of women by occupation, 1950

Occupation Number of Women

Agriculture 532,429

People’s Committee representative  11,509

Supreme People’s Assembly    33

Elementary school teacher  4,732

Elementary school principal    42

Middle school teacher    522

Middle school principal    13

Technical school teacher    52

College student    17

Judge    53

Juror  1,363

Doctor    53

Pharmacist    23

Nurse  1,238

Midwife    185

Nurse’s aide  2,237

Source: RG 242, SA 2009, box 3, item 150, “3.8 Kukche punyŏjŏl 39-chunyŏn pogo chegang” [Report on 
the 39th anniversary of March 8 International Women’s Day], Central Committee of the North Korean 
Democratic Women’s League (March 1950), 15–17.
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working outside the agricultural sector, constituting less than 1 percent of 
the total female population.   Under these circumstances, women were able 
to encompass roles both as reproducers and producers. Women’s work as 
mothers and caretakers of rural households was validated as legitimate and 
valued work, so much so that women quit their jobs once they got mar-
ried, presenting a problem in integrating women into the workforce well 
into the 1970s. 65  

 As moderate as it may seem today, North Korean policies on women 
were still thought to be too radical by some. In order to alleviate fears 
that the breakdown in traditional customs would result in chaos and so-
cietal collapse, the article from which one of the opening epigraphs was 
taken tried to explain women’s new expanded roles as part of what was 
necessary for national construction: “These days there are many women 
out and about in the streets day and night. But some people who don’t 
understand may think that the women these days are crazy or that it is 
a state of anarchy, looking on with suspicious eyes. But that is not true. 
The women these days are not like the women of the past who sold their 
bodies. . . . Women today are struggling with all their passion and all their 
strength day and night for the creation of a new history of a democratic 
country. Today in the streets, men, women, the old, the young, everyone 
stops to listen to the women.” 66  A few months later, as the women’s league 
celebrated the one year anniversary of the passage of the Gender Equal-
ity Law, the cover of  Chosŏn yŏsŏng  featured the triumphant fi gure of the 
revolutionary mother, her hair gathered in a bun, indicating her married 

Table 6.2. Number of employed women by sector, 1947

Type of Industry Number of Employed Women

Textile  6,969

Chemical  4,109

Mining  2,093

Construction  1,246

Railway       857

Communication       763

Metal, foodstuffs, electrical, publishing  7,231

School, cultural institution, hospital  3,932

Political party, social organization, bank, managerial  4,618

 Total 31,818

Source: Ri Kyŏng-hye, Nyŏsŏng munje haegyŏl kyŏnghŏm [Experience of solving the woman question] 
(Pyongyang: Sahoe kwahak ch’ulp’ansa, 1990), 60.
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status. She is shown leading women toward liberation, not only in North 
Korea but in the south as well, denoted by her standing atop the chain that 
wraps around the southern zone of the Korean Peninsula. 

 In step with such changes, the  hojŏk —the household registry system in-
stituted under colonial rule that required a male head of household—was 
eliminated with the introduction of the citizen registration card on August 
9, 1946, making obsolete patriarchal lines of descent. 67  South Korea was 
not to take such steps until 2005. 68  Nonetheless, the family was consid-
ered central, as Article 23 of the North Korean Constitution, enacted in 
1948, stipulated: “Marriage and the family are under the protection of 
the state.” 69  Still, the concept of the family was liberalized as parents were 
given equal rights and responsibilities over their children born out of wed-
lock. In lieu of the patriarchal family, the nuclear family became the basic 
“cell” ( sep’o ) of North Korean society, and practices that jeopardized this 
family unit, including sexual freedom and divorce, were discouraged. 70  

 In the late 1940s, as North Korea grappled with the woman question, 
women in the Soviet Union were well on their way to being socially and 
economically integrated—they made up 40 percent of the labor force, 42 
percent of technicians, and 43 percent of university students. Although 
the Soviet Union had been industrializing for several decades, mother-
hood continued to be an important part of women’s identities and the state 
“guaranteed the conditions able to fulfi ll women’s unique responsibility 
and pride as mothers.” 71  By contrast, North Korean women were only 
just beginning to work in nonagricultural sectors outside the home. It 
would take another four decades before North Korean women made up 
half of the labor force. Appropriating the different ways motherhood had 
been employed throughout the fi rst half of the century, North Korea be-
gan from its inception to rely on women to hold together the very fabric 
of society: sacrifi cing mothers would reproduce and educate future gen-
erations as model socialist subjects, while contributing to the developing 
economy as dedicated workers and citizens of a new socialist state. What 
was new was the emergence of a  collective  domesticity substantially differ-
ent from the private domesticity situated in the bourgeois home with the 
individual woman as the homemaker. Collective domesticity transformed 
housekeeping into nation-building, whereby such efforts resonated not 
only with women but also with men as the state was equated with the 
family and every member of society was called on to make sacrifi ces as a 
mother should, and indeed would. 

 Friedrich Engels had provided a class analysis of women’s oppression 
in  The Origins of the Family, Private Property, and the State , attributing the 
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oppression of women to the family when it became a unit of capital ac-
cumulation rather than of self-subsistence, as women became producers 
of heirs for men to pass down their wealth. 72  Adopting this perspective, 
many communist regimes have attempted to solve the woman question 
by dissolving households as units of private ownership, production, and 
accumulation. No longer bound to the biological and social role of re-
production in the household, women could now join the public sphere as 
political and economic agents equal to men. But this left open the ques-
tion of who was to take care of the housework that had previously been 
done by women. The answer lay in the socialization, or collectivization, of 
housework through public canteens, public laundries, and childcare facili-
ties. The assumption was that these institutions freed women to pursue a 
socially productive life outside the home. 

 North Korea was no exception, as it attempted to decrease the burden 
of housework on women. Childcare centers were set up for infants be-
tween the ages of one month to three years. The limited resources of the 
newly formed state did not allow for very many of these at fi rst. In 1946, 
there was just one childcare center and sixty-four kindergartens. 73  By 
1948, the 3.8 Childcare Center in Pyongyang, named after the March 8th 
International Women’s Day, had a capacity for fi fty infants between the 
ages of eight months to three years, outfi tted with a playroom, bedroom, 
cafeteria, and bathroom, providing meals and snacks throughout the day. 
Regardless of the number of children left at the center, a mother paid 
10 percent of her wages for the service. 74  By 1970, there were eighty-six 
hundred childcare centers and sixty-eight hundred kindergartens spread 
across the country. 

 Despite major strides enabling women to be economically independent 
and politically active, examples from  Chosŏn yŏsŏng  show that childcare and 
housework remained largely the duties of women. Even with the social-
ization of childcare, there were few real changes in the sexual division of 
labor, because gender roles within the family were simply reproduced in 
public institutions. Orphanages and childcare centers were run by women 
and the caretakers were often referred to as “mothers.” 75  Moreover, gender 
segregation in labor sectors nullifi ed the principle of equal pay for equal 
work, since women usually worked in occupations with lower pay, in 
the service and light industries, or in charge of primary school teaching 
and nursing. Men dominated the higher-paid occupations in mining and 
heavy industries, and took the jobs with the highest prestige, as managers, 
university professors, and doctors. 76  Although wages do not have the same 
effect on the quality of people’s lives in socialist countries as they do in 
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capitalist societies, since housing, education, health care, and food are free 
or heavily subsidized, such job segregation results not only in unequal pay 
but also in unequal status. 

 Ironically, communist leaders have had to rely on ideology to explain 
the continued problem of the woman question, because women’s entry 
into the workforce has not led to a resolution. With the majority of the 
peasant population still uneducated, liberating policies did not always 
have liberating effects, as Ch’oe Yong-gŏn—former guerrilla, Kim Il 
Sung’s comrade-in-arms, and chief of security in the Provisional Peo-
ple’s Committee, later to become commander-in-chief of the People’s 
Army—declared in 1946: “When Korea became independent, North 
Korea’s democratic government liberated the women, but women did 
not know the true meaning of independence and democratic politics. . . . 
The problem of women’s liberation in North Korea today is not with the 
sociopolitical system, but lies with the efforts of women themselves.” 77  
So, are we left in the incorrigible position of blaming women for their 
own oppression? Surely not; women, after all, have repeatedly questioned 
whether housework is to be their burden alone, and have challenged men 
to change the way they think about women and their own sense of supe-
riority. But this challenge had limits. 

 In postcolonial North Korea, motherhood became the embodiment of 
the Korean nation, to be preserved as what was most Korean. Once seen as 
the hallmark of a traditional society that had to be eradicated for the sake 
of progress, women’s roles as mothers came to be seen as distinctly Ko-
rean, something to be fostered. Although the colonial period is long over, 
the division of the peninsula, the Korean War, and the ensuing Cold War 
have all perpetuated a state of war, demanding continued sacrifi ce and the 
maintenance of the sacrifi cial mother as an iconic model. In North Korea, 
being a good mother was and still is equated with being a patriot and a 
public servant. Faced with the necessity of having to survive economically 
and politically, North Korea mobilized its people—including women—to 
work harder, sacrifi ce more, and unite as one people. In response to this 
call to give all to one’s country, women and men gave what they could, 
empowered by their newfound country and proud of their membership 
in it. Motherhood, in this context, became the quintessential symbol of 
the ideal sacrifi cing citizen, not only for women but for everyone. Within 
this newly confi gured motherhood, expanded to signify more than the 
rearing of one’s own children, to include the public domain as caretakers 
of society, women were both empowered and challenged to be part of the 
process of founding a new country. 
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 However, the process was not without ambivalence. As shown in the 
women’s reactions to demands made on them, they often felt overbur-
dened and guilty for their lack of attention to their families, while at the 
same time questioning whether in fact they had to be defi ned by their 
place in the home. To the extent that women as mothers were elevated to 
the status of ideal citizens, they took center stage as revolutionary hero-
ines. But insofar as women’s identities were tied to motherhood, they did 
not have the power to defi ne themselves outside of this very framework, 
which gave them a place and a voice in North Korean society. Agency, 
as Joan Scott has eloquently stated, is in all cases a negotiated outcome. 
Agents have always been circumscribed and “are not unifi ed, autonomous 
individuals exercising free will, but rather subjects whose agency is created 
through situations and statuses conferred on them.” 78  In North Korea, 
women’s agency was created through their status as Mothers situated in 
the Home, a role which became an allegory for the ideal citizen in the 
homeland. 79  



 It was the end of the 36-year Japanese colonial life of slavery. . . . I too 
was swept up by the crowd, following them, shouting “Manse! [Long 
live] Manse! Manse! Long Live Korean Independence!” How can I 
express the explosion of that deep han [lament] and the instinctively and 
absolutely natural national ecstasy? I came back home after the whole 
day had waned. 
 Kim Wŏn-ju (n.d.) 

 One day in early December 1945, I heard the best news upon my return 
to the homeland in ten years. That was the happy news that the nation’s 
great sun General Kim Il Sung had called us. . . . The Great Leader kept 
me close to him, allowing me to work in the propaganda section of the 
party central organizing committee in order to raise me up as a full-
fl edged woman revolutionary. 
 Hŏ Chŏng-suk, 1986 

 7.  “ Liberated Space ”  

 Remembering the Revolution 

Figure 7.1. Prisoners leaving Sŏdaemun Prison in Seoul (August 16, 
1945).

 In fi gure 7.1 we see one of the most iconic images depicting Korea’s 
liberation from colonial rule on August 15, 1945. It is ubiquitously dis-
played throughout South Korea in museum exhibits, school textbooks, 
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and documentary materials, and reproduced widely on the Internet on 
both offi cial sites as well as on private blogs. The picture, however, was 
taken the day  after  liberation when political prisoners were released from 
Sŏdaemun Prison. 1  That the photograph was taken on the 16th rather than 
the 15th does not diminish the sense of liberation, expressed in the raised 
hands of released prisoners cheering together with the crowd in celebra-
tion. Nonetheless, the more ambivalent mood of the 15th is sidelined, 
suppressing the trauma of colonialism as poignantly expressed by O Yŏng-
jin in the second chapter. 2  Many reproductions of the photo also crop it 
at the foot of the standing men facing front, cutting out the one woman 
in the picture who is clearly looking toward the camera. It is the visual 
equivalent, her position just barely within the frame, of the way women 
have been largely silenced from narratives about liberation. Indeed, most 
photographs taken in the south in the immediate days following the an-
nouncement of Japan’s surrender show few images of women at all, in stark 
contrast to North Korea’s focus on women as seen in the last chapter. 

 Differences between the north and south in their treatment of lib-
eration are also evident in divergent terminologies to refer to August 15, 
shifting between  haebang  (liberation),  kwangbok  (restoration), and  tongnip  
(independence). In the south, “liberation” was increasingly associated 
with leftist politics, and “restoration” took on greater resonance when 
Syngman Rhee, a septuagenarian from the old guard with roots going 
back to the nineteenth century, became the fi rst president of the new re-
public, inaugurating a separate southern state on August 15, 1948, exactly 
three years after liberation. 3  As a result, August 15 came to occupy contra-
dictory meanings of liberation and division in South Korea, becoming an 
occasion for South Korean leaders to seek legitimation through symbolic 
events such as the demolition of the former colonial government building 
in 1995. In the north, where liberation opened the door to social revolu-
tion, “liberation” was the favored term, bringing together emancipation 
for the nation with liberation for the oppressed classes. Despite differing 
terminologies, August 15 as Korea’s independence day is the only memo-
rial day recognized in both the north and south today, becoming an occa-
sion for bilateral talks as well as joint commemorative events in the spirit 
of reunifi cation. 

 Perhaps because of the ambivalent meaning of liberation in the south, 
some South Korean scholars have elided the fi ve-year postliberation period 
(1945–50) by subsuming it between 1937, with the outbreak of the second 
Sino-Japanese War, and the end of the Korean War in 1953 as part of a 
continuous state of war. 4  Although this kind of periodization highlights 
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the state of unrest at the time, it erases liberation as a historical event that 
left an indelible mark on millions of people. Particularly for North Korea, 
the fi ve-year period marked a defi nitive break with the past, with numer-
ous reforms that involved mass participation at an unprecedented scale. 
Indeed, liberation within the context of the North Korean Revolution 
meant not only political independence but also embodied multiple mean-
ings combining national liberation with class and women’s liberation. The 
North Korea today that continues to suffer from the specter of the Korean 
War in both senses of that term—haunted both by the experience of war 
now past and by a possible return of the threat of war in the future—is 
in many ways a different one from the one that existed during those fi ve 
years, and that period needs to be distinguished not only for what it was 
but also for what it could have been. 

 Liberation was undoubtedly marred by the ensuing civil war. But that 
is a perspective possible with the benefi t of hindsight. Without knowledge 
of how history would unfold, liberation from colonial rule signifi ed po-
tential for a new beginning. Looking at the postliberation period through 
the lens of the subsequent war “silences the past” on various fronts, con-
fi rming Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s point that “the presences and absences 
embodied in sources . . . are neither neutral nor natural. They are cre-
ated. As such, they are not mere presences and absences, but  mentions  or 
 silences  of various kinds and degrees.” 5  Not only does liberation become 
a nonevent in hindsight, but as evinced by the common characterization 
of the Korean War as a fratricidal war, women’s place in the war and in 
the events leading up to that point get displaced by the very confi gura-
tion of the confl ict as one between brothers. Through oral histories and 
memoirs, this chapter unearths how stories and narratives about liberation 
are “mentioned” and simultaneously “silenced” by highlighting the dif-
ferences in the experiences and memories of liberation between women 
and men of the north and south during the fi ve years of liberation and 
revolution. Methodologically, this required sources beyond the traditional 
archive that have made up the bulk of the sources for the previous chapters. 
This fi nal chapter also serves as a reminder that North Korea is situated 
within the history of liberation in Korea as a whole before the division was 
solidifi ed and made so permanent. 6  

 Predictably, narratives dealing with liberation were not uniform, and 
the discovery of gendered differences in them raised questions about the 
extent to which historical events and memories about them are themselves 
gendered. For instance, the presentation of individual life stories were often 
framed as microcosms of twentieth-century Korean history, categorized 
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into periods of colonialism, division, war, reconstruction, and Cold War 
as overarching structures that periodized people’s lives. Although these are 
conventional practices in the historiography of modern Korea, what does 
it mean for the same periodization to be applied in the organization of 
individual life stories? After all, the events embodied in each period place 
the nation-state as the primary subject of history: Korea was colonized, 
divided, fought over, and reconstructed. Certainly, individuals were af-
fected and shaped by these events, but one could imagine using alternative 
chronologies that emphasize one’s occupation, one’s place of residence, or 
one’s stage in life from childhood to parenthood. 

 As we shall see, the persistence of this national framework defi ned those 
narratives for which the nation-state was an overarching force whether in 
the north or south, fusing life story with national history. It should come 
as no surprise that men generally found this to be the easiest since they 
have been the primary subjects by which to delineate nationality, whether 
by protecting the nation through compulsory enlistment and military ser-
vice or by passing on the nation’s heritage through patriarchal lines of 
descent. By contrast, women’s narratives were more ambiguous. In the 
north, where practices of mass autobiographical writing and collective life 
attempted to fuse individual life story with national history for all groups, 
including women, narratives were more uniform because such practices 
were meant to serve as homogenizing mechanisms. Nonetheless, women’s 
life stories were punctuated by an uneasy relationship between life story 
and national history, especially acute for those, as in the south, without the 
institutional support needed to forge a strong collective memory. 

 The sources used in this chapter raise diffi cult questions about author-
ship and authenticity stemming from the complicated relationship be-
tween narrator, interviewer, editor, and publisher that determine what 
is included and what is left out of the fi nal product, whether as published 
memoirs or transcripts of oral histories. Problems are compounded in the 
case of North Korean sources, if they can be found at all. Although Kim 
Il Sung left behind a multivolume memoir shortly before his death, indi-
vidual memoirs are almost nonexistent except for those that deal with par-
ticipation in Kim’s anticolonial guerrilla struggle. Hŏ Chŏng-suk’s  Minju 
kŏn’guk ŭi nanal e  ( Days in the Democratic Construction of the Country ), pub-
lished in 1986, is a rare exception, but it revolves almost entirely around 
her interactions with Kim Il Sung. There is very little description of and 
refl ection about her own life—an interesting detail in itself to which we 
will return. The increasing number of memoirs by North Korean defec-
tors published today in South Korea and elsewhere are from a different 
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generation and do not deal with the liberation period. As a result, whether 
speaking about the north or south, almost all narratives included in this 
chapter were published or gathered in South Korea, a reluctant yet un-
avoidable limitation in sources. 

 Working with oral histories and memoirs are thus fraught with pitfalls, 
but there are similar concerns in working with archival materials. In the 
end, we are always maneuvering within a symbolic web of meaning, and 
whether we are dealing with archives or memories, stories, much like 
archival materials, have to be interpreted and made meaningful. As Joan 
Scott so aptly put it, it is not enough to “make experience visible”; it is 
necessary to explain the inner workings of the mechanisms that give rise 
to the kind of experiences that  are  visible, because “experience is at once 
always already an interpretation  and  something that needs to be inter-
preted.” 7  How, then, is the experience and memory of liberation generally 
interpreted? 

 Standard depictions of liberation exude a certain sense of “collective ef-
fervescence.” 8  Many accounts begin with Japan’s announcement of defeat 
in the Pacifi c War, bringing an end to its brutal thirty-fi ve-year colonial 
rule. Koreans proceeded to celebrate, dancing and singing in the streets, 
and quickly burst into political activity to form an interim government in 
the spirit of true self-determination. Such descriptions characterize much 
of the scholarship dealing with this period, including this book. Indeed, 
it is the allure and excitement of the possibilities that were opened up by 
this “liberated space” ( haebang konggan ) that prompted modern historians 
to coin the term and study the period more closely. To be sure, times of 
instability accompanied by structural dislocations give rise to intense emo-
tional excitement, which becomes a force in itself to exacerbate ruptures 
and creatively shape a new political order and social life. 9  But was this 
“liberated space” indeed liberating for everyone, and if so, in specifi cally 
which ways? 10  Did Korean women experience the postliberation period as 
a “liberated space” of revolution? The point here is to scrutinize the very 
process by which history is constructed as a homogeneous, often male, ex-
perience by exploring the historical ethnography of postliberation Korea 
in a way that is sensitive to the gendered dimensions of experience and 
memory. 

 In dealing with historical memory, Maurice Halbwachs is a useful start-
ing point. He challenged Freudian conceptualizations of memory as essen-
tially an individual asset by emphasizing that memory can function only 
within a collective context, and therefore memory must be seen as socially 
constructed. 11  Although he may have overstated the case, since memory 
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can be intensely personal, his analysis of collective memory explains why 
different groups of people have different collective memories, often result-
ing in disputes not only over the reconstruction of the past but over present 
realities. Korean history has been no less fraught with contention, especially 
as the two Koreas continue to compete for legitimacy, and gendered dif-
ferences in narratives of liberation underscore the importance of looking 
beyond standard narratives of any given historical event. I begin with the 
biographies of two men whose oral histories were collected in 2003. 12  

 National History as Life Story 

 Ch’oe Sang-wŏn was born in 1923 in North Kyŏngsang Province, in the 
southeastern part of the Korean Peninsula, to a landed  yangban  family. 
After a period of study in Tokyo, he was forcibly drafted into the Japanese 
Imperial Army in January 1945. He tried to escape but was caught and 
held by the military police until liberation. Returning to his hometown in 
Kyŏngju after liberation, he found that his friends had already put him in 
charge of security in the local people’s committee in light of his military 
experience and boxing skills. He soon took on additional responsibilities 
in the local peasant union, and was elected vice chair of the local youth 
league. 

 Increasing confl ict with the American occupation forces over issues 
of self-governance and taxation culminated in the October Uprising of 
1946, forcing Ch’oe underground along with other activists in the people’s 
committees. After a year living in the mountains, he was arrested in Oc-
tober 1947 and sentenced to three years in prison. He was released after 
fi nishing his term, shortly before the start of the Korean War in 1950. He 
then moved to the southern port city of Pusan and lived with his brother 
until he was arrested again during the war in 1952. He escaped the fate of 
thousands of political prisoners who were killed in the south to prevent 
the potential augmentation of North Korean forces, when the charges 
against him were dismissed after some of his resourceful friends bribed 
the authorities. He continued to engage in various political activities for 
reunifi cation after the war, serving another four-year prison term in 1972. 
I interviewed him fi ve times in his home in March 2003, each time speak-
ing for two to three hours. 

 By contrast, Kang Tam was born in 1933 in South Hamgyŏng Prov-
ince in northeastern Korea to a poor peasant family. He attended school 
for the fi rst time when mass education was extended to all children soon 
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after liberation in North Korea. As poor tenant farmers, his family also 
received land during the land reform in March 1946. He was still a student 
when the Korean War broke out. His family survived the war by living 
in underground bunkers. After the war, he was active in the local youth 
league until joining the Korean People’s Army in 1954. He gained admis-
sion into the Workers’ Party in 1960, and fi nished his military service in 
1961 after seven years as a marine. He then found employment on a fi shing 
vessel. After a year, he went back to school for three years, graduating with 
a certifi cate in oceanic navigation. In 1965 he was recruited to navigate 
ships involved in intelligence operations in South Korean waters, but was 
captured at sea onboard the ship to South Korea. 

 Although he was convicted of espionage and given a life sentence in 
South Korea, North Korea considers these activities to be a form of politi-
cal work for reunifi cation, by sending agents with families and relatives 
in the south to facilitate contact with South Koreans. The ultimate pur-
pose was to spark a mass uprising within South Korea for its own social 
revolution that would unite the two Koreas. Such a strategy was not as 
far-fetched as it might appear, because of the mass uprising in 1960 that 
brought down the First Republic under Syngman Rhee. The strategy was 
unsuccessful, but the “spies” that were sent south, and their families, bore 
the brunt of the failed policy. They were often executed or imprisoned 
for decades as long-term prisoners, tortured to “convert” and give up 
their ideologies, using methods from the colonial period. Their families 
were sent to prison for simply failing to report their own family members 
to the authorities. Even when they fi nished their relatively shorter prison 
terms, families and relatives were often socially ostracized as “reds” ( ppal-
gaengi ), unable to fi nd jobs or places to live because they were continu-
ously harassed by the police. As a result, long-term prisoners were often 
completely estranged from their families. Despite such hardships, many 
long-term prisoners continued to believe that their activities were justi-
fi ed in the face of national division for the sake of reunifi cation. Kang 
Tam was released in a presidential amnesty in 1988, after having served 
twenty-four years in prison. He found employment in a construction 
company, and only in 2001 did he join other former political prisoners in 
reunifi cation efforts. With the successes of the democracy movement in 
South Korea in the late 1980s, long-term political prisoners began to be 
released, and came together as part of the reunifi cation movement since 
most of them had families in the north. I interviewed Kang at his home 
on two occasions, in May and July 2003, both times for two to three 
hours. 
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 As evident from the brief synopses of their life stories, both men have 
suffered numerous years in prison and social alienation once outside 
prison. The Social Surveillance Law has required former political prison-
ers to report to local police authorities on a regular basis, including any 
travel plans within the country. It restricts them from traveling abroad 
and prohibits them from many political activities, including public pro-
tests. Although former prisoners have refused to abide by these require-
ments on the grounds that the law violates their fundamental rights to 
freedom of movement and expression, the authorities have enforced the 
letter of the law only sporadically and selectively. Nevertheless, sanc-
tions against their political beliefs and activities undoubtedly infl uenced 
the kind of stories they were able to tell. They were also elderly while 
I was a relatively young, female Korean American graduate student at the 
time. I was often regarded as a distant relative from a foreign land—and 
from their perspective, a hostile one, since they were critical of American 
global power and its foreign policies, particularly toward Korea. They 
seemed to take the interview as an opportunity to teach me the “real” 
history of Korea, of the continuing legacy of resistance, of what it meant 
to be a “true” Korean. For example, Ch’oe would say, “this is the most 
important part; this is the most important to know clearly.” They saw 
themselves as guides and teachers in my search for historical roots. My 
junior status was most obvious when, at the end of the interview, they 
would caution me not to forget my “roots” and fi nd a nice Korean man 
to marry. 

 I was both comfortable and uneasy in this role. On the one hand, my 
fl uency in Korean customs and language facilitated building up a rapport 
so that it became fairly easy to bond with them quickly. On the other 
hand, it was diffi cult to navigate the kind of demands and expectations 
placed on the relationship that went beyond the parameters of the inter-
view. In some sense, this refl ected the give-and-take of social relationships 
regulated by norms that govern any social interaction. Although I now 
have power over their words, I often felt that I was at their mercy during 
our time together as they were older male fi gures with stories that I hoped 
to learn from them. It is also possible that our roles of elder and junior 
prevented us from getting to issues that they felt were beyond the scope of 
this hierarchical relationship and their immediate goal of imparting their 
legacy to the next generation. Despite these limitations, the personal con-
nection was important in bringing out their full stories. 

 It was striking the extent to which their narratives fi t into the “collec-
tive effervescence” of the dominant discourse of liberation. For example, 
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the opportunity to go to school after liberation stood out as a radically new 
experience for Kang in light of his previous life of poverty under colonial 
rule. 

 Under the Japanese, the township seat was located in our village. If I 
just stepped outside the front door, there was a school that the Japanese 
had built only a few steps away. But, because our family was poor, we 
couldn’t go to school. I had two older brothers and two older sisters. 
Without counting the younger ones, out of the four only the second 
brother was able to graduate from primary school. Because our fam-
ily was poor, we made a living by tenant farming. In the summer, we 
rented some land and we also borrowed some infertile land, and in early 
spring mother would go out to the potato fi eld and bring back these 
potatoes that looked like bird eggs to eat, and if that ran out, millet 
was planted a lot back then, and when the millet was ripening, bending 
its neck like this, we’d pick them, but we couldn’t just eat it because it 
wasn’t fully ripe. So, we’d steam it in an iron kettle, and it would ripen 
and we’d eat it. Then, a bit later, the rice starts to ripen in the fi elds, 
a bit before  ch’usŏk  (Korean Thanksgiving). But, the harvest wouldn’t 
last until the next year, so we’d go to the mountains to forage for ed-
ible plants; we ate a lot of pine tree bark. You take the bark off a pine 
tree and strip what’s inside, steam it and eat it. The wealthy eat this 
mixed with rice as a delicacy today, but kids just can’t understand—you 
couldn’t pass stool because you hadn’t had enough to eat. But that’s how 
it was for our generation. 

 After equating the Japanese colonial period with hunger and a lack of edu-
cational opportunities, Kang marked liberation with his admission into 
school: 

 Then, liberation came, and Kim Il Sung came and declared the com-
pulsory education system, so from the beginning all the students were 
unconditionally put under a compulsory education system. Then, from 
our generation alone, there were three students. The sister above me en-
tered school into the fi fth grade. I think I went into the fourth or third 
grade. Most everyone entered a couple of years below normal because 
they hadn’t been in school. The sister right below me was supposed to 
go into the third grade according to her age, but entered the fi rst grade. 
So, in one generation, there were three students. When you look at 
North Korean society at the time, it was a tremendous revolution. 
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 New opportunities were not merely proclaimed as lofty revolutionary 
goals, but were visibly inscribed in everyday surroundings. The school 
changed its name from the Japanese, Kakusen National Citizens School 
( Kakusen kokuritsu kokumin gakko ), to the Korean, Hakch’ŏn People’s 
School ( Hakch’ŏn inmin hakkyo ), to refl ect the dismantling of the colonial 
apparatus and the institution of mass education that fi nally opened its 
doors to all Koreans, including Kang and his siblings. It is no wonder 
that liberation served as a defi nitive marker in organizing Kang’s life 
story. 

 Likewise, for Ch’oe, who had been forcibly drafted into the Japa-
nese Imperial Army in January 1945, the experience of liberation was 
exhilarating: 

 We weren’t set free and discharged from the military base immediately 
on August 15, 1945. In the beginning, the Japanese were saying that this 
wasn’t the end of the war but a temporary cease-fi re. We started protest-
ing, so we were fi nally discharged offi cially on the 17th or so. I went 
to Taegu Station and got on the train to Kyŏngju. There was a strange 
mood inside the train. Everyone had been hardened like frozen human 
beings inside a freezer, but they were now talking to each other happily 
even amongst strangers, kindly and affectionately. I don’t know where 
it came from, but even though food was so hard to come by then, there 
were rice-cakes from somewhere and a stranger offered them to me say-
ing, “Oh, you must try one of these.” It’s impossible to really express all 
the details of that time. [I thought to myself ], this is what it is to live. 
Until then, Korean people had been living under strain, squashed under 
the Japanese gun and sword all the time for thirty-six years, almost forty 
years. Then, all that broke loose. So, in a word, it was an atmosphere of 
festivity. When I arrived at Kyŏngju Station on the train from Taegu 
Station, it was past seven or eight o’clock at night. I left the station and 
headed for my house. I was living in Kyŏngju City at the time. In a se-
cluded place where no one could see, I pinched myself really hard here 
on my thigh. Is this a dream or is it real? When I pinched myself, it hurt. 
[I thought], ah, this isn’t a dream, it’s real. I was so happy. 

 Then Ch’oe seamlessly connected his life story with the years leading up 
to Japan’s capitulation and liberation day as it might be told through the 
omniscient voice of historical texts. He traced the events leading up to 
August 15: from the 1941 Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor, “when it 
seemed Japan would take over the world,” to the 1943 Cairo Conference, 
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which he saw as signaling the inevitable defeat of the Japanese at the hands 
of the Allied powers, to the formation of the Korean Independence League 
( Kŏn’guk tongmaeng , to be differentiated from the  Chosŏn tongnip tongmaeng , 
also translated as Korean Independence League, formed in Yenan as the 
precursor to the New People’s Party) in August 1944 in preparation for 
liberation. Then he described the day of liberation: 

 August 15, there was liberation, and immediately the gates of Sŏdaemun 
Prison opened. When the gates opened, our comrades who had been 
fi ghting for independence all came out without one person being in-
jured. As soon as they all came out, the signboard that appeared was 
the Committee for the Preparation of Korean Independence. . . . That 
signboard was posted all over the country. 

 Seoul’s Sŏdaemun Prison had been notorious for housing many of the 
political prisoners jailed by Japanese authorities. Having been discharged 
by the military on the 17th far from Seoul, it is doubtful that Ch’oe would 
have personally witnessed the prison gates open on liberation day or pris-
oners being freed. Nonetheless, he made a personal connection to the 
legacy of the anticolonial movement by referring to the prisoners as “our 
comrades” ( uri tongjidŭl ), and associated himself with the national move-
ment under the banner of the Committee for the Preparation of Korean 
Independence (CPKI): 

 Beginning from that point, I worked with the CPKI. One of the 
biggest tasks was preserving the peace, and I was put in charge of 
the security corps ( ch’iandae ). In larger cities, security was impor-
tant because at the time there was a shortage of food and materials. 
But, in the countryside where I was, everyone was self-suffi cient by 
farming, so there wasn’t much of that problem. The most important 
thing we did as part of CPKI was preserving peace and enlightening 
the citizens. So many people were illiterate. Since there were so few 
people who could read, the enlightenment movement was necessary. 
How we were liberated, by whose struggle, and what kind of country 
should we build. This is what CPKI did, and a step further, I don’t 
remember the date, but a month or two after liberation, it changed to 
the People’s Committee. 

 He connected his role in the local security corps with a sweeping view of 
what was going on nationally. What was missing was a more personal view. 
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 There was a distinct absence of markers of domestic life in the stories 
of both men. Where were their families in these narratives? Did they get 
married or have children? Although such stories came up more readily 
during casual conversation, they did not make their way into the formal 
interview despite the fact that interviews were conducted in free form to 
allow the narrators to structure their own life stories with minimal in-
tervention. Without probing, both men shared their family histories to a 
far greater degree off the record than during the formal interview. There 
were two instances during the interview when Ch’oe spoke about his 
wife. First, when Ch’oe was talking about the fi rst few days after libera-
tion, I asked, “Did you not have any family of your own at this time?” He 
simply responded by saying, “I did.” I asked again, “Where?” to which 
he replied, “They were in Kyŏngju. The oldest [child] was about a year 
old when I came back after liberation. That one now lives in Seoul.” He 
went on to explain that after liberation, he did not live with his family 
but stayed in town, supported by one of the wealthier members of the PC. 
When I asked how his wife and son were able to get by without him, he 
responded that they were staying with his wife’s relatives. On a separate 
occasion, he recalled how his wife had been beaten so severely by the 
South Korean authorities when the people’s committees came under at-
tack that she lost consciousness after defecating and urinating on herself. 
He conjectured that it was due to these injuries that she eventually died of 
spleen cancer in 1960. That was the extent of Ch’oe’s reference to his wife 
and children, and Kang made no mention of family at all. 

 The fact that both men were married to second wives may have played 
some part in hindering discussion of their complex family history. Although 
he made no mention of it, Ch’oe was married to Pak Sun-ja at the time of 
the interview. She had been a guerrilla fi ghter during the Korean War. In 
1954, she was captured by South Korean authorities and imprisoned until 
1965. Soon after her release, she was introduced to the widowed Ch’oe by 
a mutual friend and they married. They had two daughters of their own in 
addition to the six children from Ch’oe’s fi rst marriage. As for Kang Tam, he 
had been married in the north with a son and a daughter before being cap-
tured in the south. But after his release in South Korea, he had remarried, as 
he saw no prospect of returning to his wife and children in the north. Their 
second marriage may have prevented them from dwelling too much on their 
previous families, out of consideration for their current wives. 

 The relative silence about their immediate families was in stark con-
trast to their elaborate descriptions about the family in which they grew 
up. In fact, Ch’oe’s narrative began with an extensive and detailed story 
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about his family lineage that went back thirty-one generations. The focal 
point was one particular patriarch who had taken part in the fi ght against 
the Japanese Hideyoshi Invasion of 1592, thereby taking his family’s na-
tionalist credentials back four centuries. He told the story as if he had been 
there, with details about how the fi rst battle had started in his hometown 
and how his ancestor had heroically come to its defense. By contrast, for 
Kang, who was raised in a poor peasant family and whose father had died 
when he was only nine years old, family lineage was not important. Kang 
began his life story with poverty and hardship due in part to his father’s 
early death. His story was dominated by female fi gures as they became the 
head of household: 

 My father died when I was nine years old, before liberation. So, life 
was even more diffi cult. If my father had been around, it would have 
been a bit better since he could go back and forth to Seoul and make 
money, bringing home some rice. Because my father died, everything 
fell on my mother. My mother was forty-four or forty-three when 
my father died. So, my mother lost her husband in her early forties, 
shouldering the whole household and the children. It’s impossible to 
express in words all the hardship she lived through. Also, my [pater-
nal] grandmother lived with us in our house. My grandfather had died 
earlier, and my grandmother lived a long time. That grandmother 
went through much hardship. In the spring, my grandmother would 
go to the mountain every day, scouring for herbs and plants, and also 
pine tree bark for us to eat. It was really rough for my grandmother. 
Yes, she helped my mother a great deal. My grandmother did most 
of the diffi cult things. When I was older, in the fi fth grade and a bit 
more mature, I realized my mother was physically weak with a very 
bad stomach condition. My mother really suffered a great deal. . . . 
After liberation, 1945, ’46, ’47, it was still very diffi cult then. Things 
got better in 1948. The land reform was implemented in the north. 
So, all the landlords’ lands were confi scated without compensation. 
For middle peasants, they left them enough land for their family to 
eat, and confi scated the rest. And they distributed it all to landless 
peasants, calculating how much land had been confi scated, how many 
families there were in the village, how big the family was, and so on. 
That’s when life got better. 

 Stories about their childhood or ancestral family did not segue into stories 
about their own domestic lives, as national history became the primary 
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vehicle for their life story. For Kang, too, national liberation served as a 
way to demarcate his previous life of poverty from improvement in condi-
tions after liberation, even though the 1946 land reform did not noticeably 
improve conditions until 1948 due to the lack of a suffi cient amount of 
farmland to distribute. 

 The men’s narratives appropriated the larger themes of national history, 
at times going as far back as the sixteenth century. Their life stories were 
punctuated with events of national importance: the Hideyoshi Invasion, 
liberation day, the formation of the CPKI and people’s committees, land 
reform, and compulsory mass education. This is no coincidence. One of 
the primary issues after liberation centered on just how to defi ne the na-
tion in a postcolonial context when the country was divided into two sep-
arate occupation zones. Competing sets of events came to be highlighted 
as a way to confi gure two distinct national subjects. In other words, spe-
cifi c historical events served as legitimating structures, lending meaning 
to one’s experience and memory. 

 Indeed, the contrast in the descriptions of liberation day from those 
who had collaborated with colonial authorities is remarkable. Rather than 
liberation day as “liberated space,” liberation is depicted as a nonevent. For 
example, retired educator Kim Sŏn’s memory of liberation day was of “no 
one coming outside, and only staying home.” 13  There was little excitement 
or elation in her short description. Asked how she had heard the news 
about liberation, she simply answered, “through the radio.” Likewise, two 
Korean offi cers in the Japanese Imperial Army, Paek Nam-kwŏn and Pak 
Kyŏng-wŏn, had little to say about liberation day. Paek stated that he heard 
news of the surrender at noon on August 15, and heard rumors the next 
day that Korean offi cers in the Japanese Imperial Army would be killed 
as national traitors. 14  The choice of words here—“surrender” as opposed 
to “liberation”—is indicative of his position as a Japanese Imperial Army 
offi cer. Like Kim Sŏn, Pak also described refraining from moving about 
or meeting anyone, likely out of fear of retribution. 15  

 Even those who had not overtly supported the colonial government 
experienced liberation day with ambivalence if they were in the com-
pany of the Japanese. Kim Sŏk-hyŏng, who later joined the North Korean 
Communist Party, becoming the local party chairman in his hometown 
in North P’yŏngan Province, described hearing news of liberation in his 
workplace at the local irrigation offi ce, where there was an eerie silence 
after the fi fteen-minute speech by the emperor conceding defeat. When 
one of the Korean workers walked over to the blackboard and wrote 
“Long Live Korean Independence” in big Chinese characters, there was 
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still nothing but silence. Kim remembered somewhat apologetically, “No 
one clapped, although I clapped a little inside.” 16  When celebrations began 
with days of festivities and the formation of local self-governing com-
mittees and security organizations, Kim, like Ch’oe, joined the security 
corps, disarming the Japanese and taking over Japanese property and ad-
ministration. Despite attempts to curb violence, there were instances of 
spontaneous people’s courts that wreaked vengeance on former collabora-
tors, particularly those who had worked for the Japanese police. 

 Thus, all sides had a heavy stake in their claim to national history, even 
if only to escape persecution. Life stories served as a platform on which 
competing national histories battled for hegemony. Ch’oe, a long-time 
dissident in the south, and Kang, who was originally from the north, were 
outsiders to mainstream South Korean society, leading them to adopt dis-
sident identities as part of the political opposition in the south. 17  Each of 
their narratives provided competing national histories to defi ne the nation, 
in Kang’s account as a liberated peasant and in Ch’oe’s account as a per-
secuted revolutionary. In either case, it was a patently masculine account. 

 This way of organizing experience and memory was facilitated by their 
identifi cation with a distinctive group: the political opposition. It is worth 
reiterating Halbwachs’s point on collective memory, that “the individual 
calls recollections to mind by relying on the frameworks of social memory 
. . . [since] memory is a collective function.” 18  Against severe political op-
pression, the opposition had created a countermemory that was at times 
just as hegemonic and dominant within its own ranks in order to produce 
an alternative narrative of national history. It often traced a linear history 
of mass resistance in modern Korean history, from the Tonghak Rebel-
lion of the late nineteenth century to the armed independence movement 
during the colonial period, on to the people’s committees after libera-
tion, culminating in the democracy movement that eventually toppled the 
military dictatorship in the south. 19  Offi cial North Korean historiography 
follows a similar linear development of nationalist class struggle, position-
ing the formation of the people’s committees as direct precursors to the 
founding of the North Korean state. 20  The South Korean opposition was 
able to create an alternative national history that aligned with the north, 
perpetuating a homogeneous vision of empowerment through discursive 
and social practices of its own. 

 Publications and speaking engagements within opposition circles pro-
vided Ch’oe with ample opportunity to edit and polish his stories. 21  Dur-
ing our fi rst meeting, Ch’oe handed me a one-page resume  (yangnyŏk ) 
with a short chronology of his life. It had been sequentially organized with 
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events and activities deemed to be of historical signifi cance. His narrative 
followed the chronology in his resume, and it served to structure and re-
inforce his memory, reminding him of what came next. The resume was 
not merely a list of positions he had held through the years, but included 
specifi c episodes, such as the “peasant cooperative tenant rights struggle,” 
to highlight certain experiences while serving as security offi cer in the 
people’s committee. In this incident, in June 1946 a tenant farmer had 
come looking for help when his landlord had attempted to throw him off 
the land after he had already prepared the fi eld for planting. After Ch’oe 
helped the farmer fi nish planting in order to secure the tenant’s rights 
over the land, as was customary, Ch’oe was thrown in jail for a month by 
local authorities. Activities for which he was persecuted, landing him in 
jail, were prominently listed so that the points of intersection with state 
authorities served as important markers in his life story. 

 By contrast, at the time of my interview Kang Tam had only recently 
joined the group of long-term prisoners, and thus he lacked a rehearsed 
narrative that was already organized in chronological order of importance. 
His life story jumped from one time period to another, fl itting back and 
forth between the present and the past. He started the fi rst interview by 
talking about where he was from, which led to an explanation of how 
North Korea had revised its administrative levels, abolishing the township 
( myŏn ) in 1958. 22  A story about landlords leaving his hometown after the 
land reform in 1946 led to a story about some of his relatives who had left 
North Korea, whom he later met in the south after being released from 
prison in the 1980s. A story about an espionage case in his hometown in 
the north in the 1940s led to comparisons to his own espionage case in 
the south and brutal stories of torture while in prison in the 1970s. This 
prompted him to recall how much he had been beaten while his town 
was under South Korean occupation during the Korean War because he 
had relatives in the Korean People’s Army and in the Workers’ Party. The 
markers organizing his life story were not rigidly fi xed, and his narrative 
jumped around both spatially and temporally. 

 Kang’s reaction at the end of the fi rst interview was telling. He claimed 
that we did not get to the “real story” because he kept telling the “wrong 
stories” ( ŏngttunghan yegi ). When I asked what the “real story” was, he 
chuckled and said that he did not know. But he seemed to offer a clue 
throughout the interview when he differentiated some stories as digres-
sions ( yŏdam ). He used the term on three occasions to refer to a short ref-
erence to his family, a story about making fun of his teacher in his youth, 
and a story about getting into trouble for fi ghting while serving in the 
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military. Stories that did not have a direct relevance to national history 
were considered digressions, irrelevant to understanding his life story. He 
believed that the major markers in his life story should be liberation, war, 
military service, his mission to the south, and prison—all parts of his life 
that were directly connected to national history. 23  

 For those who left North Korea within fi ve years of liberation, memo-
ries of liberation and revolution are predictably quite different, although 
no less preoccupied with national history. A renowned Quaker peace ac-
tivist, Ham Sŏk-hŏn, offers an interesting parallel as someone who was 
active in organizing the people’s committees in the north before choos-
ing to leave North Korea in 1947. 24  Born in Pakch’ŏn County in North 
P’yŏngan Province in 1901, he was introduced to Christianity when he at-
tended a Protestant school at the age of six, “naturally” adopting the faith. 
Awakened to politics with the March First Movement, he was repeatedly 
jailed throughout the colonial period for his anticolonial activities. De-
spite his political activism, Ham saw postliberation Korea as operating in a 
vacuum, with no serious organization to mobilize Koreans and vulnerable 
to manipulation by foreign powers. 

 Unlike Ch’oe and Kang, Ham saw the organization of the PCs as ad 
hoc and temporary until exiled leaders could return from abroad: “People 
[like myself ] were pushed into work by the masses, who thought that 
a government would be organized whether in China or America and 
brought in, until which time we would be responsible for maintaining 
security only provisionally. We couldn’t think beyond that.” 25  In his mem-
oir, he went on to describe liberation day as he remembered it in a mea-
sured and passive tone: 

 On liberation day, I heard the news while standing with a bucket of 
dung to fertilize the fi elds. . . . I felt an urge to go out. Rather than just 
doing what I could and standing back, I ended up going all the way to 
Sinŭiju, observing the meeting of the fi ve provinces. . . . I can testify 
that the self-governing committees were the product of the humble 
people’s desire for self-governance in the beginning. But, the people in 
it were seeped in old ideologies, too ignorant of political history. My 
thinking was also shallow, but even in my eyes liberation meant social 
change, not just a change in state power. In other words, all of social life 
was going to change from now on, history was going to start anew, but 
most of these people were limited to thinking that now that the Japa-
nese had been run off after oppressing us, we can now run things in-
tact with our hands. It was very ignorant. Landlords acted as landlords, 
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 yangban  acted as  yangban , and that’s how they wanted it. And most of 
these people were from the so-called propertied class. . . . So, there was 
no chance against the communists. 26  

 Although admitting that the communists were the best organized force, 
he claimed that they had no popular support, based on his experience of 
dissent in the north around the Sinŭiju Incident. 

 The Sinŭiju Incident was the fi rst instance of a violent crackdown on 
protests against communist hegemony over the PCs. At approximately 
noon on November 23, 1945, student protestors were gunned down by 
security forces in front of the North P’yŏngan provincial offi ce build-
ing. As head of the education department in the province, Ham not only 
witnessed the event in which more than ten students were killed but was 
held responsible for the protests, beaten, and sent to prison for fi fty days. 27  
After his release, his land and home were confi scated. When pressured to 
become an informant on other Christians in the area, he fl ed, crossing 
the 38th parallel on March 17, 1947. Other demonstrations by anticom-
munists and Christians, especially against the trusteeship proposed by the 
Moscow Agreement at the end of 1945, gained momentum in 1946 with 
a coordinated series of demonstrations on the anniversary of the March 
First Movement. Reportedly, some three hundred students and twenty 
Christian pastors were arrested after anticommunist demonstrations in 
Pyongyang on March 1, 1946, leading one American intelligence report to 
conclude that “the nucleus of resistance to the Communist regime are the 
Church groups, long prominent in North Korea, and secret student societ-
ies. Resistance has been centered in the cities, notably P’YONGYANG, 
and has taken the form of school strikes, circulation of leafl ets, demonstra-
tions, and assassinations. The government has replied with arrests and im-
prisonments, investigations of student and church groups, and destruction 
of churches.” 28  Limitations placed on freedom of speech, association, and 
religion were recurring complaints from those leaving the north, most of 
whom were Christians and landlords. Whereas leftists were persecuted 
in the south, Christians and landlords were increasingly harassed in the 
north. 

 O Yŏng-jin, another Christian from the Pyongyang area, left North 
Korea in November 1947 after being placed under surveillance and sub-
jected to searches and harassment. 29  Born in 1916 to a Protestant minister, 
his father was vice-chair to Cho Man-sik in the Pyongyang CPKI af-
ter liberation. Although he identifi ed himself as a liberal socialist during 
the colonial period, with a strong attraction to communist ideology, he 
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bemoaned the discrepancy between theory and reality and the abuses of 
communism, labeling himself a “democrat” in the preface to his memoir 
published in the south. Upon hearing news of liberation, he was overcome 
by anxiety more than happiness, possessed by a vague sense of fear, as we 
saw in chapter 2. Even for someone who was from a solidly nationalist 
family, actively involved in anticolonial activities, there was deep ambiva-
lence at the initial news. 

 Likewise for Ri Yŏng-hŭi in Unsan County in North P’yŏngan Prov-
ince, where the sight of smoke from the burning of documents at the local 
police station signaled that something had happened, no one dreamed that 
it signifi ed the end of colonial rule as the only radios were at the police 
station. 30  When news of liberation fi nally came a few days later, many vil-
lagers did not know what to make of it, and Ri writes that “it did not feel 
real” ( silgam i naji ant’a ). Rather than dancing and singing in the streets, 
people were confused and uncertain. Several students then organized a 
Korean language study group and a reading group, reading Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau’s  Emile  and Adam Smith’s  Wealth of Nations . The students were 
arrested by the local security corps and released after fi ve days with a 
warning that they were too young and the kind of ideology they were 
propagating was no longer appropriate. 31  

 Thus not all memories of liberation were celebratory. For Ham and 
Ri, initial forays into “collective effervescence” led to disappointment 
whereas O’s experience of liberation was tainted by traumatic memories 
of Soviet occupation that involved pillage and rape. Ragtag Soviet troops 
without adequate supplies relied on the spoils from the newly liberated 
population, particularly coveting wristwatches, fountain pens, and men’s 
suits as symbols of modern life, and often taking photographs with these 
items. 32  Such actions led O to sense a kind of childlike purity and inno-
cence among Soviet troops, but other, less-forgiving observers frowned 
on their lack of cleanliness and civility, for example, washing their faces 
by spitting on their hands and using their sack of bread as a pillow to sleep 
on or a cushion to sit on before the bread was consumed. O credits the 
“inferior” behavior of Soviet troops with providing Pyongyang residents 
with a sense of “superiority” that overcame the hegemony attributed to 
Western countries. 

 Once in Seoul, however, O noted the drastic difference in the treat-
ment and status of the Japanese. He noted with disdain the American fl ag 
(rather than a Korean fl ag) atop the governor-general’s building that had 
replaced the Japanese fl ag and the retention of former colonial person-
nel, whereas in Pyongyang the Japanese and their collaborators had been 
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stripped of their positions and property. Many of them had to resort to the 
worst jobs, cleaning toilets and transporting trash, giving vengeful satis-
faction to Pyongyang residents. 33  The most striking difference between 
the north and south after liberation in people’s memories was the extent 
to which the south was increasingly engulfed in a state of chaos. When Ri 
Yŏng-hŭi, for example, returned to Seoul from the north to continue his 
studies, he found Seoul in a state of total anarchy and lawlessness. Infl ation 
was out of control, and everyone was “out for himself.” The “law of the 
jungle” prevailed, where only those who were shameless and had guile 
could survive. Ri recalled how many people from the north returned 
home as a result, again disillusioned, but this time about the south. 34  Al-
though opinions were diverse and often contradictory, American intel-
ligence also found evidence that “refugees coming to south Korea from 
Manchuria and some few from north Korea, wish to return there after 
seeing conditions (Housing and food prices) in south Korea.” 35  

 Regardless of whether the experience and memory of liberation con-
sisted of disillusionment or “collective effervescence,” male narratives 
deemed their life stories a worthy part of national history. The memoirs by 
Ham, O, and Ri were offered, for example, as an “autobiography,” a “testi-
mony,” and a “passage,” as refl ected in the published titles, self-consciously 
inserting their lives within a national chronology for the historical record. 
Stories about domestic life had no place in these life stories, in which the 
nation defi ned most prominently who they were. National history was 
paramount and their life story was signifi cant in so far as it was an exten-
sion of the nation. The national history so depicted was a decidedly mas-
culine one, in which the male political subject became the quintessential 
embodiment of subjectivity in postliberation Korea, quite unlike the revo-
lutionary mother offered as a model for the ideal citizen in North Korea. 
In this history, there was no female revolutionary or feminine agency that 
could answer the question, Did Korean women experience liberation as a 
“liberated space”? We must turn to women’s narratives of their life stories 
to see whether an answer can be found. 

 Life Story as Women’s History 

 To my chagrin, women—already a minority among those with experi-
ence of political involvement in the liberation period—fl at out refused 
my requests for interviews, saying they had “done nothing” important 
enough to record. This reaction was interesting in itself because of the 
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contrast from men about the way women viewed themselves. Whereas 
men often felt their stories had to be told and were eager when asked 
about their activities, women seemed embarrassed and reluctant. In the 
end, I was unable to conduct formal interviews with women, but they 
told stories in casual conversation that were corroborated by two valuable 
indepen  dent projects that coincided with my fi eld research: a documen-
tary fi lm and an oral history project. 36  

 These stories are supplemented by discussion of two memoirs. The fi rst 
is by Kim Wŏn-ju (1907–95), a female journalist during the colonial period 
who became actively involved with the postliberation women’s movement 
and eventually settled in North Korea in 1948. 37  The second is the already 
mentioned memoir by Hŏ Chŏng-suk (1908–91), who was an ardent so-
cialist and feminist throughout the colonial period as a founding member 
of the Korean Women’s Socialist League and the Kŭnuhoe in the 1920s. She 
joined the Korean communists in Yenan after taking refuge in China in the 
1930s. Hŏ became the highest-ranking woman in the North Korean gov-
ernment after liberation, holding various posts in the cabinet, legislature, and 
the women’s league throughout her life as minister of culture (1948), min-
i ster of justice (1957), chief of the Supreme Court (1959), vice-chair of the 
Korean Democratic Women’s League (1965), and vice-chair of the Supreme 
People’s Assembly (1972). The memoirs by Kim Wŏn-ju and Hŏ Chŏng-suk 
are rare examples of individual writing left by women involved in the politics 
of the postliberation period, north or south. 

 Whereas Kim was a reporter and Hŏ a partisan active in China before 
returning to Korea at the end of 1945, the other women whom I will 
profi le were all guerrilla fi ghters in the south, taking up arms in support 
of the north during the Korean War. Although not all women took part 
in combat, more women fought in the front lines than stayed in the re-
arguard as political organizers or nurses and cooks. The ones who fought 
were often killed in battle, leaving few survivors to tell their stories. 38  The 
most famous of these sites of struggle was Chiri Mountain, but the fi ght-
ing stretched across the T’aebaek and Halla Mountains, engulfi ng the vast 
mountainous terrain throughout the south. The genesis of this guerrilla 
movement began with the suppression of left-wing activities in the south 
under American occupation after the October Uprising in 1946. By the 
time separate elections were held in the south in May 1948, there were 
growing numbers of “mountain people” ( san saram ), as they were called. 

 The decisive turn to all-out guerrilla fi ghting began on Chejudo, an 
island off the southern coast of the Korean Peninsula that was fi ercely pro-
tective of its autonomy and a stronghold for leftist politics. Many people 
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refused to hold separate elections in the south that would perpetuate na-
tional division, and a mass rebellion broke out on the island. 39  The Sixth 
and Fourteenth Regiments of the newly created South Korean Army re-
fused to put down the Cheju Uprising, instead staging a rebellion of their 
own and seizing control of the nearby towns of Yŏsu and Sunch’ŏn. So 
began a massive uprising that spread across the whole region, reinstating 
many of the people’s committees that had been wiped out. The rebellion 
was crushed within a couple of weeks, and tens of thousands were arrested 
and imprisoned. However, many managed to fl ee into the mountains to 
make up the bulk of the guerrillas that continued to fi ght, some surviving 
until full-scale war broke out in June 1950. The profi led women joined 
the partisans after the outbreak of war although their political engagement 
often began earlier. 

 Born during the colonial period between 1924 and 1930, the women 
were from poor peasant families and were captured in 1952 during the 
Korean War, except for Pak Sun-ja, who was from a wealthy family and 
was captured in January 1954, some six months after the cease-fi re. 40  They 
served prison terms ranging between eight years and thirteen years. They all 
married after their release, except Pyŏn Suk-hyŏn, who was married during 
the colonial period. A brief synopsis of each woman’s biography follows. 

 1.  Pak Sŏn-ae (older) and Pak Sun-ae are sisters, and were infl u-
enced by their father and brothers, who had been involved with 
the independence movement during the colonial period. They 
joined the guerrillas during the Korean War, and were captured 
by South Korean forces in January 1952. Pak Sŏn-ae served her 
full term, and was released in 1965. She then married another 
former partisan in a “companionate marriage,” and had a daugh-
ter at age forty-two, but she was arrested again in 1975 and re-
leased in 1979. 41  Pak Sun-ae was released on parole in 1960, and 
also married a former partisan. Because he was originally from 
the north and did not have any relatives, they falsifi ed the family 
registration records, hiding from the authorities and raising her 
sister’s daughter until her release. They did not have any children 
of their own. Her husband died in 1979 due to injuries sustained 
during his guerrilla days. 

 2.  Pak Sun-ja was born into a wealthy family. Infl uenced by her bro  th-
ers and other relatives, she began her political activities before 
the Ko rean War. In the beginning of the war, she was active in the 
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Hadŏng County Women’s League in South Kyŏngsang Pro vince, 
joining the guerrillas once the north was in retreat. She was captured 
in January 1954 after the last guerrilla resistance ended in Chiri 
Mountain. She was released in 1965, and married Ch’oe Sang-wŏn. 
They had two daughters together, the fi rst of whom was born with 
severe brain damage due to medical complications during birth. 

 3.  Pyŏn Suk-hyŏn was born into a traditional family, unable to go 
to school or leave the house until she was seven or eight years 
old. The whole family moved to northern Manchuria when she 
was twenty, where she married at twenty-two in 1945. Libera-
tion soon followed, and she moved to her husband’s hometown, 
Sunch’ang, in North Chŏlla Province in southwestern Korea. Her 
husband was involved with the people’s committee there, but with 
increasing suppression, the family split up, leaving her and her 
newborn son to bear the brunt of the police harassment. These 
ordeals opened her eyes to politics, and after her husband went 
to North Korea in 1947, she also joined the Communist Party. 
Shortly thereafter, there was a warrant out for her arrest, which 
forced her into hiding until the Korean War, when she became 
active in the local women’s league. Once the North Korean forces 
retreated, she left her baby with her in-laws and joined the guer-
rillas, during which time she lost her right arm from frostbite. She 
was captured in February 1952 and released in 1960. 

 In contrast to these life stories, which had to be pieced together based 
on conversation, Kim Wŏn-ju’s memoir was written chronologically, be-
ginning with her childhood during the colonial period and ending with 
her participation in the North-South meeting of leaders in Pyongyang in 
April 1948. 42  Born into a poor peasant family, she was encouraged to suc-
ceed in school as a way to change her fate. She graduated from Pyongyang 
Girls’ High School, considered one of the best schools in northwestern 
Korea in the 1920s. After a period of study in Japan, she began work as a 
writer for  Kaebyŏk  (Creation), a Korean nationalist journal in Seoul. Her 
meager salary was not enough to support her family, so she took a job 
writing for  Maeil sinbo , the offi cial organ of the Offi ce of the Governor-
General. In 1933, at the age of twenty-six, she married Sŏng Yu-kyŏng. 
Sŏng, who was from a wealthy  yangban  family, had left home to learn 
“new knowledge” in Seoul. A stint in Tokyo as a student exposed him 
to Marxism. She described him as “a progressive man who had experi-
enced prison life twice after participating in the student movement. . . . 
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Although he was not able to assert himself in the struggle because of his 
class background and lifestyle, his class-consciousness and spirit of rebel-
lion against the Japanese were much stronger than mine after living a life 
of poverty and oppression.” 43  Though she considered him beyond her 
status, he had already married at the age of fourteen in an arranged mar-
riage. His attempts to get a divorce came to naught as parental approval 
was required and his father was fi rmly against divorce as a disgrace to a 
 yangban  family. Despite family disapproval, Kim and Sŏng set up house 
together in 1933. 

 Choosing a married man for love and holding a job marked Kim Wŏn-
ju as a classic New Woman, a term used during the 1920s and 1930s to re-
fer to modern educated women who wore Western attire and held one of 
the new professional jobs. Opportunities open to women with a modern 
education were few and far between, however, and most urban women 
worked in factories and service jobs. Although New Women were viewed 
with a certain sense of awe and intrigue, they were also disdained for 
advocating free love, with many gaining ill-repute as a result of their rela-
tions with men. Indeed, Kim was critical of the negative stereotypes asso-
ciated with New Women, and wary of being identifi ed as one. Kim wrote 
quite cynically about marriage as a “fetter,” seeing it as a practical means 
for survival and shelter rather than love. Kim almost seemed to regret her 
marriage altogether as she described the contempt from her in-laws to-
ward her peasant background and the growing rift with her husband over 
“class differences,” characterized by his stoic demeanor, picky food habits, 
and strict discipline in child rearing. This chapter in her life story comes 
to an abrupt end with the following statement: “I’ll just relinquish every-
thing, and sacrifi ce myself for the future happiness of my three children. 
It took thirteen years of such resignation. After thirteen years of marriage, 
August 15 liberation came.” 44  

 In comparison to men’s accounts of liberation that unfolded in a decid-
edly national space, Kim’s narrative of liberation began and ended in the 
domestic space of the home: 

 August 15, 1945, they say the Japanese Emperor will be making an im-
portant broadcast. Everybody is running outside from each and every 
house, and there are sounds of men running in the alleys. I too ran out 
with my apron still on. . . . Everyone was running. People fi lled the 
wide street. As if the store had been set up for just this day, the radio 
shop placed a large radio on top a table in front of the store. It was eleven 
o’clock. There was a slow mumbling of a gloomy voice coming from the 
radio. Japanese Emperor Hirohito was speaking. One group close to the 
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radio suddenly shouted, “Japan surrendered!” All the people shouted at 
once, “ Manse! Manse!  ” [Long live] And this wasn’t enough for some as 
they jumped up and down, shaking those beside them, and embracing 
them. Suddenly the atmosphere changed into a cauldron of shouts of joy 
and happiness. It was the end of the thirty-six-year Japanese colonial life 
of slavery. . . . I too was swept up by the crowd, following them, shout-
ing “ Manse!  ”. . . “ Manse! Manse!  Long Live Korean Independence!” 
How can I express the explosion of that deep  han  [lament] and the 
instinctively and absolutely natural national ecstasy? I came back home 
after the whole day had waned. . . . As soon as I stepped in the front 
gate, I threw myself as if falling fl at on the wooden porch and cried out 
loud. Tears of joy! Tears of suffering, tears poured out that had been 
suppressed for tens of years in order to endure the pain. I carefully 
thought about what I had to do and the path I had to take. At fi rst, I was 
bewildered. But, I knew exactly what it was that prevented my mother 
and me from overcoming unhappiness and suffering. It was because of 
feudal remnants. In order to prevent the reoccurrence of women’s days 
past, in order to never again subject my loving daughters, poor nieces 
and the many other daughters to suffering, women must be liberated 
from feudal oppression and contempt. 45  

 Liberation day opened a new chapter in Kim’s memoir, not only marking 
a turning point in national history but in her own liberation as a woman. 
Having left the house still in her apron on the morning of August 15, she 
returned home later that day determined to work for women’s liberation. 

 In some ways, the home that she had left that morning was not the 
home she returned to in the evening. The cathartic effect of stepping in-
side the front gate of the house and falling to the fl oor, crying tears of joy, 
enables a kind of overlay between the nation and the home. Liberation day 
was literally brought home in Kim’s story, signaling the extent to which 
women may have experienced national liberation through the liberation 
of domestic space—an opportunity to reconfi gure and reimagine an al-
ternative domesticity. Along with the nation that had been regained, the 
home was also to be reclaimed and remade, free from “feudal” oppression. 
The years of mistreatment as a colonial subject were fused with “unhap-
piness and suffering” as a woman, so that national liberation was equated 
with women’s liberation. 

 Consequently, Kim’s very fi rst venture after liberation was to seek out 
study groups. First, she attended the Korean Language School ( Han’gŭl 
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kangsŭphoe ), fi nishing the course in two weeks, and then she enrolled in 
the Korean History School ( Chosŏn ryŏksa kangsŭpso ) for four months. Kim 
was desperate to fi nd a way to participate in the remaking of society, and 
saw education as offering the opportunity to strengthen the nation toward 
national liberation as well as women’s liberation: “Studying was a mat-
ter which would decide my fate; it was my duty as a daughter to resolve 
my mother’s unfair treatment; and more generally, it was a weapon to 
destroy feudalism.” 46  She was relieved that her husband was busy, leaving 
the house for days on end, because he would have disliked her “going 
out and about” and would have “meddled uselessly” if he knew. 47  But 
despite her attempts at participation in the weeks and months follow-
ing liberation, she could not fi nd her place. Space for her in the “collec-
tive effervescence” was limited. Certainly there were calls aplenty for 
women’s liberation, women’s right to vote, and an end to prostitution and 
sexual discrimination, but she found the women’s meetings frustrating 
for their lack of clear direction and serious resolve. Simply put, women 
were out of the loop. It is telling that she had no other recourse but to join 
women’s organizations rather than participating in the people’s commit-
tee. Disillusioned with the bourgeois politics of the conservative women’s 
organization, the Korean Women’s Association ( Han’guk puinhoe ), whose 
members seemed more interested in advancing their individual reputa-
tions, she joined the leftist Korean Women’s League ( Chosŏn punyŏ ch’ong 
tongmaeng ). In early 1946 she became the chief editor of their newspaper, 
 Punyŏ chosŏn  (Korean Woman—a different publication from the one in 
the north, using the more traditional term  punyŏ  that designates married 
women as opposed to  yŏsŏng , the modern generic term for women used 
in the north). By April 1948, she had become the head of the education 
section of the women’s league, and the memoir ends with her making the 
journey across the 38th parallel to the north to attend the North-South 
meeting of leaders in April 1948. 48  

 Similar to Kim’s experience, the roles available to partisan women upon 
liberation were limited in South Korea. Although Kim was fortunate to have 
had an education, most women did not have the same opportunities; the 
education of girls was not a priority for most families with limited resources 
during the colonial period. The lack of education curtailed the formation 
of wider social networks, and it was their male relatives, such as broth-
ers and husbands, who were instrumental in introducing women to larger 
communities beyond their domestic realm. But with limited positions for 
women outside this space, they were placed in auxiliary roles. Pak Sun-ja, for 
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example, was initiated into politics by running errands for her brothers. She 
explains that she went on most errands to organize secret meetings because 
she was the only woman, and therefore the least suspect. 49  When the Korean 
War began, she was put in charge of organizing the local women’s league to 
feed the soldiers: “Because it was wartime, men took care of food supplies, 
and women did most of the cooking. There was a large fi eld in Hadong. We 
made food from the greens in the fi elds to feed the People’s Army.” 50  

 Pak Sŏn-ae had similar experiences but resisted having to adopt such 
secondary roles: 

 Even in the mountains, people assume that it is naturally women who 
have to cook. Women think so too and naturally do it. I said no way 
because then we wouldn’t be able to study. While it is study time for 
the men, we have to prepare food. So, I suggested forming groups of 
both men and women. Actually, most of them had suggested forming 
groups, but women ended up doing most of the work. But, when things 
like that happened, I really fought. I fought a lot. Of course it’s a disad-
vantage for me. People would say that I’m not good, “That woman is 
doggedly tough ( ŏkse ppajyŏtta ).” [laughs] I’d hear stuff like that. 51  

 Having been initiated into the political arena by their male relatives rather 
than by state policy, women lacked the organizational and institutional 
space that could support their participation once they had been brought 
in. They went from running errands for their brothers to cooking and 
cleaning for the partisans. Instead of being on center stage, women became 
supporting actors assisting the main stars, remaining more often than not 
on the fringes of the action. 

 In contrast to the north, local women’s league branches also lacked state 
support. For example, Ch’oe Sang-wŏn’s paternal aunt, who was in her 
fi fties, was put in charge of the women’s league, but when asked about the 
league’s activities, he could not recall any: 

 Yes, there was a women’s section at the time. It was called  punyŏ tong-
maeng  [women’s league] then. Within the people’s committee, the per-
son in charge of the women’s league was my aunt. I don’t know her 
name, because I just called her  komo ,  komo  [paternal aunt]. My aunt was 
the chairperson. All those who had held some form of position came 
close to death several times. And, as I said before, over there by Kyŏngju 
and by Andong, they are very conservative. For women to come out 
and do something was still diffi cult. It’s still like that! 



“Liberated Space”   231

 At the time, since the center [in Seoul] had set up the women’s league, 
we decided we should have a women’s section in our township too, so 
my aunt held that responsibility. But in reality, there was no activity. 
I think—I’m not sure when it was, not 1945, but maybe ’46 in the spring 
once—the wives of the offi cials [of the PC] gathered and had a picnic, 
and I think that maybe that was a gathering of the women’s league. 

 Although there was awareness of the need to address women’s issues, there 
was no state policy such as the Gender Equality Law around which the 
woman question could be taken up in the south. Indicative of women’s 
status, particularly in the countryside, Ch’oe was unable to remember his 
aunt’s name despite her offi cial position, unlike the male relatives who he 
always referred to by name. 

 Nonetheless, issues of national liberation also took precedence for 
women, with Pak Sŏn-ae, for example, asserting that “women’s rights 
were useless without a country,” because “women were even more op-
pressed and mistreated when we had lost our country.” 52  Participation 
in the national struggle was considered a form of personal liberation 
amounting to the liberation of women. Indeed, many partisan women 
described their time in the mountains as one of the most liberating ex-
periences of their lives. Instead of being someone’s wife or someone’s 
daughter, they were able to dream of being revolutionaries, equal to their 
male comrades. Despite losing an arm during her guerrilla days, Pyŏn 
Suk-hyŏn was unequivocal about her life in the mountains, calling it “the 
most rewarding time in my whole life.” She declared that she had “lived 
fruitfully,” keeping her aspirations and doing “whatever I wanted.” 53  
Pak Sŏn-ae concurred: “There was nothing that was diffi cult for be-
ing a woman because we had lived under such oppression before. We 
were fi nally able to say anything, and do whatever we wanted. We are 
women, but also human.” 54  Common to both women’s sentiments is the 
sense of liberation at being able to do “whatever we wanted.” They were 
no longer bound by duties and obligations associated with a traditional 
family, which determined what they could or could not do, whether in 
their natal family or with their in-laws. For the fi rst time in their lives 
the women experienced a “liberated space” that was not defi ned by their 
place in the family. 

 Thus, the stories come full circle—the men’s life stories appropriated 
national history as their own while women attempted to insert their life 
stories into national history by joining the national struggle, equating 
national liberation with women’s liberation. But this endeavor was not 
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facilitated in the south, as demonstrated by the challenges women faced in 
fi nding established organizational spaces for their participation. As a result, 
women appropriated one of their core traditional identities, as mothers, to 
justify and validate their entry into the political arena through a form of 
revolutionary motherhood that had striking parallels with discourses in 
North Korea. Their fi rsthand accounts confi rm the extent to which moth-
erhood was not simply a rhetorical device but was experienced by women 
themselves as a new politicized identity. 

 Sometimes motherhood became a strategic identity used to carry out 
subversive activities: “Women had to take secret reports to communicate 
with so and so and tell them to be at such and such place by a certain time. 
Women would do such things really well. They’d go carrying a baby on 
their back, take laundry or some such thing, and that’s how we met. Two 
or three would meet and talk about why we had to unite, raising con-
sciousness.” 55  Motherhood also became a source of political awakening, 
poignantly described by Pyŏn Suk-hyŏn: 

 When I got pregnant, I avowed that the ruling class had to be over-
thrown. For the future generation I had to go forth, but I couldn’t leave 
because my baby was nursing and there was no place to entrust him. So 

Figure 7.2. “Taejŏn partisans and People’s Army” (n.d.). RG 242, SA 2009, box 9, item 74. 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration.
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I just waited until he could be brought up without nursing. . . . Only if 
I left and joined the class struggle would class disappear and there would 
be a life of equality. I told my baby I was going to the kitchen to get 
some water, and then just left to join the comrades. As I left, I heard him 
cry, but I just left. I asked my parents-in-law to bring him up, and I just 
went into the mountains. 56  

 Pyŏn transposed her concern for her own child to that of the whole 
“future generation”; her desire to create a better future for her son 
prompted her to leave him behind to join the partisan struggle. A skep-
tical reading of her story might question her motivations. Her story can 
be read as an attempt to justify her past actions, consciously or not, in 
order to alleviate her sense of guilt at leaving her baby. But her pre-
meditated plans to leave render her almost coldly calculating and proud 
of her actions: 

 It’s not that I didn’t think about my son, but I didn’t dwell on thinking 
that I wanted to see him. . . . I didn’t worry about trivial things, about 
private things. That’s how I lived. That’s why I don’t have  chŏng  [heart]. I 
didn’t have the chance to give  chŏng  to my child, or to my husband. I only 
had a chance to give  chŏng  to my comrades. When my son was young, 
I consciously didn’t give him any  chŏng . Until he was four years old, I 
consciously didn’t give him  chŏng . If I gave  chŏng , the child would feel it 
consciously, the mother’s  chŏng.  Then, it would be hard for me to leave 
him. I decided not to give him  chŏng , just hold it within myself. When he 
was asleep, I’d try grabbing his hand or rub my cheeks against his. That’s 
how I raised him [until I left]. 57  

 Pyŏn had planned to join the partisans in the summer of 1946 when she 
fi rst got pregnant, intentionally withholding affection toward her baby in 
preparation for her departure. When asked how she felt about the decision 
in retrospect, she responded: 

 As a mother, I was a heartless mother. The revolution would say that it 
was admirable, but as a mother, it was heartless. I don’t know how it will 
be judged. [But] at that time, I did the right thing. . . . If I had stayed 
buried in my family, just raising my baby, I’d only know my husband, 
my child, and parents-in-law. But, now, I know all the comrades. And 
the young people that I know, I can give and receive love from them all. 
I gained all those people, sacrifi cing a few. 58  
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 Motherhood was taken from the private into the public realm to embrace 
not her own child but society at large and the future generations to come. 
The private indeed was the political as motherhood was transformed into 
a revolutionary identity. 

 Despite the heroic language of maternal agency in her story, how-
ever, Pyŏn was nonetheless forced to choose between her child and the 
revolution. Her view that the family is “private” and “trivial” stems from 
the dominant discourse that relegated the family to such status, forcing 
women to choose between the two, whereas the choice was never fraught 
with so much tension and confl ict in men’s stories. 59  Rather than critique 
such difference as unequal, Pyŏn advocated separate domains for women 
and men despite her belief in gender equality: 

 No matter how much equality and freedom is called for, there are things 
that men have to do and things women have to do. Men can wash dishes 
and clean. But he can’t breast-feed. He can’t give birth. He can’t make 
tasty side dishes. These are women’s lot. Women should acknowledge 
them as her share and do them without a peep. . . . Outside she is a hero-
ine. Inside the house she is a “wise mother good wife.” She has all her 
rights. She does all her duties. This is how women should be. 60  

 When asked whether this might not be too demanding for women, she 
conceded that it is more diffi cult for women than men, but that this can-
not be helped. She self-refl exively wondered whether she was just too 
old-fashioned. 

 Women’s participation in the partisan struggle enabled women to enjoy 
a form of “liberated space,” leaving behind the home. Women felt empow-
ered by their new identity as partisans despite severe political oppression, 
which only served to strengthen their identities as partisans rather than as 
women. But it was still their gender that was the source of brutal treat-
ment when they were sexually tortured in prison. Moreover, the smaller 
number of female political prisoners meant that women, segregated from 
their male comrades, lacked the support that came from their collectivity, 
as Pak Sŏn-ae explained: 

 The most diffi cult thing was that [women] were all imprisoned in 
one room, and there would be  ungsŏng ungsŏng  [low-level noise caused 
by a group of people talking]. There was no purpose. It only caused 
confusion. There would be division among the rank and fi le. A space 
had to be created for people to communicate. So, I concluded that an 
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organizational member must begin an organizational life even with just 
three people. If someone talks, then the rest should focus and listen. 61  

 The capacity of male-dominated institutions to fully encompass women 
had limitations. Although women joined the partisan struggle and the 
later network of former partisans, a comparison of men’s and women’s nar-
ratives reveals a striking difference. Men’s narratives failed to include their 
domestic life as important markers of their life stories whereas marriage 
and family structured women’s lives, often constraining their choices, 
which ultimately led to the transformation of the very concept of mother-
hood to accommodate the tension between their partisan and gendered 
identities. 

 Pyŏn Suk-hyŏn’s life story is a poignant example of how a traditional 
form of female identity represented by motherhood was transformed into 
a form of militant revolutionary as caretaker of future generations. Indeed, 
she was well aware of how traditional ideology can become a vehicle for 
new ideas and practices: 

 Once a woman married, she had to die there at the in-laws. She couldn’t 
run and leave, or remarry. That was ingrained in my head. That sort 
of will was linked to this political ideology. I hitched my thoughts to 
this ideology that if I die, I’d die here as a partisan. I wouldn’t change. 
I mustn’t change. 62  

 Her life is yet another example of just how fl uid the ideals of feminin-
ity and masculinity can be, especially during times of social change. Her 
traditional ideas about female chastity and monogamy were transformed 
into a militant motivation for the preservation of her ideological purity 
and loyalty without betraying her political cause. 63  Nonetheless, women’s 
stories have not been part of the history of liberation as their life stories 
were marginalized at best as women’s history. 

 A caveat must be added before concluding this section by discuss-
ing Hŏ Chŏng-suk’s memoir published in North Korea. As evident in 
the title,  Days in the Democratic Construction of the Country , her memoir 
puts national history front and center. This would seem to confi rm the 
point from the previous chapter that the experience of liberation for 
women in North Korea was substantially different from the south, with 
strong state support for women’s participation in national construction. 
As a result, there were numerous examples of women experiencing the 
revolution as a “liberated space,” but how that period is memorialized 
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in contemporary North Korea turned out to be quite different. As she 
tells us in her preface, Hŏ heard the news of Korea’s liberation while 
“abroad” and upon her return to North Korea in December 1945 she 
“did not know how to navigate the sharp confl ict between democratic 
and antidemocratic forces, the diffi cult economic situation, and all the 
different ideological claims.” 64  There is no mention of where she was 
abroad and what she was doing there when, in fact, she was a guerrilla 
partisan in China, albeit not with Kim Il Sung’s group in Manchuria, but 
in Yenan with Kim Tu-bong. That the so-called Yenan faction had been 
purged in the late 1950s, after the Korean War, required that her past 
also be expunged of any illicit information.

Rather than her own story of leadership, it was thanks to the Great 
Leader that she was able to fulfi ll her work without trouble. It was the 
Great Leader who single-handedly “led the revolution to establish the 
party, the country, and the military.” Thus, she explains, the memoir was 
written for the historical record in order to show Kim Il Sung’s wise lead-
ership through her experiences while working closely beside him so that 
others might learn from  him . True to her promise, the fi ve-hundred-page 
book is not so much about her life as it is about her observations of  his  life 
between 1945 and 1958. She opens the book with her fi rst meeting with 
Kim Il Sung, going on to describe how he meticulously supported her 
propaganda work with his careful edits and suggestions. He personally 
took an interest in her well-being, and guided her in the importance of a 
united front and the mass line. According to her narrative, liberation was 
achieved by Kim Il Sung and was cherished as a gift by the Korean people. 
In the north, in place of a contested national history, the story of Kim Il 
Sung has become paramount, becoming the framework by which to or-
ganize one’s life story. Thus, women’s stories, like that of Hŏ Chŏng-suk, 
are “silenced” in the north as well. 

 History and Memory 

 Marking the sixtieth anniversary of liberation, the year 2005 saw numer-
ous scholarly publications, documentary projects, and commemorative 
events, refl ecting back on August 15, 1945. The Korea Broadcasting Sta-
tion in South Korea produced a four-part documentary, aired between 
August 9 and 12, on the “Memory of 8.15—How Do We Remember 
8.15?” featuring “the unearthed memories of people too often overshad-
owed by offi cial institutional history in order to retrace the period through 
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the experiences and perspectives of ordinary people.” 65  The project also 
led to a publication of a one-volume collection of oral histories gathered 
during the interview process. Forty individual stories were included out 
of some 150 interviews that were collected for the documentary. The 
short epilogue by the producers does not explain precisely how the stories 
were selected except to say that the project was motivated by the desire to 
highlight the life stories of average people and their everyday experiences 
during liberation. Ironically, most of the stories reproduced the standard 
framework of national history by invoking key political fi gures and events. 
It should come as no surprise, then, that of the forty individuals featured 
in the book only seven were women. 

 Women entered the “liberated space” of liberation and revolution to 
defi ne it in their own ways, at times adopting the triumphant narrative of 
liberation in their own life stories. But there is ambivalence in their expe-
riences and the memories associated with them. Pyŏn Suk-hyŏn’s decision 
to join the partisans, leaving behind her son, recurs again and again in the 
telling of her life story. It is both a proud moment, as she says, “from the 
perspective of the revolution,” and a haunting experience of abandoning 
her child. She is unable to bring these experiences together to critically as-
sess the postliberation period, not simply as heroic but as shaping women’s 
experiences in ways different from men. 

 Likewise, Kim Wŏn-ju’s euphoric experience of liberation must be 
understood within the context of her thirteen years of marriage and 
child raising that set her running out into the streets in her apron on 
August 15, 1945. Whereas women were often dispersed and isolated in 
their homes, with limited spaces available for them outside the domes-
tic space, men were able to use their organizational and institutional 
connections to imagine and inhabit a national space not only in the 
past but sustained into the present through the formation of collective 
memories. If, as Halbwachs noted, group formation becomes an im-
portant process in collective memory, then women often did not have 
independent organizations of their own for organizing and maintaining 
their collective memories, whether in the north or the south. Thus, 
parts of women’s experiences may be lost, much as Kim’s thirteen years 
went unmentioned in her memoir. The national framework of libera-
tion and revolution has made women’s experiences invisible in the same 
way that the woman in the opening photograph in this chapter has so 
often been cropped out of the frame. Despite growing awareness of the 
gendered dimensions of history, it seems we still need a “critique of 
history which has perpetuated silence of women’s history and ignored 
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‘personal’ histories as inadequate evidence or product of those who are 
‘not quite’ historians.” 66  

 A countermemory offered by the opposition served as one form of re-
sistance to the disciplinary powers of an anticommunist historiography in 
South Korea. Its entry into public discourse became possible only in the 
late 1980s by the space opened up through the democracy movement in 
the south. Indeed, the memories uncovered in many subsequent oral his-
tory projects restored the voices of dissent that had been silenced during 
authoritarian rule. However, it is also the case that the “dominant mem-
ory is not monolithic nor is popular memory purely authentic.” 67  Though 
countermemory and offi cial history may seem to be in opposition, they 
nonetheless reinforce each other by sharing the nation as the basic frame-
work by which to structure the past. In this process, some experiences 
lose their place because they are merely “private” and “personal,” deemed 
outside the scope of a national history. 

 Such uses of history and memory for nationalist ends have led to critical 
thinking on the relationship between history and memory. Tessa Morris-
Suzuki’s distinction between “history as interpretation” and “history as 
identifi cation” helps identify one reason why history and memory have 
been so problematically brought together, particularly with the rise of 
nationalism. 68  For her, history as interpretation is what the discipline of 
history generally aims to do in its search for causal connections among 
events, ideas, and institutions that have led to historical change. By con-
trast, history as identifi cation invokes the past for a sense of belonging, 
involving imagination and empathy. This is how history is often popu-
larized in mainstream society through museums, memorials, historical 
societies, and commemorative events. In other words, collective memory 
has more often been mobilized under the guise of history for a sense of 
belonging. 

 Presented this way, it is now clear why women’s narratives were fi lled 
with ambivalence, whether it was the reluctance to be interviewed at all 
or narrative gaps in Kim Wŏn-ju’s memoir or the lack of Hŏ Chŏng-suk’s 
own life story in her memoir. The ambivalence results from the gener-
alization of a particular (male) experience as a sweeping national history 
without conceding its particularity, whether it is Kim Il Sung’s individual 
experience in the north or a more generic masculine one in the south. 
Rather than taking the history we know at face value, we can return to 
the opening photograph to ask: Who is that woman and what was she 
doing there? We could imagine the woman to be Kim Wŏn-ju and map 
her story onto the woman to imagine her there,  belonging  in that crowd, 
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but much too often the woman is left out of the frame because her story is 
considered irrelevant in remembering and historicizing liberation. 

 In her study of working-class memory, Marianne Debouzy channeled 
Halbwachs by noting how diffi cult it was to form collective memory in 
the absence of organizations and institutions to order and make sense of 
experiences that were crucial to the formation of identity. 69  If it is true 
that the collective memory of the working class is cohesive by virtue of 
being politically organized and thus institutionalized in unions, collec-
tive action, and political parties, the life stories included here reaffi rm the 
importance of institutions in the formation and retention of memories and 
identities, even more so for marginalized groups such as women. 

 The divergent collective memories between the north and the south 
pose powerful challenges for the future reconciliation of the two Ko-
reas. This chapter has been concerned with inserting the experience of 
the anonymous woman in the photograph into the collective memory of 
liberation in order to create a more inclusive and diverse history of the 
postliberation period. Reconciliation between the north and the south, as 
well as between North Korea and the United States, will have to involve 
the sharing and understanding of their respective collective memories, in 
order to create a history that is not simply about stubbornly holding on to 
one’s own sense of identifi cation, but that is truly about interpretation in 
the awareness that all parties “belong” in this world. 



 Chajusong [autonomy], creativity and consciousness make man the most 
superior and powerful being in the world, and induce him to approach 
the world not fatalistically but revolutionarily, not passively but actively, 
and to remodel the world not blindly but purposefully. 
 Kim Jong Il (1982) 

 Conclusion 

 From the fi rst three seminal reforms that initiated a thoroughgoing 
social revolution to the collective life enacted through multiple organiza-
tions, the North Korean Revolution was an attempt to institute a new 
socialist everyday imbued with social meaning that would overturn the 
alienation and subjugation experienced under capitalist colonial mo-
dernity. The result was a singular focus on the creation of autonomous 
modern subjects, not just as empowered individuals (by way of writing 
autobiographies, for example) but as part of the socialist collective that 
fused individual and collective interests into one, leading to North Korea’s 
own distinct form of heroic subjectivity embodied in revolutionary moth-
erhood. But liberation and revolution are remembered differently today, 
especially in North Korea, where they are “violently reduced” to the ac-
complishments of Kim Il Sung alone. 

 North Korean history cannot be reduced to that of one man despite 
attempts to do so, ironically by both propagandists and critics. Looking at 
the everyday enables the placement of North Korea’s history within the 
larger history of modernity rather than treating it as an aberration or an 
anomaly that is the antithesis of the modern. Indeed, improvements in 
everyday life during the North Korean Revolution were measured by the 
degree to which the countryside had caught up to modern ways of life 
through statistics comparing before and after liberation in the number of 
houses with tiled roofs as opposed to thatched roofs; the number of sew-
ing machines, record players and radios; and the number of homes with 
electricity. 1  In Kangwŏn Province, households with radios almost tripled, 
from 854 before liberation to 2,570 two years after liberation. Electricity 
was extended to 29,850 households from 16,513 households, and the num-
ber of homes with record players spiked to 869 from a mere 139 before 
liberation. Thirty-three hundred households had newly purchased clocks, 
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2,315 homes had bought new armoires, and 1,181 households had acquired 
new sewing machines. With some 130,000 households in the province, 
improvements were far from reaching most people. However, they were 
the fi rst steps toward a more hopeful future and the promise of a modern 
life. Already in 1949, per capita national income had more than doubled 
since 1945. 2  

 By the 1970s, anthropologist Mun Woong Lee was able to document 
the qualitative changes in family structure and kinship relations, gender 
roles, education, and health care in an ethnographic study of rural North 
Korea. 3  Women worked, studied, and served in the military side by side 
with men; mothers-in-law took care of domestic chores while daughters-
in-law worked outside the home; education was compulsory for ten years 
and provided free of charge; and medical care was also free. Kim Il Sung 
had proclaimed in 1964 that “the aim of building socialism and commu-
nism is, in the fi nal analysis, to assure a happy life for the entire people and 
to satisfy more fully their steadily growing material and cultural needs.” 4  

 Advances in living conditions and economic indicators in the postwar 
reconstruction of North Korea surprised observers, who hailed it as “one 
of the greatest economic powers in Asia.” 5  Yet the reference to “cultural 
needs” in Kim Il Sung’s own speech highlights the importance of mov-
ing beyond quantitative measures to harness the creative potential of the 
everyday, as Arvatov had suggested, in the transition from capitalism to 
socialism. Caught between vacillating modernist paths, however, that 
could fall into reactionary forms from the heroic variant, the horizon of 
the possible for North Korea was ultimately limited by the Cold War as 
national security overshadowed other aspirations. The building of a “rich, 
strong, independent and sovereign state” and overcoming the “centuries-
old backwardness and penury left over by colonial rule” became the fi nal 
goals of a revolution that was accompanied by a bitter memory of loss of 
sovereignty, once again compromised by national division. 6  Revolutions 
must end as the radical changes are institutionalized and the everyday is 
once again habitualized. But for North Korea, the end came early with 
the Cold War. 

 Militarization and centralization of power went hand in hand as the 
peninsula headed for civil war. By October 1948 the founding of separate 
states in the north and south heightened tensions along the 38th parallel 
as North Korea moved to build up its “38 guard units” (38  kyŏngbidae ) 
and the “self-defense forces” ( chawidae ) in order to thwart southern at-
tacks. 7  Beginning in June 1949, the organization of border security and 
self-defense units became an agenda item at almost every party meeting 
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in Inje County. 8  Supplementing the military and the police, these units 
were responsible for protecting factories, government offi ces, granaries, 
and the transportation and communication systems, and for taking villag-
ers to safety should there be a southern attack. They were also given the 
right to inspect people’s identifi cation cards, take suspicious persons to the 
closest police station, and carry simple self-defense tools such as sickles, 
knives, and batons. Local commanders included leaders from the youth, 
women’s, and peasant leagues. 

 Military training, particularly of youth league members and students, 
began in August 1949 with instructions in military strategy, weapons 
training, and aeronautics. 9  Such preparations were hardly an overreaction 
as the border threats were quite real. In July 1949, there was a large-scale 
attack by the so-called Tiger Unit ( horim pudae ) from the south that caused 
extensive damage to local villages, and on August 6, 1949, there was yet 
another skirmish in Nam Township. 10  As a result of these clashes in Inje 
County, forty people were killed, eighteen were kidnapped, twenty-two 
were injured, thirty-eight households with 156 people fl ed to the south, 
ninety-two farm animals were lost, 136 houses were burnt down, and 
1,127 sacks of grain were destroyed. 11  In a counterattack, the Inje County 
self-defense forces occupied the southern half of Nam Township south 
of the 38th parallel for twelve days between August 6 and 20, 1949, mo-
bilizing some 6,552 people until heavy rains disrupted the supply route 
and they had to retreat. 12  As a result, sixty-three people were killed and 
ninety-seven houses destroyed in the south while the north sustained 
twenty-fi ve casualties with thirty-one houses burned or destroyed. For all 
practical purposes, the “liberated space” that had opened up in the years 
immediately after liberation had begun to close with the founding of two 
separate states in 1948 as both sides marched toward civil war. 

 Immediately after the fi ghting in Nam Township, the recruitment 
of self-defense corps members in Inje County was expanded. Before the 
fi ghting, it had been limited to the ages of eighteen to forty; now, it was 
open to those between the ages of sixteen and forty-fi ve, thereby organiz-
ing almost all able-bodied residents into defense units. 13  The number of 
defense unit members increased to 8,295—5,130 men and 3,165 women—
out of a county population of 33,722, mobilizing almost a quarter of the 
residents and over 70 percent of those eligible to join. Consequently, by 
1950 an extensive security and surveillance network had been established. 
Every fi ve households formed one surveillance unit, keeping an eye out 
for illegal lodgers and strangers from out of town, protecting local facili-
ties and infrastructure, maintaining public health, and preventing fi res. 14  
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The units were organized and directed by the people’s committees, not by 
the local police force, since their duties were broadly defi ned to include 
not only security but also monitoring sanitary conditions and the spread 
of infectious diseases. There were outbreaks of cholera in the fi rst half of 
1950, already a major problem in the south since 1946. 15  Being so close to 
the border, Inje County was exposed to the spread of epidemics from the 
south while being repeatedly subjected to instances of sabotage; the most 
serious cases involved looting and arson of important facilities such as fac-
tories and granaries. Indeed, many villages along the 38th parallel had to 
come up with strategies for defense even before directives from the central 
government, organizing fi refi ghters and security guards for public facili-
ties such as telephone lines, railways, and granaries. They were especially 
vigilant against unauthorized travelers. People with criminal records and 
those with family members who had fl ed to the south were most suspect; 
they were specifi cally placed under watch “in order to prevent beforehand 
any possible incidents.” 16  

 According to public opinion gathered by North Korean secret surveil-
lance in 1950 before the start of the Korean War, peasants reacted to rising 
tensions with worries about daily survival. They were concerned about 
the bad harvest the previous year and wondered who would be left to till 
the land if people continued to leave for the factories and mines. Others 
in charge of defense wondered how long they had to continue guarding 
the area, with one complaining that he was “sick of it” ( kol i ap’ŭda ). After 
cattle were stolen and a guard kidnapped by infi ltrators from the south 
on February 6, 1950, residents were disillusioned by the lack of response 
from the defense units, expressing skepticism about their competence and 
effectiveness. One peasant woman in her late forties complained that the 
guard units had no countermeasure despite the kidnapping, claiming she 
would join them “if they would be willing to go kill ’em.” 17  

 Physical confrontations were augmented by strategies to win the hearts 
and minds of the people. In 1949, there were repeated reports of South 
Korean planes dropping propaganda leafl ets, trying to convince North 
Korean soldiers and defense units to join the south. 18  The leafl ets offered 
free medical care for injured soldiers, arguing that they were not the en-
emy but that Kim Il Sung and his “cronies” were. “Why fi ght to the end 
just to have the Soviet Union as your homeland?” implored a leafl et as it 
promised safe passage to anyone who “returns to the bosom of the home-
land” with the leafl et in hand. Many were not easily swayed, expressing 
disdain for and hostility toward the planes, wondering why the People’s 
Army did not shoot them down. Others, however, were impressed with 
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the planes and the kinds of resources that the south was able to mobilize, 
with one woman expressing concern that subsequent planes might drop 
bombs rather than leafl ets and that it was “time to prepare to move into 
the mountains.” 

 The woman’s statement was ominous to say the least, but no one could 
have predicted the catastrophic war that was to take over three million 
lives, or 10 percent of the Korean population, over the course of a mere 
three years, making it the deadliest confl ict in modern history outside of 
the two world wars. By 1952, there were “no more targets” left standing 
in the north, where, by war’s end, American planes had dropped 635,000 
tons of bombs and 32,557 tons of napalm, compared to 503,000 tons of 
bombs used in all of Asia and the Pacifi c during World War II. 19  While 
South Korea sustained 1,312,836 casualties, including 415,004 dead, 
North Korean casualties are estimated at two million, including a million 
civilians, which meant that the war had claimed, on average, at least one 
member from every family in the north. 20  The war left long-term physical 
and psychological damage that continues to shape North Korea’s domestic 
and foreign policy down to the present day. Not only is it exceptionally 
guarded against the infi ltration of foreign infl uence, whether in the form 
of tourists or the Internet, but it has one of the longest conscription stints 
in the world at ten years of mandatory military service for almost all males 
who meet physical and background requirements. 21  This may explain why 
men have increasingly come to dominate all levels of the social and politi-
cal hierarchy in the postwar period despite the importance accorded to 
women before the war. With the war ending in an armistice rather than a 
peace treaty, North Koreans have been mobilized to continue preparing 
for a war that might resume at a moment’s notice against a far superior 
power, the United States, which has not shied away from outright bellig-
erence in the doctrine of preemptive strike. The Korean War has become 
the single most defi ning national experience, leaving North Koreans with 
a fi ercely autarkic mentality as a form of internal cohesion against outside 
threats. The collective experience of suffering and trauma has left even less 
room for fl uidity and experimentation in the everyday. 

 If the nineteenth century had already seen the “invention of traditions” 
in the West as a result of the loss of identity and historical continuity from 
the effects of modernity, then it is no surprise to fi nd postcolonial societies 
such as North Korea redoubling their efforts to defi ne a sense of identity 
in the aftermath of colonialism in the twentieth century. 22  Nationalism 
would come back with a vengeance in the process of decolonization. But, 
as betrayed by the reference to “cultural needs” in Kim Il Sung’s speech, 
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the problem of opening up the everyday to its full creative potential was 
embedded in any revolution that hoped to offer an alternative to capitalist 
modernity. How can the everyday fulfi ll its creative promise rather than 
reproducing the cycle of production and consumption under capitalism? 
The question is part and parcel of the foundational dilemma confronted 
by all social revolutions in the dialectic between destruction and construc-
tion. Once previous structures of oppression are destroyed, what should be 
built in their place? What should “autonomy” and “creativity” mean, for 
example, in concrete terms as cornerstones of Juche philosophy as noted 
in the epigraph? 

 Rather than fully opening up to the possibilities offered by such ques-
tions, however, the everyday was once again made to succumb to the 
exigencies of economic development and political stability in the after-
math of colonial rule and a civil war that became an international war, 
leaving behind the hopeful promise of a new everyday full of “productive 
and creative potentialities … rich in potential subjectivity.” 23  Socialism 
was largely defi ned in terms of material advancement, both as a way to 
“satisfy the centuries-old desires of the peasants” and to build a strong 
country that could keep foreign powers at bay, to never again revisit the 
experience of foreign domination and intervention. Like Lenin’s depiction 
of communism as “soviets plus electrifi cation,” the “complete victory of 
socialism” was equated with production goals that would increase output 
in steel, electricity, and grain, represented in the North Korean national 
emblem. 24  To be sure, the socialist project was considered incomplete, 
because the “seizure of power by the working class is but the beginning of 
socialist revolution,” but what was required for its completion continued 
to be couched in negative terms by old ideas and old structures that had 
to be obliterated: “In order to achieve the complete victory of socialism 
we must obliterate the distinctions between towns and the countryside 
and the class distinction between the workers and the peasants, reinforce 
the material and technical foundations of socialism, markedly improve the 
material and cultural standards of the people, smash the insidious manoeu-
vres [ sic ] of hostile classes and do away with the corrosive infl uence of old 
ideas once and for all.” 25  The positive elements of the program to build 
the “material and technical foundations of socialism” and the “material 
and cultural standards of socialism” remained vague and limited. Once 
revolutionary aims were identifi ed with material achievements, alternative 
possibilities for everyday life narrowed. Our age of abundance has shown 
that the problems of the human condition do not disappear when we are 
no longer hungry or cold, when our basic needs have been met. This 
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explains the common rhetoric among revolutionary regimes of a never-
ending  permanent  revolution. There can be no end to the cycle of feeding 
the masses, of defending the nation against external threats because these 
are life processes that can have no end. 

 Whether socialist or capitalist, the history of the long twentieth century 
has been about the unrelenting drive for modernization through industri-
alization that brings the two systems much closer together than commonly 
assumed. 26  For North Korea, like other socialist states, production instead 
of consumption became the paramount organizing principle. But socialist 
modernity was not supposed to be about production as an inherent good, 
but about the fulfi llment of social needs neglected by capitalism. Social-
ism differentiated itself from capitalism precisely by linking economics to 
social and political questions. The socialist economy was meant to serve 
the collective interest of the people rather than people being put to work 
for economic growth. That was the rationale behind “scientifi c” social-
ism, which saw the material abundance created by a mature capitalism as 
the foundation for a historically “rational” transition to socialism. This 
would allow creativity to become the essence of the new socialist everyday 
rather than concerns about material welfare. But for all the abundance of 
capitalist production, “creative destruction” seems to be all that is left in 
its path so far. 27  Not only have the determinist assumptions in “scientifi c” 
socialism been proven to be rather unpredictable but “socialism in one 
country” (whether in Soviet Russia or North Korea) in the face of capital-
ist intervention has been shown to be impossible. 

 The novel revolutionary organs of self-governance in the form of peo-
ple’s committees as a platform for a new kind of everyday were in the end 
subsumed under centralized state power, resulting in the ossifi cation of the 
everyday as a creative and revolutionary potential in North Korea. From 
its spontaneous beginnings, the people’s committees had been the basis for 
the “conscious” exercise of “autonomy” and “creativity,” which were to 
become the very elements of the Juche idea. 28  In fact, autonomous decision 
making and new creative outlets against bureaucracy have often been the 
aim for many of the cultural revolutions waged under socialist regimes, 
including the one in China. Kim Il Sung himself called for a “cultural 
revolution” by “raising the intellectual and cultural standards of the peo-
ple” to become “the fi rst in Asia to implement mandatory middle school 
education.” 29  Greater educational and political opportunities were seen as 
foundations for people to be more autonomous and creative. Nonetheless, 
Article 50, Paragraph 6 of the new Constitution adopted in November 
1948 gave the cabinet the power to overrule the people’s committee. 30  
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Their retreat was not a foregone conclusion, however. Even at the 
height of the Korean War, local people’s committees were singled out as 
“a new organ of people’s power.” 31  In 1952, Kim Il Sung pointed out ways 
in which people’s committees should be strengthened. He fi rst blamed the 
remnants of colonial and feudal ideology for the lack of appreciation of 
what it meant to be leaders in the people’s committees. Representatives 
began to act like colonial-era offi cials, “coercively ordering the people 
around” rather than motivating them and working on their behalf as their 
“loyal servants.” 32  Examples of such abuses of power included people’s 
committee chairs who had their land tilled by the people in their districts, 
or accepted monies from the people for their personal celebrations such as 
birthdays, or, just like colonial offi cials, exacted extra tax burdens from 
their constituents and confi scated grain by “looking in their rice jar and 
pantries.” 33  

 In order to combat such bureaucratic tendencies, Kim concluded that 
leaders of people’s committees must maintain close relations with the peo-
ple, taking stock of actual conditions on the ground and faithfully refl ect-
ing the people’s opinions, rather than ignoring defi ciencies and problems 
and rebuking criticism as obstacles to their own professional advance-
ment. For example, planting was reported to have been successfully com-
pleted when it was not; an emphasis on the due date for the tax-in-kind 
prompted the harvest of grains before they were fully ripe; fl ooding went 
unreported; and offi cials demanded that peasants fi ll the tax quotas even 
if they had to buy the rice to do so. 34  Such conduct had ultimately led to 
the estrangement and disaffection of the masses. People’s committee lead-
ers were advised not to blame the peasants for being “underdeveloped,” 
trying to do all the work themselves, but rather to delegate, engaging 
the participation of the majority of people. Most of all, city and county 
people’s committee chairs were told to place the village people’s com-
mittee at the center of all their work since they were the ones working 
directly with the people in the countryside and in the factories. 35  At the 
height of postwar reconstruction, people’s committees were urged to be-
come self-reliant, “creatively deciding what to do in accordance with local 
conditions” rather than “moving when pushed from the top, standing still 
without push, working like a machine by command, like puppets play.” 36  

 Despite the importance attributed to the people’s committees, the 
1972 constitutional revision folded the village people’s committee into 
the cooperative farm management committee. 37  The most prominent 
form of direct democracy, which had sprung up after liberation to insti-
tute the bulk of the revolutionary reforms, took a back seat as politics was 
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subsumed under economic management. Amid the urgency of postwar 
reconstruction, regional people’s committees had already begun to take 
on the role of organizing production units shortly after the war. Although 
people’s committees were considered “organs to maximally exhibit the 
people’s democratic creativity and initiative in the construction of a social-
ist economy and culture,” their most immediate roles prioritized “the sup-
pression of anti-revolutionary forces” and “the protection of the homeland 
from imperialist aggression.” 38  In 1959, while the people’s committees re-
tained their responsibilities to oversee local development of industry, agri-
culture, commerce, construction, education, and culture, the village chair 
was simultaneously made the chair of the cooperative farm management 
committee. This anticipated the merging of the village people’s commit-
tees and the cooperative farm management committees in 1972. Socialist 
modernity was thus narrowly defi ned by the construction of a nation-
state that had the power needed for self-determination, able to provide for 
its people and defend itself against any aggression that might threaten its 
independence. 

 Collective identities and practices that were once the basis for social 
change and a new everyday life increasingly became rigid systems of clas-
sifi cation and regulation in North Korea in the face of a “cold” war that 
had erupted into actual war. The war’s aftermath brought no resolution to 
the only country that remains divided by the Cold War. As the “post-” era 
dawned with the dissolution of the Soviet bloc and the rise of postmod-
ernism, collective identities came under criticism as illusory at best and 
totalitarian at worst, whether in the various forms of nationalism or work-
ing-class politics. Collective identities have been discarded as “imaginary” 
partly because the individual as the basic unit of agency has such deep 
roots in liberal Enlightenment thought. But revolutions are nothing if not 
the result of collective imaginations. The question that remains open and 
crucial for those interested in social change as a process of emancipation is: 
What should the relationship between the individual and the collective be 
so as to allow space for individuality and yet preserve the empowerment 
that comes from belonging to a collective community? 

 This brings us to the paradox of modernity: no sooner did the idea of 
freedom and self-determination give birth to the modern self-defi ning 
subject than the power of human agency proved to be utterly destructive. 39  
Belief in modern subjectivity unleashed totalitarian designs that took the 
human capacity for rational planning to its extreme conclusion. So, how 
can modern subjectivity, with its idea that emancipation can be achieved 
through human action, be sustained while preserving the open-endedness 
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of spontaneous and unpredictable possibilities that refuse to be distilled 
into rigid forms of discipline and control in the name of rationality? Clari-
fying the relationship between the individual and the collective may serve 
as a reply. Although the liberal emphasis on individual freedom seems an 
antidote or the very opposite of totalitarianism, the paradox of modern 
subjectivity shows that it is in fact the very power accorded to individual 
agency that has enabled fi gures such as Kim Il Sung to believe in their 
power to shape the world. Thus, a true collective that brings together 
diverse interests through direct participation in self-governance serves to 
check any one individual ambition—not as a homogeneous or predeter-
mined collective, as in traditional politics, but as an open-ended “multi-
tude” with fl exible and fl uid boundaries. 40  Revolution is risky business, 
not only because the consequences of failure are severe but also because 
the consequences of success must leave open the possibility of the revolu-
tion being overturned by another revolution if is to remain true to itself. 
It is no wonder that most, if not all, revolutionary regimes have opted to 
close that window. 

 Capitalist colonial modernity in Korea homogenized the everyday in 
the interest of rational production for the most effi cient use of time while 
offering little in the way of modern emancipation, whether as consumers 
or recognized political agents, for the great majority of people. In reac-
tion, the people’s committees waged a revolution, providing a medium 
by which a participatory politics could be instituted for a new collective 
everyday that was “public through and through” and geared toward the 
“needs of social practice,” as Benjamin and Arvatov had optimistically 
observed in the aftermath of the fi rst socialist revolution in Russia. In-
deed, North Korean leaders took the Soviet Union as a shining example 
that was blazing the path toward a socialist modernity that they hoped to 
achieve for North Korea. Taking the Soviet experience to heart, a van-
guard party was quickly established with social organizations connecting 
the people and the party as “transmission belts.” Meetings and study ses-
sions became a ubiquitous part of everyday life from the moment people 
submitted applications for membership with autobiographies that identi-
fi ed their writers as subjects of history, instituting a collective life that was 
enacted through the transformation of each individual life. 

 As a result, people no longer addressed each other in familial hierarchi-
cal terms but called each other comrade. Previous gathering spaces took 
on new social signifi cance as colonial buildings were turned into commu-
nal rest homes, and communal wells became sites for teaching women to 
read. Collective labor was now valued as a socially meaningful activity for 
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its own sake rather than for its effi cacy or, worse, denigrated as demean-
ing. Individual and collective well-being were integrated as one through 
methods of criticism and self-criticism that were meant to foster commu-
nication and camaraderie. These practices share common roots in many 
socialist states, including the Soviet Union and China. 

 Still, the North Korean Revolution was its own singular experience of 
a more mass-based and yet more radical revolution that enabled unprec-
edented numbers of peasants to take up leadership positions through the 
fi rst ever mass election held in Korea’s history, and through a radical land 
reform that confi scated land without compensation, distributing it for free 
to the tillers. North Korea’s experience of colonialism also infl uenced the 
way certain traditions would be valued as “national” characteristics to be 
incorporated anew into a distinctly North Korean socialist modernity. 
The adoption of motherhood as a generic form of revolutionary subjectiv-
ity to serve as a model for both women  and  men was one such example, 
strikingly distinct from other socialist ideals of revolutionary brotherhood. 
Similar forms of revolutionary motherhood could be found in contempo-
rary discourses among women remembering the postliberation period in 
South Korea. But there were divergences between the way women and 
men remembered the time of “liberated space.” Men’s narratives used the 
nation as the framework through which to tell their life stories, whereas 
women’s narratives spilled out beyond those boundaries and were thereby 
relegated to the margins, not as part of national history but as women’s 
history. 

 In this book I have attempted to reach out to those margins, to bring 
attention to marginalized histories—the history of North Korea’s experi-
ence of building socialist modernity, the history of villages undergoing 
revolutionary changes, the history of peasants becoming revolutionaries 
through new forms of everyday practices, and the history of women as 
constitutive of what liberation and revolution meant in practical terms. 
The continued division of the peninsula that heightens security impera-
tives at the expense of open discussion presents challenges navigating the 
politically contested understanding of the immediate postliberation pe-
riod. The very diffi culties in collecting oral histories are another reminder 
of the importance of recuperating a sense of “liberated space,” both as Ko-
rea’s concrete historical past and as a model for opening up to alternative 
possibilities beyond those caught in Cold War binaries. 



 Sample Curriculum for Members of the Korean Workers’ Party (1949) 1  

 1. Korea after Liberation 
  1) The Soviet Union’s decisive role in the war against Japan and Ko-

rea’s liberation 
  2) Struggle between democracy and reaction in the solution to the 

Korea question 
  3) Political conditions in South Korea 
  4) The People’s Committee is an organ of true people’s political 

power 
  5) North Korea under people’s political power and North Korea’s 

democratic reforms 
  6) Historical signifi cance of North Korea’s democratic reforms 
  7) North Korea’s democratic political parties and social organizations 
  8) The Korean people’s and women’s struggle for the construction of 

a united democratic country 
  9) Foundation of the central government of the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea 
 10) Constitution of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
 11) Two-year people’s economic development plan for the DPRK 
 12) One-year anniversary of the foundation of the DPRK 

 2. World Political Map 
  1) Overview of global geopolitics 
  2) Colonies and subject nations 
  3) Far East states and Near East states 
  4) Unites States of America 
  5) Great Britain 

 Appendix 

 Sample Curricula 
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  6) European states 
  7) Countries of people’s democracy 
  8) Conclusion 

 3. Experience of Political Leadership of the Masses 
  1) World historical signifi cance of the Soviet (Bolshevik) Communist 

Party’s experience of leading the masses 
  2) Party doctrine 
  3) Experience of the Russian Marxists of working among the masses 

up to 1905 
  4) Bolshevik experience of working among the masses during the 

1905 revolution 
  5) Bolshevik experience of leading the masses during the period of 

reaction 
  6) Experience of the Marxist Party during World War I 
  7) Experience of the Bolshevik Party during the preparatory pe-

riod for the Great Socialist October Revolution and during the 
Revolution 

  8) Experience of the Bolshevik Party during the period of armed 
intervention and civil war 

  9) Experience of the Bolshevik Party during the period of struggle 
for the triumph of socialism in the Soviet Union 

 10) Experience of the Bolshevik Party during the period of the Great 
War for the Fatherland 

 11) What does the great experience of the Soviet Communist Party 
(Bolshevik) teach us? 

 4. Party Construction 
  1) Foundation of the North Korean Workers’ Party 
  2) Second Party Congress of the North Korean Workers’ Party 
  3) North Korean Workers’ Party Platform 
  4) North Korean Workers’ Party Rules 

 5. Current Politics 
  1) Recent international conditions 
  2) Aggressive policies of American imperialists toward Korea 
  3) Recent political conditions in North and South Korea 
  4) Recent conditions in China 
  5) Recent conditions in Japan 
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 6. Methodological Problems on Leading Cell Study Groups 
  1) How to increase the ideological standard of the study group 
  2) How to conduct and direct the study group 
  3) How should study group leaders prepare for lecture 
  4) Exchange of experiences on leading study groups 

 Sample Curriculum for Members of the Women’s League (1949) 2  

 1. How did human society develop? 
  1) How did human beings fi rst come into the world? 
  2)  How did human beings fi rst live in the world and how did they 

produce things? 
  3) What is class, and who exploited whom? 
  4) Did feudalism develop into capitalism? 
  5)  What is capitalism, who exploits whom under capitalist society, 

and why is it doomed? 
  6) What is a progressive socialist society? 

 2. Korea after liberation 
  1) The Soviet Union’s decisive role in the war against Japan and 

Korea’s liberation 
  2) Struggle between democracy and reaction in the solution to the 

Korea question 
  3) Political conditions in South Korea 
  4) The People’s Committee is an organ of true people’s political 

power 
  5) North Korea under people’s political power and North Korea’s 

democratic reforms 
  6) Historical signifi cance of North Korea’s democratic reforms 
  7) North Korea’s democratic political parties and social organizations 
  8) The Korean people’s and women’s struggle for the construction of 

a united democratic country 
  9) Foundation of the central government of the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea 
 10) Constitution of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
 11) Two-year people’s economic development plan for the DPRK 
 12) One-year anniversary of the foundation of the DPRK 
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 3. Current political conditions 
  1) Aggressive policies of American imperialists toward Korea 
  2) Recent political conditions of South and North Korea 

 4. Women’s movement 
  1) Russian women’s lives before the revolution 
  2) Korean women’s lives before liberation 
  3) Women and children of a socialist country after the revolution 
  4) Women and children of liberated Korea 
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 Chosŏn yŏsŏng  (April 1947), RG 242, SA 2005, box 2, item 34. 

  2. Se-Mi Oh, “Consuming the Modern: The Everyday in Colonial Seoul, 1915–1937” 
(PhD diss., Columbia University, 2008), chapter 3. Despite similarities, life reformists advo-
cated a “revolution of the self ” to cultivate a clear sense of self-identity. They highlighted 
individuality as the most important aspect to be developed rather than social conditions or a 
collective sense of class or nationality, which differentiates the movement fundamentally from 
both agrarian reformers and socialists. See especially Chang Paeksanin, “Ilsangsaenghwal ŭi 
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Committee Representatives  (Seoul: Chosŏn chŏngp’ansa, 1946), in  Collection of Modern Korean His-
tory Materials , vol. 12 [in Korean] (Seoul: Tolbaege, 1986), 489. 
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faults the Christian leaders for their inability to distinguish between socialism and Bolshevism, 
working with the communists and the Soviets to their ultimate detriment. 

 22. Armstrong,  North Korean Revolution,  51; Kim Yong-bok, “Organization and Activi-
ties,” 201. 

 23. Armstrong,  North Korean Revolution , 53–54. Before the Civil Administration, local  ko-
mendatura  (military command) existed as Soviet military organs to coordinate the withdrawal 
of Japanese troops. See van Ree,  Socialism in One Zone , 94–105, cited in Ryu Kil-chae, “Study 
of the People’s Committees,” 140. According to van Ree, there were initially 113  komendatura , 
which decreased to fi fty-four by September 28, that continued to advise the local people’s com-
mittees in 1945 before the Civil Administration was offi cially set up. 

 24. “Report of the Results of the Five Province People’s Committee Meeting,” Soviet 
North Korean Civil Administration Archives, box 433847, Folder 1, p. 1, and  Rodong sinmun  
[Workers Daily] (September 19, 1946), cited in Kim Kwang-un, “Formation of the Power 
Structure,” 45. There are later references in North Korean documents to this same bureau as the 
Six Provinces Administrative Bureau, but Kangwŏn Province may have been left out initially 
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Notes to Pages 55–58   267
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chŏngch’aek kwa minjung saenghwal , ed. Pang Kie-chung, 443–44. 

 75. Lee Kyoung-ran, “Rural Society and Peasants’ Life in Chosŏn during the Japanese 
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inces” [in Korean], in  Ilche p’asijŭm chibae chŏngch’aek kwa minjung saenghwal , ed. Pang Kie-chung, 
117–44. 
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Chosŏn chŏngp’ansa, 1946), in  Collection of Modern Korean History Materials , vol. 12 (Seoul: 
Tolbaege, 1986), 488. 

  6. Two dissertations in Korean have specifi cally dealt with Inje County based on these 
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Chu-ch’ŏl, “Study of the North Korean Workers’ Party Members,” 22. Before colonial rule, all 
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Enthusiast Congress Minutes (1947.2.16), NHCC, vol. 4, 595. 
 71. RG 242, SA 2009, box 3, item 138, “Election Publicity and Our Duty,” 24. 
 72. RG 242, SA 2005, box 3, item 43, “Overview of the North Korean Township and 

Village People’s Committee Elections (Top Secret),” Central Election Committee (1947), 4. 
According to the same document, 4,387 people were denied the right to vote—575 for being 
pro-Japanese national traitors; 198 by court order; and 3,614 for being mentally ill (47). 

 73. Ibid., 68. 
 74. RG 242, SA 2005, box 5, item 43, “Overview of the North Korean Township and Vil-

lage People’s Committee Elections (Top Secret),” Central Election Committee (1947), 155–56. 
 75. Ibid., 160–67. 
 76. Ibid., 199–224. 
 77. Ibid., 202. 
 78. Ibid., 211, 223, 203–4, 201, 219. 
 79. RG 242, SA 2005, box 4, item 8, Various Documents North P’yŏngan Province 
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150. According to oral history collected in this book, Syngman Rhee disregarded Christian 
concerns, stating that there were only fi fty thousand Christians who actually attended church. 
South Korean surveys on the number of religious followers in North Korea in 1945 give 1.5 mil-
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leadership formed the bulk of the so-called “Yenan Faction” that could potentially have posed 
the strongest challenge to Kim Il Sung and his guerrillas, the majority of the soldiers stayed in 
China and continued fi ghting alongside the Chinese communists until the eventual triumph of 
the CCP in 1949. Cumings has argued that their combat experience was a crucial factor during 
the Korean War, and also explains the timing of the outbreak of the Korean War by pointing 
to the return of these Korean soldiers, who numbered in the tens of thousands at the end of 1949. 
See Bruce Cumings,  The Origins of the Korean War: The Roaring of the Cataract, 1947–1950 , vol. 
2 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), chapter 11. 

  6. Minutes of the North Korean Workers’ Party Founding Congress (August 1946),  
NHCC, vol. 1, 110; Minutes of the North Korean Workers’ Party Second Congress (March 
1948), NHCC, vol. 1, 422. 

  7. Minutes of the North Korean Workers’ Party Second Congress (March 1948), NHCC, 
vol. 1, 296, 335. Based on Soviet sources, Ryu Kil-chae convincingly argues that the idea for 
the merger came from the Soviets as a way to deal with confl ict among leftist groups in South 
Korea and the need for a united front against the repressive policies of the American occupation. 
See Ryu Kil-chae, “Study of the People’s Committees,” 248–54. 

  8. Minutes of the North Korean Workers’ Party Second Congress (March 1948), NHCC, 
vol. 1, 471. 
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 43. North Korean Workers’ Party Kangwŏn Province Inje County Peasant League Cell 51st 
Meeting Minutes (1949.8.27), NHCC, vol. 4, 426. Also in RG 242, SA 2007, box 6, item 1.50. 

 44. Pak Hyŏn-sŏn, “Policy on Women during the Anti-imperialist Anti-feudal Democrat-
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( January 1948), 4–7. 
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 109. North Korean Workers’ Party Kangwŏn Province Inje County Standing Committee 
Meeting Minutes No. 32 (1948.12.31), NHCC, vol. 3, 50. Also in RG 242, SA 2007, box 6, 
item 1.55. 
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Virtues,” North Korean Teachers and Cultural Workers Occupation League (1949), 161–63. 
 129. Ibid., 162. 
 130. Ibid., 163. 
 131. Paul Smith,  Discerning the Subject  (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988). 



Notes to Pages 140–144   285

 5. Autobiographies 

 1. RG 242, SA 2005, box 8, item 15.2, Resumes and Autobiographies of Graduates and 
Teachers of the Pyongyang Russian Language School (1948–49). 

 2. International Red Aid, or the International Organization of Relief for the Revolu-
tionary Fighters (MOPR, according to the Russian acronym) was created in 1922 with the 
support of the Comintern in order to give support to the “captives of capitalism,” that is, 
political prisoners in capitalist countries, so that “their families will not be left to their fate, 
and that material aid is promptly organized for their wives and children.” See  Ten Years of 
International Red Aid in Resolutions and Documents, 1922–1932  (Executive Committee of the 
I.R.A., 1932), 14. 

 3. For a similar argument for Soviet Russia, see Jochen Hellbeck, “Speaking Out: Lan-
guages of Affi rmation and Dissent in Stalinist Russia,”  Kritika: Explorations in Russian and 
Eurasian History  1, no. 1 (Winter 2000): 71–96, and Jochen Hellbeck, “Working, Struggling, 
Becoming: Stalin-era Autobiographical Texts,”  Russian Review  60 ( July 2001): 340–59. Igal 
Halfi n has looked at autobiographies written by students in the Soviet Union for admission into 
the party in the 1920s, comparing them to confessionals akin to a spiritual conversion from 
darkness to light. The North Korean autobiographies examined here are much more diverse, 
focusing on outward behavior during the colonial and postliberation periods. Confession and 
conversion may have been more salient models for Russia with its Russian Orthodox tradition. 
See Igal Halfi n, “From Darkness to Light: Student Communist Autobiographies of the 1920s,” 
 Jahrbucher fur Geschichte Osteuropas , bk. 2 (1997): 210–36. 

 4. In using the term narrative, I borrow Hayden White’s defi nition of narrative as a specifi c 
kind of discourse, possessing the structure of a story with a well-marked beginning, middle, and 
end, in addition to a central subject, a turning point, and an identifi able narrative voice. Hayden 
White,  The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation  (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1987). See especially chapter 2. 

 5. Although a history of the biographical and autobiographical genre in Korea is beyond 
the scope of this book, for a historiography of historical writing in Korea, see Henry Em,  The 
Great Enterprise: Sovereignty and Historiography in Modern Korea  (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2013). 

 6. Without a comparable reckoning, South Korea has been plagued with the continuing 
legacies of the colonial period down to the present as evidenced by the repeated controversies 
over “pro-Japanese” fi gures ( ch’inilp’a ), most recently exemplifi ed by the activities of the Inves-
tigative Commission on Pro-Japanese Collaborators ( Taehan minguk ch’inil panminjok haengwi 
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 21. Kim Ho-ch’ŏl’s resume in RG 242, SA 2005 box 8 item 15.2 (boldface added). 
 22. RG 242, SA 2007, box 6, item 8, Inje County Deferred Party Applicants Documents 

(1947). These resumes did not include records of sanctions or awards before and after libera-
tion; military experience; family relations and friendships; or hobbies. The party applications 
in this fi le also show that the township’s decisions to admit the applicants into the party were 
held back by the supervising county for further evaluation, indicating top-down supervision of 
local party decisions. 

 23. Discussion of the Soviet example is based on Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Ascribing Class: The 
Construction of Social Identity in Soviet Russia,”  Journal of Modern History  65 (December 1993): 
745–70. 

 24. Ibid, 763–64. 
 25. Hellbeck, “Working, Struggling, Becoming,” 341. According to Hellbeck, the  avto-

biografi ja  was the “most widespread type of formalized self-presentation in the Soviet system,” 
consisting of “a short account of an individual’s life, submitted in prose and presented orally, 
listing this person’s educational and professional achievements, but in its core focusing on the 
formation of his or her personality” (342). 

 26. Fitzpatrick, “Ascribing Class,” 751. 
 27. RG 242, SA 2005, box 8, item 5, Hwanghae Province Sariwŏn High School Teachers 
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  9. Copies of  Chosŏn yŏsŏng  from the post–Korean War period of the 1950s, 1960s, and 

1970s have been the primary source for past studies of North Korean women, leading to argu-
ments that the construction of North Korean women as mothers did not begin until the postwar 
period with the cult of leadership and the exaltation of Kim Chŏng-suk (Kim Il Sung’s wife) as 
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  4. Yun Hae-dong,  Singminji kŭndae ŭi p’aerŏdoksŭ  [Paradox of colonial modernity] (Seoul: 
Humanist Books, 2007), 43–46. 

  5. Michel-Rolph Trouillot,  Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History  (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1995); emphasis added. Trouillot explains the mechanism of silencing as “an ac-
tive and transitive process: one ‘silences’ a fact or an individual as a silencer silences a gun. One 
engages in the practice of silencing. Mentions and silences are thus active, dialectical counter-
parts of which history is the synthesis” (48). While characterizing the process of silencing as 
neither natural nor neutral, Trouillot is also careful to note that “effective silencing does not 
require a conspiracy, not even a political consensus [because] its roots are structural” (106). 

  6. In this respect, Inje County would seem to offer a perfect location for contemporary 
oral histories as a site that was north of the 38th parallel after liberation, but south of the demili-
tarized zone after the Korean War. However, in the only study of contemporary Inje County to 
date, Monica Hahn makes clear that the vast majority of residents in the area today are staunch 
anticommunists, having moved to the area after the south took possession of the region after the 
war. At the end of the war, as much as 60%–70% of the native residents of the county fl ed to the 
north, having participated in the revolution in various capacities, and the county magistrates, 
mayors, and village heads that had served under colonial rule were reinstated. Only a very small 
minority of those who remained had lived through the fi ve-year postliberation period in the 
north, and it continues to be taboo for them to speak about their experience without incrimi-
nating themselves as “communists,” punishable under the National Security Law. See Monica 
Hahn, “Transformation of System in the ‘Re-taken Areas,’ ” 193–210. 

  7. Scott, “Evidence of Experience,” 797. 
  8. I use Émile Durkheim’s notion of collective effervescence: “There are periods in his-

tory when, under the infl uence of some great collective shock, social interactions have become 
much more frequent and active. Men look for each other and assemble together more than ever. 
That general effervescence . . . is characteristic of revolutionary or creative periods.” See Émile 
Durkheim,  The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life , trans. Joseph Ward Swain (New York: 
Collier Books, 1961), 242, cited in Colin Barker, “Empowerment and Resistance: ‘Collective 
Effervescence’ and Other Accounts,” in  Transforming Politics: Power and Resistance , ed. Paul Bag-
guley and Jeff Hearn (London: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 12. 

  9. William Sewell, for example, emphasizes the importance of emotional excitement in 
revolutionary transformation: “High-pitched emotional excitement is a constitutive ingredi-
ent of many transformative actions. . . . Emotional tone of action can be an important sign of 
structural dislocation and rearticulation. . . . The resolution of structural dislocation—whether 
by restoring the ruptured articulation or by forging new ones—results in powerful emotional 
release that consolidates the rearticulation.” William H. Sewell Jr., “Historical Events as Struc-
tural Transformations: Inventing Revolution at the Bastille,”  Theory and Society  25 (1996): 865. 

 10. Taking inspiration from Joan Kelly’s question about whether women had a Renais-
sance, Gail Hershatter followed suit by asking whether women had a Chinese Revolution. 
My question follows theirs. See Gail Hershatter, “The Gender of Memory: Rural Women and 
Collectivization in 1950s China,” paper presented in the colloquium series of the Program in 
Agrarian Studies, Yale University, 2006. 

 11. Maurice Halbwachs,  On Collective Memory , trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1992). 

 12. During my Fulbright Fellowship in 2002–3, I conducted formal interviews with two 
men with experience of the postliberation period. In the process of seeking interview subjects, 
I also conversed informally with a group of former long-term political prisoners, most of whom 
had served more than ten years in prison on various charges, from allegations of espionage 
to being communist sympathizers. Lest all long-term prisoners be considered spies, it should 
be noted that there were those whose cases were fabricated, and also cases in which ordinary 
people living in the north with families in the south secretly crossed over the border to see their 



Notes to Pages 217–220   295

families but were caught in the process. I was able to make their acquaintance through Minka-
hyup, a human rights group in Seoul that works for the release of political prisoners. The 
National Security Law has been the instrument under which the majority of political prisoners 
have been imprisoned since its enactment in 1948. The best study of the National Security Law 
and its numerous cases throughout the years is by Park Won Soon,  Kukka poanbŏp yŏn’gu  [Study 
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 13. Han’guk minjok munhwa yŏn’guso,  Naega kyŏkkŭn haebang kwa pundan  [My experience 
of liberation and division] (Seoul: Sŏnin, 2001), 137. 
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story through national history, see Ko Sŏng-hwa,  Na ŭi pimangrok  [My memo: Patriot’s way] 
(Seoul: Hanulsa, 2001); Sim Ji-yŏn,  Yŏksa nŭn nambuk ŭl mutchi annŭnda  [History does not ask 



296   Notes to Pages 220–224

north or south] (Seoul: Sonamu, 2001); Sin Jun-yŏng,  Yi In-mo: Chŏn inmin’gun chonggun kija 
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Yun Hŭi-bo, who was Pak Sŏn-ae’s husband. See Choi Ki-ja, “Study on Women’s Partisans’ 
Oral Life History,” 82. 
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  samuwŏn  (offi ce worker), 69, 108, 117, 141, 
155, 170 

 scientifi c socialism, 246, 256 n11  
 Scott, Joan, 203, 208 
 self-criticism, 118, 127 – 28, 147, 162, 250 
 self-defense forces, 61, 115, 241 – 42 
 self-reliance, 9, 40, 69, 247 

  See also  Juche 
 Seoul 

 under colonial rule, 19, 64 
 connections to, 159, 169 
 experiences of, 43 – 44, 148, 156, 214, 226 
 differences from the north, 222 – 23 

 Shanghai, 32 – 33 
 Shinto shrines, 35, 52, 106, 158, 165, 182 
 Sino-Japanese War, 58, 60, 205 
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