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North Korea is a country on the Korean Peninsula of East Asia that is run by an authoritarian government,
meaning it has strong central power that limits political freedoms. Today’s North and South Korea were
once treated as one political unit, annexed by the Empire of Japan from 1910 until the end of World War II.
Following World War II, the USSR occupied North Korea and the United States occupied South Korea with the
goal of reuniting them, a goal that failed in 1948 when the regions became two separate states. These two
states went to war from 1950 to 1953 before reaching a ceasefire. The Kim dynasty has led North Korea
from 1948 until today, with three successive supreme leaders: Kim Il-sung (1948-1994), Kim Jong-il
(1994-2011), and Kim Jong-un (2011-present). As you read, note the ways in which North Korea controls its
citizens’ everyday lives.
[1]

Picture this: a society where the government is in
charge of designing everyone’s clothes. Sound a
little crazy? Not to the government of North
Korea, which has its own Apparel Research
Center and Clothing Industry Department. These
government agencies design most of the clothing
North Koreans wear, and they are just one
example of how the North Korean government
works tirelessly to control every aspect of its
citizens’ lives.

A Structure of Control

"North Koreans bowing to the statues of Kim Jong-il and his
father, Kim Il-sung, at the Mansu Hill Grand Monument" by J.A. de
Roo is licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or
1
North Korea, has a highly centralized, totalitarian form of government. The U.S. government classifies
North Korea as a communist state, meaning one dominant political party controls the government and
the economy and claims to be moving towards a more equal society. In this case, that one party is the
Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK), and it controls every branch of the government and all “elections.”
Leaders of North Korea all come from the Kim family. The current leader is Kim Jong-Un, who not only
heads the WPK, but also chairs the National Defense Commission and commands the Korean People’s
Army. The Kim family is wildly popular among North Koreans — every citizen wears a lapel pin bearing
a portrait of Kim Il-sung, the first leader from the Kim dynasty.
2

North Korea also has a legislative body, the Supreme People’s Assembly, with almost 700
representatives elected by the people. Because the representatives are always pre-selected by the WPK
and always run unopposed, the Party controls almost every law that is passed; most researchers agree
that the Assembly has no real political power of its own.

1.
2.

of or relating to a political regime based on putting the state before the individual, strict state control of all aspects of
life, and a dictatorial leadership style
law-making

1

The Need for Unity
[5]
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Like all political parties, the WPK has a very distinct ideology that controls all of its actions. They
operate under the ideas of Juche, which strongly emphasize political, economic, and military
independence from other nations. This is accomplished through social and political unity. Kim Jong-il,
the second leader of the Kim dynasty, wrote, “The leader, the Party, and the masses form a body in
which they share their destiny. Their firm unity based on ideology, will, morality, and obligation is a
guarantee for the invincibility of the cause of socialism. We must rally all people around the Party and
4
the leader more firmly, thus incessantly consolidating the might of the single-hearted unity.” Unity and
5
reverence for authority are two of the strongest guiding principles for the WPK’s actions.

Government and Daily Life
Because of its desire for ideological unity among all citizens, the North Korean government has an iron
grip over the daily lives of its citizens. From dawn to dusk, and from birth to death, the Korean people
structure their lives around loyalty to their nation and to the Kims.
It all begins in kindergarten. North Korea provides 11 years of free public education for all children, but
the public schools are quite different from those here in the U.S. One North Korean refugee explains:
“You learn maths, science, biography, music, art and more but the most important subject is the life
6
story of the Kim family.” Students memorize speeches by the Kims, repeat short mantras about the
Kims and “the motherland,” and sing songs about their Great Leader.
Kim Jong-il spoke on the importance of a strong socialist education: “Only by strengthening political
and ideological education can we bring up the children and young people to be communist,
revolutionary workers who possess the revolutionary world outlook and distinguished personality.”
The reach of the WPK extends even into private homes. Morning newspapers include editorials
supporting the Party’s ideology. In the 1990s, the government ordered that every house buy a framed
copy of a poem about Kim Il-sung, and everyone had to memorize it.
[10]
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One of the most important ways the WPK exerts its influence over people’s lives and thoughts is
through art. The Kim family recognizes the power of art over hearts and minds, and they want to make
sure all the art in North Korea represents communist ideals. One official said in 1986, “[Art and
literature] must serve the Party as its powerful ideological weapon.… Writers and artists must, above all
else, create many more works of revolutionary art and literature which deal in depth with the
greatness of the respected leader… [and] describe the greatness of the party.” North Korea is so cut off
8
from the rest of the world that its citizens accept this type of propaganda as truth — they have
nothing that says otherwise.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Ideology (noun): the set of ideas and beliefs of a group or political party
Consolidate (verb): to unite or strengthen
Reverence (noun): deep or adoring respect
A mantra is a sound, word, or phrase repeated by someone to express a basic belief or prayer
Exert (verb): to exercise or put to use
Propaganda is the spreading of ideas, information, or rumor for the purpose of helping (or injuring) an institution,
cause, or person.
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Terrifying Consequences
Those who choose not to follow the prescribed North Korean lifestyle face grave consequences if they
are caught. The WPK controls all law enforcement agencies and judicial systems. The police can
monitor all digital communications, including phone calls and text messages, and a complex
surveillance network lets them know the whereabouts of any citizen at any time. What are they
9
watching for? They want to make sure no one is doing anything that might jeopardize the unity of the
country.
10
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The courts prosecute not only criminals, but also political deviants, often without a fair trial.
Punishments can include stretches in slave labor camps, torture, or public executions. The United
Nations has accused North Korea of crimes against humanity for its severe oppression and
punishments, but the WPK government denies these accusations.

Economic Hardship
12

On top of living under heavy political oppression, North Koreans also face dismal economic
13
conditions. As a communist nation, the government owns most industries and means of production,
and in order to maintain economic independence, it does not trade with other countries. Inefficiencies
in government industries and a series of famines have made the economy very weak and slowgrowing. Most North Koreans regularly experience food shortages and power outages. The per capita
14
income in North Korea is about $1,500, compared to South Korea’s $23,000.

The Cost of Freedom
Given the terrible living conditions for so many in North Korea, it is not surprising that people often try
to escape. One refugee explained, “You can’t express your thoughts as you would like to.… I think 50%
of North Koreans would leave if they could.” Escaping, however, is dangerous business. Most refugees
first flee to China, where some North Koreans are permitted to go for short-term business trips, but
15
the Chinese police often work with North Korea to capture defectors. If you are caught and brought
back to North Korea, you and your whole family will face “reeducation” and time in the labor camps,
where about 40% of people die from malnutrition.
[15]

Even when refugees can safely move to China or South Korea, they face barriers to employment and
16
assimilation because of how closed-off they have been in their home country. Refugees often lack
professional skills, computer skills, and foreign language proficiency. They also face the psychological
hardships of entering a new culture and being separated from their families. Usually, though, after
several years adjusting to a new way of life, North Korean defectors are able to thrive in their new
homes.

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

Jeopardize (verb): to put in danger
to bring legal action against for punishment for a crime
Deviant (noun): one who deviates, or strays, from an accepted norm or expectation
Dismal (adjective): showing or causing sadness; very bad or poor
“Means of production” are physical, non-human inputs used to produce things of economic vale.
Per capita income is the amount of money each person in a country earns, on average.
one who defects, or leaves a cause, party, or nation for another, often because of a change in ideology
Assimilate (verb): to conform to the customs, attitudes, and habits of a group or nation
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.
1.

PART A: Which of the following is a central idea of the article?
A.
B.
C.
D.

2.

PART B: Which phrase from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A.
B.
C.
D.

3.

North Korean leaders should be stripped of their power because of their human
rights abuses.
North Korea is a successful communist state that has managed to escape the
influence of western world powers.
North Korean leaders force their people to revere them because they are
power-hungry and obsessed with themselves.
North Korea is an oppressive state that seeks to create unity by controlling its
citizens’ actions at all times.

“Because of its desire for ideological unity among all citizens, the North Korean
government has an iron grip over the daily lives of its citizens.” (Paragraph 6)
“Students memorize speeches by the Kims, repeat short mantras about the
Kims and “the motherland,” and sing songs about their Great Leader.”
(Paragraph 7)
“As a communist nation, the government owns most industries and means of
production, and in order to maintain economic independence, it does not trade
with other countries.” (Paragraph 13)
“Most refugees first flee to China, where some North Koreans are permitted to
go for short-term business trips, but the Chinese police often work with North
Korea to capture defectors.” (Paragraph 14)

How does the first paragraph contribute to the central idea of the article?
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4.

PART A: Which statement best describes why North Korea punishes political deviants?
A.
B.
C.
D.

5.

PART B: Which phrase from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A.
B.
C.
D.

6.

North Korea punishes those who disagree with their politics by censoring some
of their publications.
North Korea punishes everyone who does not complete their daily expectations
to perfect standards.
North Korea punishes those who disagree with their political ideology because
they might undermine that ideology.
North Korea punishes those who argue that North Korea does not embody
communism.

“The police can monitor all digital communications, including phone calls and
text messages, and a complex surveillance network lets them know the
whereabouts of any citizen at any time.” (Paragraph 11)
“They want to make sure no one is doing anything that might jeopardize the
unity of the country.” (Paragraph 11)
“Punishments can include stretches in slave labor camps, torture, or public
executions.” (Paragraph 12)
“The United Nations has accused North Korea of crimes against humanity”
(Paragraph 12)

How does the author use multiple viewpoints to support her argument in the article? Cite
evidence from the article in your answer.
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.
1.

What are some modern-day freedoms that you have in your country that those in Korea do
not have? How does your ideology differ from North Korean ideology?

2.

Why do you think that North Koreans do not rise up and overthrow their government? How
does the North Korean government resist change? Why do North Korean people follow the
crowd?

3.

The goal of communism in theory is to create a state that is so equal, it does not require a
government. Why do you think the Kim dynasty, and other communist countries, fail to
achieve or pursue this goal? In the context of this article, how does power corrupt?
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