Ewha International Summer School 2026

North Korea: Between Continuity and Change 
Instructor: JungBong Choi 
Class Meeting: M~Th 1:00-3:30pm
Venue: TBA 
Office Hours: TH 3:10-4:30pm   
Email: jbchoi2@gmail.edu

Overview
North Korea is one of the most idiosyncratic countries in the world today. Its peculiar modes of governance, diplomacy, economy, and cultural landscape are of extreme rarity. The objective of this course is to move beyond the "cartoonish" stereotypes of North Korea as a failed state or a nuclear wasteland. We will analyze the DPRK as a resilient political entity that has defied global pressures and condemnation. Students will learn to identify the quietly changing internal mechanisms that are oddly interwoven with a rigid system of militarism and backward oppression.
We will tackle the "North Korean Paradox" through four thematic pivots:
a) Political Legitimacy: The historical transmutation from a Marxist-Leninist state to a "Socialist Monarchy"; b) The Garrison Economy: The evolution of a sanctioned nation through military-first policies, sophisticated cyber warfare, and semi-market niches; c) Diplomatic Realpolitik: The acrobatic balancing act between China, Russia, and the US; d) The Human-Cultural Landscape: The odd mix of state control and surveillance, Confucian tradition, and rising market-driven sentiment.
Perspective
This class functions as a research lab and forum where students act as investigators, presenters, and debaters. In this regard, there are three methods/perspectives to bear in mind. First, we begin by questioning our own cursory impressions and biases. The basic step is to take critical distance from "Western dogmas"—the semi-universal depictions of North Korea as an irrational, "evil" actor. By tactically suspending these moral judgments, we aim to ascertain the complex modalities through which the regime’s sustenance is enigmatically maintained. This is not about moral relativism, but about achieving a disinterested understanding of how a state operates when it views itself as being under permanent siege.
Second, we cross-examine the discursive gap. Students are encouraged to curate and compare conflicting narratives. For example, you will analyze North Korean state propaganda alongside Western news cycles (CNN/NYT/BBC) or South Korean cinematic portrayals, grasping how different actors construct their own versions of "North Korea."
Third, we historicize. While addressing current affairs—such as missile tests, diplomatic summits, or hacking operations—students are expected to excavate the historical trajectories behind these events. For instance, a recent missile test must be analyzed through the lens of the 1950s "Fortress State" ideology or the 1990s "Nuclear Brinkmanship" strategy. In short, today’s "news" needs to be related to historical patterns.

Class Organization and Assignment
	First Half
	Intro
	1st Presentation
	Q&A, Discussion
	Group Debate

	Second Half
	Break
	Screening 
	2nd Presentation
	Q&A, Discussion



· Research Presentations (20%): see list 1 below
In each session, two students will deliver a 10-minute presentation on a selected research topic. Drawing on academic publications, media sources, and visual materials (such as archival photographs, propaganda posters, or social media clips), each presenter is expected to provide a comprehensive and analytically grounded overview of the topic. Each presenter will lead Q&A and discussion for an additional 10 minutes. See Table 1 below for the list of topics.
· Yes–No Debates (20%): see list 2 below
Participants are assigned to either the Affirmative or Negative position regardless of personal belief. They must construct a logical case using a synthesis of data, statistics, and verified sources. Evaluation is based on the depth of fact-based research, the strength of a well-rounded perspective, and the coherence of argumentation—not personal conviction.
· The "Insight" Dispatch (AV Recording: 20% × 2 = 40%)
The semester culminates in two 5-minute audiovisual recordings (due in Week 8 and Week 15) that will be posted online. Rather than a traditional exam or essay, students are expected to synthesize their findings into a concise, professional briefing. Each student must select a specific topic—such as Women in North Korea, What is Money in the DPRK, or Life of Defectors in South Korea—and identify two to three well-researched keywords (e.g., Jangmadang, Donju, Hanawon) to anchor the analysis. 
Each recording should include a clear statement of what the student found most striking, unexpected, or counterintuitive, supported by visual materials such as archival photographs, propaganda posters, or news clips. The goal is to demonstrate how initial assumptions were challenged and refined through research. These dispatches will be shared on the course YouTube channel as part of a collective archive of critical inquiry.
· Attendance & Participation (20%)
The components above account for 80% of the final grade, with the remaining 20% allocated to attendance and participation. All components assume sustained and active engagement in class. Students who are not presenting or leading debates are expected to contribute substantively through questions and discussion. Evaluation will therefore reflect the degree of active participation, the quality of interaction, and the level of self-directed research demonstrated throughout the course.

Class Schedule
Session 1 (June 29): Course Overview and Popular Imagination of North Korea We deconstruct the gap between sensationalized media images and the complex socio-political reality of the regime. This session examines how public perceptions are shaped by Western journalism and pop culture.
· Selected Visual Clips: Why Did Korea Split into Two; Welcome to North Korea
Session 2 (June 30): The Evolution of "Juche": From Socialism to State Religion We trace the transformation of North Korea from a titular Marxist-Leninist state into a hereditary monarchy driven by the "Juche" ideology. We dissect how "Self-Reliance" functions as a quasi-religious doctrine.
· Screening: The Origin of Juche Idea
Session 3 (July 1): Kim Jong-Un: The Enlightened Monarch or the Last Strongman? This session explores the "rebranding" of the Kim dynasty under the Swiss-educated Kim Jong-un and his strategic use of his daughter. We analyze his adaptation of the global "Strongman" archetype.
· Screening: Kim Jong-Un: Rocket Man
Session 4 (July 2): Feature Film Screening I We screen the full-length film to explore the human dimension of the division at the DMZ and how personal empathy can temporarily dismantle ideological "enemy" dogma.
· Feature Film: Joint Security Area (JSA, 2000)
Session 5 (July 6): The Biggest Church on Earth? North Korean Cult of Personality We investigate the religious-like veneration of the Kim family, analyzing the rituals and symbols that sustain their authority. We examine how mythological narratives elevate the leaders to god-like figures.
· Selected Visual Clips: History of the North Korean Cult of Personality; Why North Korea Worships the Kim Family; Kim Jong Il: The Son of God
Session 6 (July 7): Criminal State: Kidnapping, Drugs, Hacking, and Crypto-Heists We investigate how a sanctioned nation funds its nuclear program through a "state-as-a-criminal-enterprise" model. The focus remains on the transition from counterfeiting to sophisticated global cryptocurrency theft.
· Selected Visual Clips: Inside North Korea: The Criminal State; How North Korea Print Fake U.S. Dollar; Inside North Korea: The Cyber State
Session 7 (July 8): Propaganda, Brainwashing, and Mass Games This session analyzes North Korean education, the aesthetics of mass mobilization, and the state's control over visual narrative. We examine how education, mass mobilization and state-run animation serve as tools for ideological indoctrination.
· Selected Visual Clips: Under the Sun; North Korean Animation; Mass Game
Session 8 (July 9): Everyday Life and Ordinary People We look at North Korea beyond the headlines, focusing on the ordinary lives that persist through schools and weddings. By observing the population through various lenses, we seek to humanize the "Hermit Kingdom."
· Selected Visual Clips: North Korea’s Secret Daily Life; A Secret State: Going inside North Korea; Inside the North Korea Subway
Session 9 (July 13): The Black-market: Socialism’s Slow Death? We analyze the 1990s famine as the catalyst for the birth of grassroots capitalism known as "Jangmadang." This session investigates how the collapse of the rationing system altered the social contract.
· Selected Visual Clips: How North Korean Style Capitalism Works; Juche Economy
Session 10 (July 14): The Death of "Minjok": Is Unification Over? We discuss the collapse of the ethnic-nationalist narrative as the North redefines the South as a "hostile foreign state." We also examine the growing generational divide within South Korea regarding NK who are seen less as "Brothers" than as "Burdens."
· Selected Visual Clips: North Korea’s Return to Paradise’s Nightmare; Hallyu Shakes North Korea
Session 11 (July 15): The Anatomy of Escape Defection is examined as a high-stakes underground operation supported by intricate logistics. We focus on the "Underground Railroad" through China and the pivotal role of missionary groups and activists.
· Selected Visual Clips: The Defectors: Escapees From Prison Camps; Celebrity Defector: Speaking Out
Session 12 (July 16): Feature Film Screening II We screen the full-length film to confront the harsh reality of North Korean defectors struggling in the margins of South Korean capitalism and their experiences of "second-class citizenship."
· Feature Film: The Journals of Musan (2011)
Session 13 (July 20): North Koreans in Japan: The "Zainichi" and Chongryon This session explores the unique diaspora of "Zainichi" Koreans and the ideological bubble maintained by ‘Chongryon’, pro-North Korean association in Japan. We investigate the historical "Return to Paradise" project and its consequences.
· Selected Visual Clips: Inside North Korea’s Bubble in Japan; Why 100,000 People Moved to North Korea
Session 14 (July 21): The Trickster’s Footsteps: Geopolitical Volatility We analyze North Korea’s shrewd exploitation of global shifts, from the Trump era to the recent military alliance with Russia. We evaluate how the regime leverages munitions for advanced satellite technology.
· Selected Visual Clips: North Korea in the Age of Trump; Who will be the next leader in NK?; The Woman behind the Throne
Session 15 (July 22): Review and Presentation of ‘Insight Dispatch’ The final session is dedicated to synthesizing findings through student presentations. We conclude by reflecting on the ongoing challenge of deconstructing the myths surrounding the North Korean regime.
· Final Presentations & Peer Review
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List 1: Research Topics
A. Daily Life & Material Culture
1. Women & Gender: The shift from state-assigned labor to market-based breadwinning. Keywords: Socialist Patriarchy, Market Mothers, Economic Empowerment
2. Weddings and Dating: Rituals of romance and the mandatory photo at the leader's statue. Keywords: Wedding Photos at Monuments, Dating in Pyongyang, Gift-giving Culture
3. Currency and Marketplace: The coexistence of the official won and unofficial foreign currencies. Keywords: Dollarization, Hyperinflation, Donju (Money Masters)
4. Housing and Real Estate: The reality of state housing allocation and the hidden property market. Keywords: Housing Permits (Ipjudon), Pyongyang Skyscraper, Living Inequalities
5. Food and Diet: The transition from rationing to street foods and home cooking styles. Keywords: Pyongyang Cold Noodles, Food Shortages, Street Vendors, Injogogi-bap (Fake Meat Rice), Kkangpaengi (Snack types)
6. Fashion and Beauty: State-mandated dress codes versus the desire for South Korean styles. Keywords: Dress Code Enforcement (Gyuchaldae), Jangmadang Fashion, Beauty Salons
7. Education and Exams: The mixture of academic competition and political idolization in schools. Keywords: Idolization Curriculum, University Entrance Exams, Red Young Guard
8. Jobs and Labor Allocation: The gap between state-assigned workplaces and actual market activities. Keywords: Work Unit System (Inminban), Labor Mobilization, Side-hustle Economy
9. Health and Medicine: The contrast between free healthcare claims and the reality of private clinics. Keywords: Telemedicine Efforts, Shortage of Medical Supplies, Herbal Medicine (Koryo Medicine)
10. Leisure and Vice: How people socialize through alcohol, singing, dance, and sports. Keywords: Hwamyun-banjugi (Karaoke), Taedonggang Beer, Mass Sports Culture
11. Professional Sports: International athletic participation as a tool for national prestige. Keywords: Elite Athletes, International Tournaments, Sports Diplomacy
12. Animation Outsourcing: The history of North Korea’s participation in global animation production. Keywords: SEK Studio, Digital Skill sets, Subcontracting for Disney
B. Social Structure & Control
14. State Surveillance: The culture of mutual monitoring and the neighborhood watch system. Keywords: Inminban, Five-Household Monitoring, Mutual Criticism Sessions
15. The Caste System (Songbun): The invisible hierarchy based on family history and loyalty. Keywords: Three Main Classes, Political Reliability, Heritage-based Discrimination
16. Mobility Control and Tourism: The paradox between extreme internal restrictions and the strategic opening for foreign currency. Keywords: Travel Permits, Checkpoints, Masikryong Ski Resort, Mount Kumgang, Special Economic Zones, Foreigner-Only Hotels.
17. Mobile Phones and Intranet: The high-tech digital cage versus the window to information. Keywords: Koryolink, Red Star OS, State Surveillance Apps
18. The Defector’s Journey: The risks and logistics of escaping through the "Underground Railroad." Keywords: Brokers, Third-country Transit, Resettlement in Seoul
19. Mass Games and Performance: The mobilization of thousands for a single synchronized spectacle and the visual rhetoric of posters, slogans, and monumental architecture. Keywords: Arirang Mass Games, Synchronization, Agitprop, Socialist Realism, Monumentalism
20. The Life of Military Conscripts: The long-term service and the role of the military in economy. Keywords: 10-year Service, Shock Brigades (Dolgyeokdae), Soldier-Builders
C. State, Ideology & Power

21. Juche Ideology: The translation of a political theory into a quasi-religious daily practice. Keywords: Self-Reliance, Man-centered Philosophy, Eternal Presidency
22. Leader Worship and Rituals: The specific daily acts of loyalty required from every citizen. Keywords: Supreme Leaders as “Fathers”, Statues and Portraits, Portrait Cleaning, Badge Wearing, "Research Rooms," Commemorative Holidays
23. The Elite of Pyongyang: The lifestyle of the select few in the "Capital of the Revolution." Keywords: Pyonghattan, Luxury Consumption, Loyalty Privileges
24. Border Relations with China: The delicate balance of smuggling, trade, and regional tension. Keywords: Sinuiju-Dandong Trade, Smuggling Networks, Border Fences
25. Cyber Warfare: The rise of state-sponsored hacking as a primary national revenue stream. Keywords: Lazarus Group, Cryptocurrency Heists, Reconnaissance General Bureau
26. Public Executions and Fear: The use of public punishment to enforce ideological boundaries. Keywords: Public Trials, Psychological Control, Severe Punishment Laws
27. The "Hallyu" Infection: The regime's legal crackdown on foreign cultural consumption. Keywords: Anti-Reactionary Thought Law, Secret Viewing, Cultural Subversion
28. Sudden Collapse Scenarios: Strategic forecasting of regime instability and regional impact. Keywords: Contingency Planning, Humanitarian Crisis, Geopolitical Vacuum



List 2: Yes-No Debate Issues
1. North Korea a socialist state
2. Juche is a unique and original ideology of Kim Il-Sung.
3. North Korea is a terrorist state
4. Should South and North Korea pursue unification?
5. The hereditary succession can be justified as a unique domestic power system
6. The four powers (US, Japan, China, Russia) do not want a unified Korea
7. The US cannot invade North Korea due to the backing of China and Russia
8. South Korea must prepare for the sudden collapse of the North Korean regime.
9. Most North Koreans are brainwashed and believe their nation is the best.
10. North Korean songs, dances, and media presentation styles are heavily influenced by the former Soviet Union.
11. North Korea does indeed have functional nuclear weapons
12. Hallyu possesses the power to subvert the Kim regime
13. North Korea will eventually accept a market system.

List 3: Filmography of North Korea
Geopolitical Crisis
· Swiri (쉬리, 1999): The definitive South Korean blockbuster that revolutionized the depiction of North Korean sleeper cells and the tragic inevitability of national division.
· Joint Security Area (JSA, 2000): A classic that breaks the "enemy" dogma by focusing on a forbidden friendship between soldiers at the border.
· Steel Rain (강철비, 2017): A speculative political thriller exploring a coup in the North and the potential for nuclear war on the peninsula.
· The Spy Gone North (공작, 2018): A grounded spy thriller based on the true story of "Black Venus," exposing the collusion between South and North political elites.
· Hunt (헌트, 2022): A high-stakes 1980s spy thriller about two South Korean agents hunting for a "mole" within their agency, deeply intertwined with North Korean assassination plots.
Border Crossing & The Defector’s Reality (The Marginalized)
· The Journals of Musan (무산일기, 2010): A gritty, minimalist film depicting the harsh reality of a defector struggling to survive in the bottom rungs of South Korean capitalism.
· Crossing (크로싱, 2008): A heart-wrenching portrayal of a North Korean father’s desperate attempt to find medicine and food, leading to an unplanned defection.
· Poongsan (풍산개, 2011): An allegorical action-drama about a mysterious messenger who crosses the DMZ to deliver messages and people between the two Koreas.
· Beautiful Days (뷰티풀 데이즈, 2018): A story about a mother who abandons her family in the North and the son who travels to South Korea to find her.
· Escape (탈주, 2024): A fast-paced chase thriller about a North Korean soldier attempting to defect to the South for a better future, pursued by a ruthless officer.
Pop-Action & Comedy (The "Bro-mance" & Commercial Appeal)
· Love North and South (남남북녀, 2003): A romantic comedy featuring a romance between a South Korean playboy and a North Korean female student during a collaborative project.
· A Bold Family (간 큰 가족, 2005): A comedic take on a family that fakes a "unification" to inherit their dying father's fortune, satirizing the obsession and absurdity surrounding the unification discourse.
· The Spy (스파이, 2013): An action-comedy where a South Korean secret agent hides his occupation from his wife while dealing with a North Korean plot involving a mysterious handsome agent.
· Secretly, Greatly (은밀하게 위대하게, 2013): Based on a webtoon, it follows elite North Korean spies living undercover in a poor South Korean neighborhood—one as the village idiot, another as a rockstar.
· Confidential Assignment I & II (공조, 2017 & 2021): A high-octane action-comedy featuring a cooperative investigation between a cool, elite North Korean detective and a clumsy South Korean cop.
Documentary & External Gazes (The Propaganda & Myth)
· Under the Sun (태양 아래, 2015): A Russian documentary that exposes the staged reality of North Korean life by filming the moments between the "official" takes.
· Shadow Flower (그림자 꽃, 2019): A documentary about Kim Ryon-hui, a North Korean woman in Seoul who desperately fights to return to her home in Pyongyang.
· Beyond Utopia (2023): A visceral, real-time look at a family’s dangerous escape through the underground railroad.
Zainichi Koreans and the Chongryon Identity
Documentaries
· Dear Pyongyang (2005): Directed by Yang Yong-hi. A powerful narrative of a daughter questioning her father’s lifelong devotion to Chongryon and his decision to send his sons to North Korea under the "Great Return" project.
· Sona, the Other Myself (2009): Yang Yong-hi continues her exploration through her niece Sona living in Pyongyang, capturing the mundane realities of North Korean life and the emotional disconnect felt by the family in Japan.
· Our School (2006): A heartwarming yet poignant look at the Hokkaido Korean Primary, Middle, and High School. It depicts the daily lives of students choosing to embrace their "Chosun" identity despite social discrimination in Japan.
· Soup and Ideology (2021): Yang’s latest work links her mother’s secret trauma from the Jeju 4.3 Incident to her unwavering loyalty to the North, using food as a medium for reconciliation.
Feature Films
· GO (2001): A stylish coming-of-age story about a Zainichi student who changes his nationality from "Chosun" to "South Korea" to break free from institutional labels and ethnic boundaries.
· Break Through! (Pacchigi!, 2004): Set in 1960s Kyoto, it portrays the violent clashes and forbidden romances between Japanese high schoolers and Korean school students, centered around the iconic folk song Imjin River.
· Blood and Bones (2004): A brutal, raw depiction of a first-generation Zainichi man’s violent patriarchism and survival during the formative years of the Chongryon community.
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