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The role of cultural policy in the consolidation of power in North

Korea from liberation to the 1970s.

Minseung Go(University of Warwick)

This presentation focuses on the contribution of cultural policy to the consolidation of

power as a part of Gramsci's ‘war of position’.

North Korea is one of the most secluded countries in the world. The media portrays
North Korea as the Kim dynasty, the Hermit Kingdom or a totalitarian dictatorship. This is not
least because North Korea is the first country which has had a hereditary succession for

three generations - from Kim Il-sung to Kim Jong-il to Kim Jong-un - in modern history.

Culture and the arts are spatiotemporal products of a society and its people, and they
are key to understanding that society and interpreting the phenomena of the country from
which they originate. They reveal the ways that the aims or directions of national

governments are reflected in a country’s arts and cultural policies.

In North Korea, culture and arts have been recognised as an effective way to
propagate the ideology of the powerful. North Korea's cultural policy therefore served to
advance the government’s political agenda and legitimise the Kim family regime rather than to
merely produce artwork. In addition, the educational policy, media, various cultural
programmes and artwork as propaganda works were an instrument paramount to drawing the

spontaneous consent of the masses for the legitimisation of the Kim regime.

This presentation concerns how this strategically integrated cultural policy contributes
greatly to the soft landing of the consolidation of power. In addition, Gramsci's concept of
cultural hegemony is used as a theoretical analysis framework.

From the Gramscian perspective, it can be said that there are key elements of cultural
hegemony theory in the North Korean socio-political context utilising intellectuals and cultural
institutions to maintain absolute power. Generally, a totalitarian dictatorship state is associated
with violence and suppression to control the people. However, interestingly, North Korea's
cultural policy plays a key role in the consolidation of the Kim family in making the populace
accept their leadership spontaneously from the early stages by changing civil society.

Cultural hegemony, which is implemented mostly through social institutions, controls
and dominates via cultural and ideological methods. This enables the people with power to
significantly impact society’s conception, ethics, values, perceptions, and the rest of society’s
attitudes.



Even though cultural hegemony would be only advantageous to the ruling, cultural
hegemony operated by framing the ideology of the ruling class, economic and social structure,
for the good of everyone. Unlike power like a military dictatorship, this type of power is
different from rule by force because it uses the “peaceful” ways of culture and ideology when
the ruling class engages authority (Cole, 2020).

From Karl Marx's theory, Antonio Gramsci produced the notion of cultural hegemony.
Marx’s theory argues that the interests of the ruling class are exhibited in the main ideology
of society. Gramsci argues that the propagation of ideologies, namely values, beliefs, and
assumptions, through social institutions (for example, courts, churches, media, schools) has
led to the achievement of consent to be controlled by the dominant group. With these social
institutions allocating people to socialise the values, beliefs, and norms of the dominant group,
the group that manages these institutions regulates the entirety of society (Mouffe, 2014).
Gramsci identifies civil society as a key mechanism for the maintenance of authority.

Gramsci broadly defines civil society as “the ensemble of organisms commonly called
“private”” (1971, p. 12), including not only political organisations, but also education, media,
even everyday life. Gramsci places great importance on the change of civil society for the
revolutionary strategy, asserting that most revolutions should carry out the ‘war of position’
for a long period of time in the superstructure. Meanings and values which arise through the
process become the aim of struggle. Gramsci distinguishes between the ‘war of position’ and
the ‘war of manoeuvre’ in terms of the ways to attain power and maintain power. Gramsci
argues that the ‘war of manoeuvre is the physical struggle for engaging in a frontal attack.
He emphasises that the ‘war of manoeuvre' in itself cannot successfully maintain changing
circumstances although the ‘war of manoeuvre’ could bring turbulent change socio-politically.
In Gramsci's notion, the long-lasting shift is the ‘war of position’ via a reformation of the

superstructure by intellectuals (Ortner, 2022).

The ‘war of position’ is a cultural and intellectual struggle creating a proletarian
culture that opposes the cultural hegemony of the bourgeoisie. To form a viable revolutionary
force, Gramsci believes that consent needs to be undermined from below, through social
relations, the creation of new knowledge and forms of popular political organisations. The aim
of these resistances which struggle to subvert domination by consent is to produce a
counter-hegemony that forms alternatives within the existing political system (Borg et al.,
2002, cited in Meek, 2011).

According to Gramsci's observation “intellectuals” are “the dominant group’s “deputies”
exercising the subaltern functions of social hegemony and political government” (1971, p. 12).
This means that intellectuals are the key agents in the state’s link to civil society. Gramsci
views intellectuals as a wider group of social agents than the general definition of the term.
Gramsci’'s scope of intellectuals includes the organisers of culture, scholars and artists: also
functionaries, who exercise directive or technical capacities in society. Among such

functionaries are administrators and bureaucrats, entrepreneurs, politicians, industrial



technicians, managers, and the organisers of culture (King, 1978; Ramos, 1982). In addition,
Gramsci asserts that intellectuals should shape their world through consent rather than
imposing their ideas because the change of civil society is a prerequisite of radical social
change.

As regards North Korean society when Kim Il-sung became a leader, North Korea was
neither a capitalist state nor an advanced civil society like Western democracies which
Gramsci targeted through counter-hegemony. However, political circumstances at that time
when a new hierarchy was needed to secure political position by changing society was not
much different from the unstable situation in China or USSR after their respective regime
changes. Interestingly, the operation of cultural hegemony can be seen in the formation of
Kim regime’s aggrandisement by cultural policy.

Firstly, authorities strove to change civil society through various social reforms by
accepting the demand of the masses (mainly working class). In this process, the Party tried to
reflect the masses’ interests and also educate them by studying the masses’ life. From land
reform, educational reform to cultural reform were carried out by accepting the masses’

demand and also it led to the mobilisation of them with their consent.

Gramsci states that the working class can only “become the leading and the dominant
[i.e. hegemonic] class to the extent that it succeeds in creating a system of class alliances
which allows it to mobilise the majority of the working population against capitalism and the
bourgeois State” (Gramsci 1994, p. 320).

Feudal landownership at that time was an institution that reflected the interests of a
precious few elite groups only. As North Korea had been an agrarian society for a long time,
land reform was the most urgent task for the peasants, who made up the majority of the
population. Additionally, the crusade against illiteracy through educational reform was one of
the first steps taken in social reform. In existing North Korean society, education was only
permitted for male members of the elite group. Therefore, the introduction of a new education
system, open to everyone in every village, was an impressive benefit for the working class
(Armstrong, 2003). This radical tactic led to the eradication of illiteracy (allegedly) and enabled
the North Korean populace to embrace ideas that reflected the thought of the ruling class
through various approaches. Thereby, the text formats such as literary works and newspapers
became the foremost propaganda tool for a while from the early stage until the launching of
new and advanced methods. Through social reforms, the working class, particularly the
majority of poor peasants, benefited materially. Additionally, marginalised groups such as
women and youth were in favour of social participation (Armstrong. 2003). By garnering
political support from the mass population, subaltern groups could participate in a wide range
of educational and cultural programmes that increasingly disseminated the ruling class’s

ideology.

In the Crowd Culture project, the Democracy Propaganda Chamber (DPC for short) was

a powerful medium for making mass practice political indoctrination under the guideline of the

_’IO_



propagandists. In the DPC in every village, the mass population interacted with the artists and
propagandists by group reading, debating, or watching plays or films. Political and cultural
activities were a part of the everyday life of the mass population. Furthermore, since the
theory of Juche literature and art started to take shape in the early 1970s, the principle of the
creation of artworks, intellectuals in cultural and art fields became more professional for the
idolisation and legitimation of the Kim family. From the field of the press, literature, physical
education, and crowd -culture to performing arts and films, organic intellectuals were

cultivated continuously and worked among the masses in many ways for the ruling class.

One noteworthy aspect to consider is Kim Jong-il's significant contribution to the
legitimation of the Kim regime as an organic intellectual, particularly when he secured his
hereditary succession. Starting his political career in the cultural field, he needed to establish
his legitimacy despite his lack of military background. In 1974, when he was a candidate to
succeed Kim il-sung, he officially completed the "Ten Principles for the Establishment of a
Monolithic Ideological System”, which was based on the Juche ideology that systematically
idolised Kim Il-sung. Additionally, he developed the theory of Juche literature and art, which
formed the basis for every artwork, and led other -cultural intellectuals in producing
representative North Korean artworks such as Five Revolutionary Operas, cinemas, mass
games and so forth. As Gramsci stresses the role of the organic intellectual in a long-term
war of position as a key element, Kim Jong-il devoted himself to effectively reflecting and
disseminating Juche ideology through cultural programmes and artworks as a leading

intellectual and successor.
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Curious [ halt and silent stand,
Then with light fingers I from the face of the nearest the first just lift the
blanket;
Who are you elderly man so gaunt and grim, with well-gray'd hair, and
fresh all sunken about the eyes?
Who are you my dear comrade?
Then to the second I step—and who are you my child and darling?
Who are you sweet boy with cheeks yet blooming?
Then to the third—a face nor child nor old, very calm, as of beautiful
yellow-white ivory;
Young man I think [ know you—I think this face is the face of the Christ
himself,
Dead and divine and brother of all, and here again he lies. (LG 306-7)
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Word over all, beautiful as the sky,

Beautiful that war and all its deeds of carnage must in time be
utterly lost,

That the hands of the sisters Death and Night incessantly softly
wash again, and ever again, this soil'd world;

For my enemy is dead, a man divine as myself is dead,

[ look where he lies white-faced and still in the coffin—I draw
near,

Bend down and touch lightly with my lips the white face in the
coffin. (LG 321)
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When you are standing at your hero’s grave,

Or near some homeless village where he died,
Remember, through your heart’s rekindling pride,
The German soldiers who were loyal and brave.

Men fought like brutes; and hideous things were done;
And you have nourished hatred harsh and blind.

But in that Golgotha perhaps you'll find

The mothers of the men who killed your son. (WSS 100)
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Chapter one The Soldier's Rest, Chapter two The Soldier's Dream, Chapter three Civilians’
Dreams, Chapter four African American Dreams, Chapter five Dreams of the - Dying, Chapter

six Dreams in Popular Culture, Chapter seven Lincoln’s Dreams of Death.

1% 6 “The Soldier's Dream.” This image, which
appeared in Harper's Weekly on November 7,

1863, captured how many Americans viewed
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ties and religious beliefs. Collection of the author.
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dreams about you.” While many dreams of home were comforting or romantic, sometimes they
focused on the mundane, or things - that soldiers missed.”14
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14) (MIDNIGHT IN AMERICA) pp. 27.

15) “In a very real way, soldiers' dreams of home were like visitations with loved ones.” Speaker Interview:
Jonathan White on Soldiers' Dreams, Gettysburg College.
(https://www.gettysburg.edu/civil—war—institute/news/detail?id=9f07aef4 —0dec—48d1—8a47—d63c68b4d9d6 &
pageTitle=Speaker+Interview%3A+Jonathan+White+on+Soldiers%27+Dreams)

16) Angela M. Riotto(2019), Midnight in America: Darkness, Sleep, and Dreams during the Civil War by
Jonathan W. White (review), Civil War History, The Kent State University Press Volume 65, Number 2,
pp. 199-200.

17) “They wrote them down, I think, because they recognized that their dreams revealed something about
who they were and how they experienced this tumultuous period.” Speaker Interview: Jonathan White on
Soldiers' Dreams, Gettysburg College.

18) 24 (2015). "EHEF=F, o @AA o], o&A43(1), pp. 121-148

19) A4 (2011). TFF] TUEFH 719 — '9GA4 TS Ao r AEs AEFE FHoE-, SFoliEdT
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pp. 361—380.
21) “Ich muss behaupten, dass der Traum wirklich eine Bedeutung hat und dass ein wissenschaftliches
Verfahren der Traumdeutung moglich ist.” {(Die Traumdeutung) S. 114

22) whe AEY AAR &Fo Jhesidams B8 AHEXE9 vk, AWHE,  2021.04.28.
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