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Image 1:  

Cover of Chosŏn misul (Magazine) from March 1962 Illustrating a Mother Tending to 

her Children1 

 
 

 

 

 

 
1 Chosŏn misul P'yŏngyang, March 1. (P'yŏngyang, March 1, 1962) Periodical. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/80646318/1962-03-01/ed-1/. 
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Abstract of Thesis 

 

 
North Korea: A Closer Look at the Ideal Woman and Mother From the mid-1940s to the 

1980s 

 

 
Despite detailed research on the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s 

(DPRK’s) leadership, military, and policies, there has been little scholarly focus on 

revolutionary women and mothers. From Kim Il-Sung to Kim Jong-Un’s mothers, North 

Korea is quick to provide the leaders’ mothers with ideal examples of revolutionary 

heroes. Motherhood, womanhood, and North Korean femininity have become guiding 

components of the state despite the country’s national, patriarchal trends. This thesis 

uses both primary and secondary sources to illustrate the formation of propaganda 

concerning women and mothers and their roles in North Korea. Building on the concept 

of patriotic “motherhood” and “womanhood” as well as North Korean state ideology, 

this study is part of a growing body of research on the history of women in North Korea. 

In using sources that predominantly pertain to women, mothers, and socialism, 

specifically regarding North Korean history, this project will be instrumental in future 

research on the positions women in the North have played in state ideology. 
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North Korea: 

A Closer Look at the Ideal Woman and Mother From the mid-1940s to the 1980s 

 

“Wherever Dear Leader [Kim Il Sung] has visited, he is deeply concerned with how to 

relieve the heavy burden from women. He takes care of women with great love and 

mercy.”2 

 

Chapter I: Introduction 

 

 

This project examines North Korean women and the mothers of North Korea’s 

leaders. It will analyze how North Korean women and mothers are portrayed in 

propaganda within the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and why this is 

the case. While my undergraduate thesis only focused on Kim Il-Sung’s mother, Kang 

Ban-Sok, and her influence as a “revolutionary,” “heroic” mother, my graduate thesis 

will focus on state-sponsored narratives of women and mothers in the DPRK. To expand 

further, the state propaganda on the ideal woman and mother is a crucial aspect of my 

thesis. My project stresses that women and socialism in the DPRK are intertwined since 

the North’s official ideology, 주체사상 (juche sasang), Juche Ideology, blending 

Marxist-Leninist beliefs with Korean nationalism, stresses the role of women in building 

a socialist state. Yet, the patriarchy is displayed through an environment of authoritarian 

control.  

The ideal woman and mother in North Korea is portrayed as revolutionary and 

heroic through the concept of 사회주의 어머니 (sahoejuui eomeoni), or the socialist 

mother, a divergence to the traditional views of the North Korean patriarchal system and 

 
2 Kyungja Jung and Bronwen Dalton, “Rhetoric Versus Reality for the Women of North 

Korea: Mothers of the Revolution,” Asian Survey 46, no. 5 (2006): 747-748, 

https://doi.org/10.1525/as.2006.46.5.741.  
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the principles of Juche Ideology in the country. The ideal woman and mother is also 

depicted through 선군정치( seongunjeongchi), North Korea’s “military-first politics,” 

officially introduced by Kim Jong-Il in 1998.3 Accordingly, the state encouraged women 

and mothers to take on revolutionary roles to advocate for the North Korean military.4 

This thesis argues that the North Korean propagandized concept of the ideal mother and 

woman has been shaped and validated by Juche state ideology while emphasizing the 

significance of the leaders and their mothers in constructing the quintessential example of 

a North Korean woman and mother. 

There will be a smaller focus on the portrayals of womanhood and motherhood of 

Kim Jong-Suk and Ko Yong-hui, Kim Jong-Il, and Kim Jong-Un’s mothers respectively. 

This project places a smaller focus on the North Korean leaders’ mothers after Kang Ban-

Sok and the roles they played. The existence of fewer sources on Kim Jong-Il and Kim 

Jong-Un’s mothers are the primary catalyst for this void. Kang Ban-Sok has been viewed 

as the “Mother of Korea” and the “Great Mother of Korea,”5 maintaining a more 

formative role as a woman and mother in the North. Kim Jong-suk, Kang Ban-Sok’s 

successor, will also have a more substantial focus than Ko Yong-Hui. This is mainly due 

to the view that Kim Jong-Suk is also considered the “Mother of Korea” and the “Great 

 
3 Dae-Sook Suh, “MILITARY-FIRST POLITICS OF KIM JONG IL,” Asian Perspective 

26, no. 3 (2002): 148, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42704378.  
4 Young-ja Park, "Women's Politics in North Korea: Reconstruction as 'Innovative 

Worker-Revolutionary Mother,'" Social Science Research 13, no.1 (2005): 3.   
5 "Mother of Korea 조선의 어머니 - DPRK Unhasu Orchestra (129th B-day of KANG 

PAN SOK, Mother of Kim Il Sung)," Internet Archive, video, 3:25, posted by 푸옹 

Phuong DPRK Daily, April 21, 2021, https://archive.org/details/youtube-

hGEiJVwsXWc. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/42704378
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Mother of Korea.”6 Ko Yong-hui herself is enshrined as an ideal mother in the North, 

specifically being referred to as “Our Respected Mother.”7 However, the primary sources 

on Kim Jong-suk and especially Ko Yong-hui are far less available to scholars in the 

West than primary sources on Kang Ban-Sok. Kang Ban-Sok has more accessible sources 

than Kim Jong-suk and Ko Yong-hui, likely due to key factors such as historical context 

in the North and political significance. Kang Ban-Sok, Kim Il-Sung’s mother, is closely 

associated with the central leadership of the DPRK. Historians studying the development 

of the North often underscore Kang Ban-Sok as a key figure in the formation of women’s 

roles in the North Korean state. 

The methodology for this thesis includes the explanations of specific primary and 

secondary sources being used and their significance in terms of women and mothers in 

the DPRK. Some of the primary sources used include North Korean speeches, laws, 

propaganda posters, slogans, magazines, photographs, songs, and films. The secondary 

sources include scholarly articles and books, many written by experts on North Korea. 

Examples of these experts include Suzy Kim, a professor of Korean History at Rutgers 

University, Darcie Draudt, a political scientist and policy analyst, Immanuel Kim, a 

scholar specializing in North Korean studies and a professor at George Washington 

University, and Andrei Lankov, a scholar of North Korea and professor of Korean 

Studies at Kookmin University in Seoul, South Korea. These are just a few of the 

scholars referenced in this thesis. The methodology also consists of an explanation of 

 
6 Kim Jong-suk, Biography of Kim Jong-suk, (Pyongyang: FOREIGN LANGUAGES 

PUBLISHING HOUSE, 2002): 9, https://sinonk.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/kim-

jong-suk-biography.pdf. 
7 Darcie Draudt, "Media R(e)constructions of Kim Jong-Un’s Ideal Women: Ko Young-

Hee and Ri Sol-Ju," The Yonsei GSIS Journal of International Studies, (December 2012): 

236,  https://theyonseijournal.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/darcie-draudt.pdf. 

https://theyonseijournal.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/darcie-draudt.pdf
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women and mothers in a particular order. It begins with specifically understanding 

women and socialism, then women and socialism in North Korea, how women and 

mothers are portrayed in North Korean propaganda and how they are represented, and 

finally, the Kim family and women’s roles to the extent made possible by the primary 

sources available. The reasoning behind this particular order is to allow the reader to 

progressively appreciate how and why the ideal North Korean woman and mother 

emerged within a historical, social, and political context.  
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Chapter II: Understanding Women and Socialism in General 

 

 

Before examining the intersections between women, socialism, and Juche 

ideology, it is crucial to first explore how socialist movements have historically addressed 

women’s rights, motherhood, and women’s roles. During the 19th century, as industrial 

capitalism began to transform societies, women were often subjected to exploitation. This 

meant that many women possessed restricted rights, poor working conditions along with 

gendered jobs, and low-paying wages. Socialists, like Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 

recognized that women's exploitation was linked to the wider capitalist system. 

Additionally, they viewed women’s liberation as a crucial aspect of the broader struggle 

for social and economic equality in societies at large. As Anne Phillips, an Emeritus 

professor of Political Theory at the London School of Economics notes that “…Marx was 

always rather sniffy' about empty claims to equality, and his preferred objective - 'from 

each according to his ability, to each according to his needs' - seems entirely compatible 

with a division of labour that allocates different responsibilities to women and men.”8 

Marx’s point stresses that regardless of gender, men and women can be an instrumental 

part of society according to their respective abilities, not simply basing societal roles on 

traditional gender responsibilities. This statement also signifies that every person should 

be awarded what they need to prosper in life, irrespective of their gender. Education, 

employment, and other opportunities should be accessible. Additionally, Marx’s assertion 

is meant to comment on social systems that restrict women and their abilities based on 

societal beliefs.  

 
8 Anne Phillips, “What Has Socialism to Do with Sexual Equality?” in Equality, ed. Jane 

Franklin (London: Institute for Public Policy Research, 1997), 101. 
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However, issues, such as making housework a job for both men and women were 

generally not considered an issue in nineteenth-century socialism and the debates 

surrounding equality.9 “Utopian” socialists usually promoted collaborative models for 

domestic labor and child-rearing, although this was fundamentally driven by a “critique 

of the privatised (self-interested) family…”10 This was in contrast to an emphasis on 

having men participate in household work with an equal distribution between men and 

women. It was only later that Marxists viewed the expectation of women to exist in the 

domestic sphere as the fundamental component in their subjection to their male 

counterparts. These Marxists further viewed women’s added involvement in “socialised 

production” to gain emancipation and fuller rights.11   

Marx and Engels were not the only socialists to address women and equality. 

August Bebel wrote, not one, but two treatises on women and socialism. The first of his 

work on women was published in 1879 and titled Woman and Socialism, and his second 

work was published in 1904 and titled Woman Under Socialism. Both of Bebel’s writings 

speak directly to women and their needs within a socialist context. Bebel’s writings focus 

on the “woman question,” and this question deals with the inequalities women have faced 

in the past and present in particular. According to Bebel in Woman Under Socialism, 

numerous individuals do not believe in a “woman question.” This may be because they 

believe that women naturally belong within the household.12 This means that a woman is 

often only viewed as a wife and mother. Yet, Bebel understood in Woman and Socialism  

 
9 Phillips, "What has Socialism to do with Sexual Equality?," 101.  
10 Ibid, 101. 
11 Ibid, 101-102.  
 
12 August Bebel, Woman Under Socialism, trans. Daniel De Leon (New York: New York 

Labor News Company, 1904), 2.  
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that “... if nature gives woman the right, and thereby also the duty,—for we shall not bury 

a talent bestowed upon us,—to exert her brain to the utmost in competition with the 

intellectual Titans of the opposite sex, it must also give her the right to preserve her 

equilibrium, just as they do, by quickening the circulation of her heart in whatever 

manner she may see fit.”13 To Bebel, it would be a waste to leave a woman to take care of 

the household just because she needs to follow societal norms, especially if this woman 

has certain talents and intellect.  

As the authors Kristen Ghodsee and Julia Mead note in their article, “What Has 

Socialism Ever Done For Women?” nineteenth and twentieth-century socialist writings 

focused on three fundamental ideas in terms of the “woman question.” The first concept 

is the practice of “bourgeois monogamous marriage,” which socialists often believed 

occurred to keep personal property, accordingly demoting women to personal 

possessions.14 This meant that women could only be liberated if they worked next to men 

in a socialist society that considered women and men as equals. All workers, regardless 

of gender, needed to reap the rewards of their exertion through collective ownership of 

the means of production in a socialist society.15 Finally, the state needed to support 

women as mothers, meaning that simple legal equality with men was not sufficient for 

women.16 If the state wanted working women and mothers, there needed to be initiatives 

to aid mothers in incorporating their work along with their domestic lives.17 In an essay 

 
13 August Bebel, Woman and Socialism, trans. Meta L. Stern (New York: Socialist 

Literature Company, 1910), 468. 
14 Kristen Ghodsee and Joseph Mead, “What Has Socialism Ever Done for Women?,” 

Catalyst 2, no. 4 (2018): 110, 

https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/kristenghodsee/files/ghodsee_mead_2018.pdf. 
15 Ghodsee and Mead, “What Has Socialism Ever Done for Women?,” 110 
16 Ibid,110. 
17  Ibid,110. 

https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/kristenghodsee/files/ghodsee_mead_2018.pdf
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titled "The Emotional Division of Labour Between the Sexes: Perspectives on Feminism 

and Socialism" by the philosopher Agnes Heller, Heller argues that society has 

traditionally divided labor and allocated certain tasks based on gender. This culminates in 

an unequal assignment of emotional labor, where women are expected to manage and 

monitor emotions in the domestic and social spheres. Yet, Heller writes that the 

incorporation of women’s liberation is a key aspect of socialism.  

Just as other socialists note that women should not be viewed as chattel to be kept 

inside the home, it is just as important for women and mothers to view themselves as 

“half of humankind,” meaning they need to have to construct the same ideas from their 

perspective.18 To clarify, Heller writes “...even though women's liberation is the indicator 

of the liberation of humankind, there is no free womankind without free humankind.”19 

This is a significant point since Heller does not write that there is no free humankind 

without free womankind. The significance of socialism bringing liberation to women 

speaks volumes in this essay.  

According to Judith Stiehm in her article titled “Socialism and Women's Equality: 

Looking Backward and Forward,” women and mothers “...might be considered de facto 

socialists.”20 Although men’s troubles, rights, and social standing can be debated without 

any mention of women, discussions of women’s liberation tend to take other people into 

account, including children and men making up a part of their family.21 Accordingly, 

 
18 Agnes Heller, “The Emotional Division of Labour Between the Sexes: Perspectives on 

Feminism and Socialism,” Sage 5-6, no. 1 (1982): 60, 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/072551368200500107. 
19 Agnes Heller, "The Emotional Division of Labour Between the Sexes,” 60. 
20 Judith H. Stiehm, “Socialism and Women's Equality: Looking Backward and 

Forward,” Studies in Comparative Communism 14, no. 2/3 (1981): 213, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/45367406. 
21 Stiehm, “Socialism and Women’s Equality,” 213. 
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women’s societal roles are more complex than men’s roles. As women, mothers, and 

workers in society, women often face many conflicting duties. Namely, men’s roles in the 

household as fathers and husbands are often consistent with their capacity to be wage-

earners.22 Stiehm writes that the socialist notion of women performing domestic work 

while also doing “public work” for payment means that any unpaid work in the 

household cannot be of the most exemplary quality.23  

In this case, there are “superwoman” expectations of women in non-socialist 

societies. As Stiehm deftly notes, numerous socialist countries have used women for 

production, for organizing political causes, help during wars, and even for disputing 

societal customs.24 The political scientist, Jayne Werner, argues even further that women 

are frequently not viewed as individuals. Rather, they are a “‘resource to manipulate’” for 

a ‘higher’ goal.”25 Any petitions men make to women are often in the interest of a group 

at large, such as the “nation, the laboring class, the future, the children.”26 According to 

Werner and many other socialist writers and philosophers, women’s equality or liberation 

does not happen automatically; rather, it is viewed as a byproduct of broader societal 

freedom.  

In the twentieth century, specifically in 1951, a collection of excerpts from 

writings by Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin, was published as The Woman Question. 

Section III deals with “Socialism and the Emancipation of Women”27 directly within the 

 
22 Ibid, 213. 
23 Ibid, 213-214. 
24 Ibid, 216.   
25 Ibid, 216.   
26 Ibid, 216.  
27 Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Vladimir Lenin, and Joseph Stalin, The Woman Question: 

Selections from the Writings of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin, ed. and trans. by 

International Publishers (New York: International Publishers, 1977), 48. 
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North. In a writing titled “Real, Not Formal, Equality,” Lenin deftly writes that there is 

not a single capitalist nation “...not even the most progressive, republican democratic 

state, [which] has brought about complete equality of rights”28 between men and women. 

According to Lenin, one of the main tasks of Soviet-style socialism was not just the 

emancipation of women in theory or by law; it was the emancipation of women in reality. 

Lenin writes further that women looking for equality in employment need to pursue 

economic and social equality.29 The focal issue is to cause women to become interested 

in “socially productive labor, extricate them from “domestic slavery,” [and] free them of 

their stultifying and humiliating resignation to the perpetual and exclusive atmosphere of 

the kitchen and nursery.”30 While Lenin does focus on equality within socialism for 

women, his view of freeing women from their status as “chattel” still signifies that the 

liberated and working woman is being used as a resource as Werner indicates. However, 

Lenin does write that the working woman can be more of an individual in practice. Using 

women and mothers as a resource for socialism is not an uncommon practice.  

In a writing titled “The Political Education Of Women,” Stalin famously writes 

“The woman worker stands shoulder to shoulder with the man worker.”31 Accordingly, 

women are on equal footing with men in the Soviet system. However, these women are 

just like men because they work on the particular endeavor of making Soviet industry 

more progressive. If men are already helping the “common cause,” then they too are 

being used as a resource. Women can only do the same if they become “...politically 

conscious and politically educated. But she can ruin the common cause if she is 

 
28 Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin, The Woman Question, 62. 
29 Ibid, 63.  
30 Ibid, 63.  
31 Ibid, 64. 
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downtrodden and backward…”32 Just as socialists of the nineteenth century noted, 

socialism was the way for women and mothers to obtain their freedom.  

An even more important point to Stalin was mothers raising their children and 

how the children were being raised. It did not matter whether or not the mother was 

“working class” or a simple “peasant.” The children of the Soviet Union and socialism 

were the future of the country.33 Stalin writes that mothers can create different types of 

children depending on the way they are raised. Mothers have the power to either crush a 

child's spirit or allow a healthy, capable child to flourish, which can help create progress 

for the Soviet state and for the cause of socialism.34 Yet, this completely depends on 

whether the mother has already aligned herself with socialism.35 This means that a 

woman and mother educated in socialist values is an asset to a socialist state because she 

can teach her children or future children how to understand and follow socialist 

principles. Mothers are especially important to the socialist state for this exact reason, 

and Juche ideology discusses this as an important point later in this project.  

The case of socialist motherhood is further illustrated by Lily Braun’s Die 

Frauenfrage, The Woman Question, published in 1901. Braun, a German feminist writer 

and politician who took part in the Social Democratic Party, SPD, argued that 

motherhood is an act serving society completely. This meant that the state should provide 

compensation to women as mothers for any work relating to raising children.36 Women 

could receive compensation for work that had previously gone unpaid, and they could be 

 
32 Ibid, 64. 
33 Ibid, 65. 
34 Ibid, 65. 
35 Ibid, 65. 
36 Ghodsee and Mead, “What Has Socialism Ever Done for Women?,” 110. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feminist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_Democratic_Party_of_Germany
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both mothers and workers for the socialist cause. Again, this is a case of representing 

women and mothers as a way to create space for socialism, something seen as the greater 

good in society. The authors Ghodsee and Mead note expertly that the equality socialism 

promised may not have been fully delivered to women. Even under the equality socialist 

women were promised, women and mothers “struggled under the double burden of 

formal employment and domestic labor.”37 The authors further note that laws “...mean 

little if they are not enforced.”38 It did not matter if women were promised maternity 

leave after giving birth or equal conditions at work with their male counterparts if such 

promises never materialized. The political paper by the German socialist, Clara Zetkin, 

titled “Social-Democracy and Woman Suffrage,” published in 1906, argues that men and 

women are essentially different. Examples of this include “...bodily strength,...spiritual 

insight, and in intellectual aims…”39  However, any differences between men and women 

do not mean that women are inferior to men, and to Zetkin, such arguments necessitate a 

cause to improve society as a whole; thinking differently does not mean that women may 

be thinking incorrectly.  

Zetkin further asserts that women wish to possess equal political rights with men 

because women and men together will be able to “...cast off the chains which bind us, and 

that we may thus overthrow and destroy this society.”40 This is, of course, a socialist 

argument that a classless society can only be built once women become equal to men. 

Again, Zetkin sets forth a case that women deserve equality to men as a means to an end, 

 
37 Ghodsee and Mead, “What Has Socialism Ever Done for Women?,” 106. 
38 Ibid,106. 
39 Klara Zetkin, Social-Democracy and Woman Suffrage, trans. A. Blaize (Urbana, IL: 

Project Gutenberg, 2018), https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/57474/pg57474-

images.html. 
40 Zetkin, Social-Democracy and Woman Suffrage. 

https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/57474/pg57474-images.html
https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/57474/pg57474-images.html
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not simply because women deserve equal rights. Zetkin further notes that “Woman 

Suffrage” is not associated with the possession of property, as it would be in a capitalist 

society; it should be intrinsic to the woman herself.41 Even some of Zetkin’s younger 

followers, such as Eleanor Marx, a socialist activist and the youngest daughter of Karl 

Marx, noted that “organis[ing] not as 'women' but as proletarians; not as female rivals of 

our working men but as their comrades in struggle.”42 Accordingly, Eleanor Marx wished 

to illustrate that women could work alongside men in the struggle for socialism. 

However, women needed to simply be viewed as “comrades” or “proletarians” whilst 

working toward a socialist future, yet this does not allow them to be perceived as women 

functioning alongside men. Women are merely another, smaller aspect of the socialist 

cause.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

41 Ibid. 
42 Marilyn J. Boxer, “Rethinking the Socialist Construction and International Career of 

the Concept ‘Bourgeois Feminism,’” The American Historical Review 112, no. 1 (2007): 

137, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4136009. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4136009
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Chapter III: Women and Socialism in North Korea 

 

 

 As previously mentioned, the issue of women and socialism in the DPRK is 

largely intertwined with Juche ideology. Juche ideology is and has been the driving force 

in North Korea since its solidification in the mid-1970s. However, Juche was first 

introduced in 1955 by Kim Il-Sung in a speech titled “On Eliminating Dogmatism and 

Formalism and Establishing Juche in Ideological Work.” On the Juche Idea, a later 

treatise by Kim Jong-Il solidified the guiding tenets of the North Korean state. Juche 

ideology further informs Songun, or military-first politics, in the North, which was 

implemented by Kim Jong-Il in the mid-1990s as a means to support the Juche system 

and the state. 

In Kim Il-Sung’s 1955 speech, he argues that “Marxism-Leninism is not a dogma, 

it is a guide to action and a creative theory.”43 This clarifies that Marxism-Leninism and 

the practice of socialism are only a means to creating Juche ideology. Juche and its 

relation to women and mothers, accordingly, has been influenced by the socialist 

perspective. Yet, Kim Il-Sung noted in his speech that Marxism-Leninism can only be 

useful to the North Korean case when it is studied and correctly employed to the North’s 

circumstances.44 In terms of creating Juche ideology, Kim Il-Sung sought to raise the 

issue of “internationalism and patriotism.”45 First, internationalism should be explained. 

Kim Il-Sung’s “internationalism” incorporated Marxist-Leninist doctrines with a strong 

 
43 Kim Il-sung, On Eliminating Dogmatism and Formalism and Establishing Juche in 

Ideological Work, speech to Party Propagandists and Agitators, December 28, 1955, 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/kim-il-sung/1955/12/28.htm. 
44 Kim Il-sung, On Eliminating Dogmatism and Formalism and Establishing Juche in 

Ideological Work. 
45 Ibid. 
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emphasis on Juche (self-reliance), anti-imperialism, and North Korea’s status as a leading 

strength in the battle for self-determination and socialism. This type of internationalism 

stressed cooperation among subjugated or previously subjugated nations and socialist 

states. However, it repeatedly highlighted the preservation of national autonomy. This is 

certainly illustrated by Kim Il-Sung’s statement that the “...victory of the Korean 

revolution and…the great cause of the international working class…” the support “...with 

the Soviet people, our liberator and helper, and with the peoples of all the socialist 

countries [should be strengthened].”46 Later on in his speech, Kim Il-Sung clarified that 

“...patriotism and internationalism are inseparable.”47 A person who is not a patriot 

cannot be an internationalist, and a person who cannot be a loyal internationalist cannot 

be a patriot.48 North Korean patriotism is directly related to Juche ideology and the idea 

of self-reliance.  

Kim Jong-Il’s On the Juche Idea further establishes his views on self-reliance as a 

leader, which later became an important aspect of the connection between women and 

mothers and socialism in the North. His views further illustrate the connection women 

have to North Korea’s military-first policy, or Songun (선군정치). This treatise was 

certainly influenced by Kim Jong-Il’s father, Kim Il-Sung, or the “Great Leader.” Juche 

ideology is composed of three parts, including political, economic, and military 

 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
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independence. It is considered to be the “...monolithic ideological system…”49 that 

allows the North Korean nation to remain unified in its goal of self-sufficiency.  

To Kim Jong-Il it did not matter if a citizen was a man or a woman, his idea of 

Juche ideology meant that all North Koreans needed to understand Korean history, 

geography, culture, and economics from the North Korean perspective. Even more 

significant was the understanding of North Korean “revolutionary history” and 

“revolutionary traditions” along with the political approaches of the Workers' Party of 

Korea (WPK).50  

To Kim Jong-Il and the WPK, this would be the only manner of securing Juche 

ideology wherein North Koreans would become real revolutionaries and patriots. Not 

only should the North be considered a revolutionary nation, it should be anti-imperialist 

and follow Kim Il-Sung’s revolutionary convictions.51 Kim Jong-Il, being completely 

against the Korean past of Japanese imperialism and “feudalism,”52 wished to reject 

foreign traditions as well as “...servility to big powers and all other outdated ideas…”53 

Juche and its rejection of feudalism draws parallels with North Korea’s Korean 

Democratic Women's Union (KDWU) and the promotion of women’s liberation in the 

North in 1945.54  

 
49 Kim Jong Il, On the Juche Idea, treatise sent to the National Seminar on the Juche Idea 

held to mark the 70th birthday of the Great Leader Comrade Kim Il Sung, March 31, 

1982, 37, https://www.marxists.org/archive/kim-jong-il/works/On-The-Juche-Idea.pdf. 
50 Kim, On the Juche Idea, 37. 
51 Ibid, 37-38. 
52 Ibid, 6.  
53  Ibid, 38-39. 
54 Suzy Kim, Among Women across Worlds: North Korea in the Global Cold War, 

(Cornell University Press, 2023): 13, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctv2b07v5h. 
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By forming the KDWU, women could focus on activism and women’s leadership 

in a newly liberated North Korea. Organizers of the KDWU advocated against feudalism 

and “feudal remnants” in the DPRK by helping to eliminate issues such as polygamy55 

and superstitious beliefs that cast women as “... bearers of bad luck and physically unfit” 

for certain occupations.56 The KDWU further argued for the ability to read and write for 

all women as well as financial independence from men.57 

 The KDWU prioritized many of its efforts in rural regions of the North. This is 

an especially important point since many women resided in rural areas within the North. 

In fact, 80 to 90 percent of these women were considered illiterate by the state.58 If 

equality was to be sought, then child marriage and the selling of brides needed to be 

eradicated. The KDWU strove for the women’s right to vote, equal pay alongside men, 

paid maternity leave, social services, and resources for child care while women worked.59 

Just as in other socialist countries, feminist organizations in North Korea illustrated early 

on the double burden of being a working mother and wished to relieve this double 

burden.  

As will be noted later on in this thesis, this double burden has, in fact, not fully 

been relieved by the state. In 1971, Kim Il-Sung noticed that there were very few women 

in political positions of power, noticeably within the Korean Workers’ Party (KWP). The 

KWP Congress in 1980 only mentioned women as a component of the North Korean 

“...‘technical’ revolution, and made no mention at all of the massive under-representation 

 
55 Kim, Among Women across Worlds, 13.  
56 Ibid,132. 
57 Ibid, 13. 
58 Ibid, 13. 
59 Ibid, 13. 
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of women in the Party…”60 Perhaps this may be why the KDWU is so significant in 

illustrating the importance of the presence of women in North Korea’s public sphere and 

their “supposed” influence on public life. Even with the existence of the KDWU, “...there 

is little evidence, other than official rhetoric, that genuine equality is even a real goal of 

the regime.”61 An interview by Jon Halliday, published in 1985, with members of the 

KDWU displays both the advances North Korean women have made as well as the 

patriarchal structures that have been kept in place. On the one hand, the KDWU has 

noted that there should be a partnership between a husband and a wife. For example, 

should the “...husband [come] home [from work] first, [his responsibility is to] do 

something.”62 On the other hand, the KDWU did mention that cooking is a “job women 

have traditionally done, and as their natural duty.”63 In the first case, men are given a 

level of household responsibility. In the second case, it is viewed as “natural” for women 

to cook all the meals while the men complete other tasks. Men are not asked to contribute 

to the cooking for the family, and this is quite a patriarchal aspect of the North Korean 

state. The KDWU, in this published interview, does not complain about such matters, 

especially because doing so might be viewed as a political stance.  

 
60 Jon Halliday, “Women in North Korea: An Interview with the Korean Democratic 

Women's Union,” Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars 17, no. 3 (1985): 49, 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14672715.1985.10409826.  
61 Halliday, “Women in North Korea: An Interview with the Korean Democratic 

Women's Union,” 49. 
62 Ibid, 53. 
63 Ibid, 53. 
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This may explain why Women of Korea, the English version of Korean Woman 

(조선녀성), is tightly regulated by the North Korean government.64 The magazine, 

Women of Korea, serves merely as an example of how the state decided to define 

womanhood and motherhood. Not only were writers for the English version members of 

the KDWU, any writer allowed to write “...for Women of Korea would have had all work 

approved by state officials…”65 This further proves that any article written for Women of 

Korea or Korean Woman (Chosŏn Yŏsŏng) elucidated the new roles that women held, 

even if they were false reports. The state has focused on shaping women’s behavior and 

presentation, while also emphasizing their role in supporting the nation. Women of Korea 

showcased photographs and narratives of “revolutionary heroines,” government-funded 

childcare facilities, communal food preparation, women’s fashion, and critiques of 

women’s rights in South Korea during the 1960s and 1970s.66 Magazines, like Chosŏn 

Yŏsŏng, meant to advise and engage, helped the KDWU create the ideal socialist North 

Korean woman.  

Furthermore, the involvement of women in revolutionary activism 

persisted beyond Juche; In fact, Juche ideology was only the beginning of 

revolutionary activism and the role of women in shaping an independent socialist 

state. The Chollima (Flying Horse) movement, which materialized in the fall of 

 
64 Amanda Anderson, "Mothers and Labourers: North Korea’s Gendered Labour Force in 

Women in Korea," Journal of History and Cultures 6 (2016): 20, 

https://historyandcultures.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/anderson.pdf.  
65 Anderson, "Mothers and Labourers," 20. 
66 Ibid, 20. 
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1958,67 became a North Korean mass mobilization campaign intended toward 

creating a “revolutionary high tide of socialist construction” as well as 

accomplishing industrialization by organizing the public.68 A memo written by 

General Viktor Samsonov of the USSR addressed to Nikita Khrushchev 

concentrated on the Chollima movement, and in particular, the economic growth 

North Korea strove to achieve. 

Image 2:  

Symbol of the KDWU (조선민주녀성동맹), first employed at the KDWU Third 

Congress in 1965, Pyongyang69 

 
67Samsonov, "Chollima Movement: Accelerate the Development of Socialism in the 

DPRK," August 18, 1960, in New Evidence on North Korea's Chollima Movement and 

First Five-Year Plan (1957–1961), ed. James Person (Washington, DC: Wilson Center, 

2009), https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/chollima-movement-accelerate-

development-socialism-dprk. 
68 Han S. Park, North Korea: Ideology, Politics, Economy (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

Prentice Hall, 1996), 76. 
69 Kim, Among Women across Worlds,157. 

https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/chollima-movement-accelerate-development-socialism-dprk
https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/chollima-movement-accelerate-development-socialism-dprk
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As Samsonov noted, there was a “...great overextension in the work of manual 

laborers, office workers, and students is evident in the DPRK, whose work day is often 

not 8, but 10-12 hours, frequently including days off. The KWP…was forced to [reduce] 

the planned targets several times during the year, and essentially the friends worked 

without a plan in 1959.”70 The manual laborers employed during the Chollima movement 

were both men and women in North Korea. This not only explains Samsonov’s 

comparison of the Chollima movement to the Great Leap Forward in China;71 It further 

clarifies his explanation of labor units, also known as the “Chollima Brigades.”72 Such 

labor units extolled the virtues of working diligently for the nation and becoming a 

“Chollima ‘[hero].’”73 Men as well as women were encouraged to aspire to become 

heroes in the name of the state.  

The DPRK never stopped viewing the ideal citizen as someone who would be a 

“...socialist…patriotic fighter who would sacrifice themselves for the nation.”74 Notably, 

a speech by Kim Il-Sung delivered in 1968 mentioned one of the Chollima heroines. A 

woman and “multi-loom operator”75 named Ri Hwa-Sun was considered to be a “genuine 

 
70 Samsonov, "Chollima Movement," 1960. 
71 Samsonov, "Chollima Movement," 1960. 
72 Ibid. 
73  Joseph Sang-Hoon Chung, “North Korea’s ‘Seven Year Plan’ (1961-70): Economic 

Performance and Reforms,” Asian Survey 12, no. 6 (1972): 537, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2643049.  
74 Jin Woong Kang, "The Two Faces of North Korean State Power," SAGE Open 34, no. 

3 (October 2014): 219, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9256.12052.  
75 Kim Il-sung, LET US FURTHER DEVELOP THE CHOLLIMA WORKTEAM 

MOVEMENT, A GREAT SPUR TO SOCIALIST CONSTRUCTION, in The Collected 

Works of Kim Il-sung, Volume 22 (Pyongyang: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 

1985), 222, https://www.marxists.org/archive/kim-il-sung/cw/22.pdf. 
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Chollima rider, a heroine…and a true revolutionary.”76 Kim Il-Sung further commended 

Ri, urging other women to emulate her and strive to generate more “…innovators like 

Comrade Ri Hwa-Sun…”77 Immanuel Kim’s use of North Korean fiction to reflect real-

life political and social conditions enables readers to grasp the significance of the 

Chollima heroine and understand why Ri Hwa-Sun could be seen as a “hidden hero”78 

although the Hidden Hero (sumun yongung) Campaign did not begin until the late 

1970s.79 As Immanuel Kim indicates, the hidden heroes in North Korean fiction 

symbolize the “Kimilsungist nation” and help propagate the discourse of leader-centered 

nationalism. To advance this narrative, the government delved into the protagonist's 

personal life to assess whether they were living in devotion to the Great Leader.80 As a 

result, Ri received recognition alongside other Chollima heroines, while the rest of North 

Korean society was required to emulate Chollima heroes. 

Accordingly, there was a prominent connection between the Chollima movement 

and women. Labor brigades required women’s assistance in developing a new, socialist 

nation; Without the other half of the North Korean population, the Chollima movement 

could not be realized, the economy would not be as efficient, and women might not have 

been as exposed to state persuasions of new, anti-feudalist tendencies. Purportedly, the 

Chollima movement is directly related to Juche ideology as well as North Korean laws. 

 
76 Kim, LET US FURTHER DEVELOP THE CHOLLIMA WORKTEAM MOVEMENT, 

223. 
77 Ibid, 223. 
78 Immanuel Kim, Rewriting Revolution: Women, Sexuality, and Memory in North 

Korean Fiction (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2018), 105, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvvn309. 
79 Kim, 101. 
80 Ibid, 102.  
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Some of these details will be described in later parts of this section. However, it is 

important to note that the implementation of laws promoting gender equality did not 

necessarily illustrate that the North Korean government was genuinely interested in 

liberating women for the sake of their empowerment.  

There may be two indications pointing to this issue. The first relates to the 

economic system: “...for women to realize equality in labor as the subjects of labor, 

women should be liberated from the family and be encouraged to participate in 

industries.”81 The second pertains to the issue of women working alongside men to devise 

an independent national economy. In Kim Il-Sung’s 1961 Speech at the National Meeting 

of Mothers, he spoke to the women about socialist liberation. Kim Il-Sung was quick to 

mention Engel's notion of “liberation through labor”82 could truly be the road to lasting 

equality. Hence, Kim Il-Sung’s speech indicated that the Women’s Union “should 

actively campaign for women’s participation in socialist construction…and [provide] 

conditions that will allow them to work well.”83 Since Kim Il-Sung already believed 

illiteracy among women and feudalistic aspects had been expunged,84 the only aspect 

important to North Korean society was for the double burden to be taken away from 

women in order to allow women and men to create a socialist state.  

However, it seems that the idea of liberating women through labor in fact became 

a double burden for women. On the one hand, women were expected to be productive 

 
81 Sun-uk Kim, “A Study on the North Korean Legal System Related to the Status of 

Women,” Women's Studies Forum 8 (December 31, 1992): 9. 
82 Park, North Korea: Ideology, Politics, Economy, 76.  
83 Kim Il-sung, Works, Volume 15 (Pyongyang: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 

1983), 307, https://www.marxists.org/archive/kim-il-sung/cw/15.pdf. 
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alongside men. On the other hand, women were also expected to boost the North Korean 

population to allow increased labor for the purposes of the state.85 Although Kim Il-Sung 

and the North Korean government claimed that the state would alleviate women’s double 

burden and foster a more equal labor force, women continued to face the dual 

responsibility of working for the state and bearing children. 

Kim Il-Sung believed that, during the Chollima movement, women had already 

gained emancipation and should now use this newfound freedom to help build a socialist 

society. Both signs demonstrate that the goal of establishing an equal North Korean 

society would only be an economic benefit for the state, not for the women necessarily. 

As stated previously, the Chollima campaign emphasized more of the socialist principles 

of equality with men through work as many Marxists, such as Engels, believed. Socialist 

principles meant that devotion to the North Korean socialist, monolithic ideological 

system would be the only way to ensure women’s emancipation in the North. If women 

had already accomplished equality with men through laws, they could become helpful 

citizens through labor.86  

The two most important laws that “liberated” women from their “feudalist” past 

included the “Law on Labour (24 June 1946) and the Law on Equal Rights for Men and 

Women (30 July 1946) specifically promoted women’s involvement in the unfolding 

process of nation building.”87 Kim Il-Sung concurred with Lenin and Engels early on 

during his rule. Lenin sensed that true emancipation for women would arise when “only 

 
85 Kim, Among Women across Worlds, 132. 
86 Park, North Korea: Ideology, Politics, Economy, 76. 
87 Natalia Kim, “Discourse on Motherhood and Childrearing: The Role of Women in 

North Korea, ” Acta Asiatica Varsoviensia, no. 32 (January 2019): 61, 
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where and when an all-out struggle begins against this petty housekeeping...”88 This is 

something Engels concurred with when he noted that equality between the sexes only 

occurs when “private housekeeping is transformed into a social industry, [and] the care 

and education of children becomes a public affair.”89 If women were to be freed from the 

double burden of working and taking care of the household, Kim Il-Sung possessed a 

plan not so dissimilar from other socialist countries, such as what would become East 

Germany. In 1946 North Korea, Kim Il-Sung indicated that the government is obligated 

to take action to care for North Korean children using state care to promote women’s 

involvement in public affairs.90  

During the Fifth Congress of the Korean Workers’ Party in 1970, the political 

party declared that releasing women from the significant pressure of being responsible for 

the household was a cardinal objective of the government.91 This would later be 

displayed in the North Korean Constitution of 1972 and later revised in 1998. Article 77 

notes that “The State shall afford special protection to mothers and children by providing 

maternity leave, reduced working hours for mothers with many children, a wide network 

of maternity hospitals…kindergartens, and other measures.”92 The Chollima movement 

was not simply responsible for creating a new economy, allowing mothers to partially rid 

themselves of the double burden.  

 
88 Park, North Korea: Ideology, Politics, Economy, 76. 
89 Park, North Korea: Ideology, Politics, Economy, 76. 
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91 Ibid, 76. 
92 Constitution of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (1998), Constitute Project, 

accessed April 5, 2025, 
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Another interesting detail is that the Chollima movement further generated an 

entirely new workforce. The author Suzy Kim found by the mid-1960s “...women [in 

North Korea] now constituted almost 50 percent of the workforce, making up the 

majority of workers and managers in light and local industries.”93 This would allow 

women to truly take part in a revolutionary society. However, it would also allow women 

to show gratitude to the state, Kim Il-Sung, and subsequent leaders through mass 

consciousness, for removing many feudal elements from North Korean society.  

Women have been used as propaganda tools in the North since work outside of 

the home was not always a given to women. There was always an expectation of 

becoming a good and righteous mother. Yet, socialism provided a new means for 

“liberating” women although such “freedom” was ideological and political. Expressing 

their ultimate loyalty to Kim Il-Sung was a way to repay the kindness the leader had 

provided women with the right to work. Expressing loyalty also meant that the leader was 

wise, thoughtful, and compassionate toward the people of the nation. Entering the 

workforce became a method of fidelity to the state and to the leader specifically. 

Women’s work signified the success of the revolution and of the Chollima movement. 

Working for the nation became a formalized category of appreciation to the nation and to 

the leader. This is why mass consciousness was essential in positioning women as crucial 

parts of the DPRK ideological machine. 
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Image 3: 

Cover of Choson Yosong (Magazine) from 1961, Presenting Women and Men 

Working Together during the Chollima Movement94 

 
94 Constitution of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (1998), accessed April 5, 

2025, https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Peoples_Republic_of_Korea_1998. 
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While the North Korean state became accountable for the gendered labor it 

generated, the concept of the “revolutionized” woman and mother remained important in 

a heavily militarized country. Beyond the Chollima movement, socialist resolutions for 

gender equality, and the idea of the “hidden hero,” how did the party and the elites 

envision the “revolutionized” woman? To clarify, how did the party wish North Koreans 

to view the “revolutionized” woman? This is a multi-pronged answer since the 

“revolutionized” North Korean woman was not simply viewed as a woman; She was a 

noble mother to the new generation of children, who would eventually become 

revolutionaries themselves. The concept of the ideal North Korean mother has been 

emphasized as a social, political, and even military tool in the DPRK. Discourse on 

women as mothers has been utilized in North Korean speeches, films, posters, songs, and 

other state-approved propaganda. This next section on the representation of women and 

mothers in North Korean propaganda illustrates the state’s attempt to create the ideal 

woman.  
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Chapter IV a.: How Women and Mothers Have Been Portrayed in North Korean  

Propaganda, Their Representation, and the Military 

 

 

There have been multiple views of the ideal woman and mother in North Korea. 

Namely, by the end of the 1960s, Chosŏn Yŏsŏng portrayed nationalist attitudes 

concerning “...women’s social duties and roles.”95 As Juche became the official state 

ideology by the 1960s and the 1970s, the author, Natalia Kim, notes that Chosŏn 

Yŏsŏng’s preliminary depictions of the ideal woman began to incorporate traditional 

views of Korean women; Neo-Confucianism became a novel method to link Juche to the 

North Korean woman, wife, and mother. The initial representations of the ideal North 

Korean woman “...[included] notions such as caring, moral virtue and modesty, which 

referred to the traditional image of ‘the wise mother and good wife’ (hyeong-mo-yang-

cho).”96 Kim Jong-Il noticed the importance of linking Neo-Confucianism (성리학) to 

Juche Ideology; Kim Jong-Il recognized that the “...subordination of women [could 

be]...strengthened during [his] reign.”97 Fascinatingly, the “supposed” equality between 

men and women presented by Kim Il-Sung and the KDWU did not portray true equality. 

There was a “...new vision of a woman’s role under Juche-oriented socialism.”98 

Furthermore, it seemed that the “...primary model for a woman from the 1970s onward 

became the image of a revolutionary mother dedicated to the Party and its leader. The 

state encouraged women to be feminine superheroes, who excel in all areas of life both 
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social and personal.”99 According to the North Korean state, what was the “revolutionary 

mother” as well as the new, traditional mother? How was this mother a part of North 

Korean style Neo-Confucianism? 

The author, Suzy Kim, an assistant professor in the Department of Asian 

Languages and Cultures at Rutgers University, studies the notion of maternalism in the 

DPRK. North Korea views revolutionary nation-building as a significant aspect 

consistent with motherhood. However, the ideal North Korean woman oscillates between 

“...characterizations of North Korean womanhood between traditional and revolutionary 

ideals have been noted in much of the literature on North Korean women.”100 On the one 

hand, women were often “effeminized” in a highly militaristic nation, specifically 

through North Korea’s Songun (선군) Policy. On the other hand, posters, films, 

magazines, and speeches indicated how women should present themselves and act as the 

ideal feminine. 

 The ideal woman and mother in North Korea is quite complex, enmeshed in 

politics, history, and the social sphere. Kim Jong-Il is said to have been a cinephile 

throughout his time as the leader of the DPRK. In Kim Jong-Il’s On The Art Of Cinema, 

he explains that it is the duty of cinema to become instrumental in “...contributing to 

people's development into true communists and [to assist] in the revolutionizing and 

remodelling of the whole of society on the working-class pattern.”101 On The Art Of 
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Cinema extols the films, The Sea of Blood (P’ibada) and The Flower Girl (Kkot P’anŭn 

Ch'ŏnyŏ), which were adapted into film by Kim Jong-Il in 1969 and 1972.102 The films 

were also two of the “Five Great Revolutionary Operas,” which were originally plays 

supposedly written by Kim Il-Sung.103 The Sea of Blood and The Flower Girl are 

consequential to the development of what should be considered the ideal woman and 

mother in the North.  

The Sea of Blood is a North Korean “revolutionary opera,” which distinctively 

illustrates the revolutionary mother. According to the author, Alzo David-West, it is the 

mother who “speaks to irrational and infantile forces in the mind of the audience. She 

demands faith in her parental authority, compassion, and love.”104 This is not only a 

depiction of Neo-Confucianism in North Korean society; It also symbolizes the mother as 

a revolutionary figure who nurtures and raises other revolutionaries. The Sea of Blood 

focuses on the anti-Japanese struggle before Korean liberation. This may explain why the 

mother is viewed as “...a power that is able to endure and conquer all hardships, which 

transforms into the power of the revolution as the mother awakens to revolutionary 

consciousness.”105 While the Confucian aspect of filial piety toward any motherly figure 

is employed, it becomes evident that the “...mother’s strength as a revolutionary is 

attributed to her role as a mother…”106 In The Sea of Blood, the mother is taught to read 

by her youngest son, Ul Nam, who is later shot and killed by a Japanese Corporal.107 This 
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is an important point because it teaches women the importance of literacy for the nation 

as well as becoming a revolutionary mother. The ideal mother is a revolutionary mother 

according to The Sea of Blood. This proves a significant point.  

The mother serves a specific purpose in the film; She is obligated to become an 

educated, revolutionary. Every part of her being serves as a means of liberating Koreans 

while raising children to become conscious of their revolutionary responsibilities. On The 

Art Of Cinema presents The Sea of Blood as a means of teaching the North Korean 

nation, specifically mothers, how to become revolutionized. Kim Jong-Il notes that the 

mother’s “...character clearly demonstrates that a person’s revolutionary world outlook is 

not formed in a day or two, nor is it acquired in smooth stages, in the way that a first 

grader is promoted to the second grade in school.”108 Kim Il-Sung also wrote about the 

importance of developing the revolutionized mother in multiple orations. His 1947 

address On Strengthening Guidance To The Women’s Union, a 1961 speech entitled The 

Duty Of Mothers In The Education Of Children, and a 1968 speech labeled Let Us Bring 

Up The Children Of Revolutionary Martyrs To Become Committed Revolutionaries all 

delivered the message how to become the ideal revolutionary woman, wife, and mother.  

These are only three speeches that mention the issue of women, children, mothers, 

and the importance of the revolutionized citizen, which will be discussed below in 

relation to The Sea of Blood. Kim Jong-Il's perspectives on cinema, along with Kim Il-

Sung's ideas about the revolutionized woman, will be further explained through an 

analysis of The Flower Girl. The Sea of Blood and The Flower Girl will be compared in 

terms of the emergence of the revolutionary mother and the revolutionary woman. 
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Notably, Kim Il-Sung and Kim Jong-Il’s speeches deliver a specific definition of 

propaganda to the North Korean people. Richard A. Nelson, a retired professor from 

Louisiana State University, has defined propaganda “...as ‘an intentional and systematic 

form of persuasion with ideological, political or commercial purposes, with the intent of 

influencing the emotions, attitudes, opinions and actions of groups of specific 

recipients.’”109 Visual propaganda, exemplified by The Sea of Blood and The Flower 

Girl, seeks to emphasize the superiority of the nation, with the North Korean elites 

expecting viewers to emulate the actions and values shown on screen.  

Kim Il-Sung notes in On Strengthening Guidance To The Women’s Union that 

women’s organizations, like the KDWU, “...should educate women to understand clearly 

that to live idly on their husbands’ earnings, just cooking and nursing babies at home is a 

manifestation of the old way of thinking and that to work is their honourable sacred duty 

as citizens for their own benefit and for the prosperity and development of the 

country.”110 This statement demonstrates the ideological framework that the party sought 

to reshape conventional gender roles in the North, specifically concerning women and 

labor. Working for the nation is viewed as “honourable” and “sacred” for women, and 

Kim Il-Sung clarifies that creating a new, socialist state allows women to be elevated to a 

higher status. The Sea of Blood emphasizes personal sacrifice, education, and 

revolutionizing women as methods of underscoring the new, socialist woman, someone 

who would not show reverence to traditional gender norms.  

 
109 Adrián Tomás Samit, “The Flowers of the Revolution: The North Korean Propaganda 

Film,” L’ATALANTE 21 (January–June 2016): 205. 
110 Kim Il-sung, On Strengthening Guidance to the Women’s Union (Pyongyang: Foreign 

Languages Publishing House, 1980, 425–426. 
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In The Duty Of Mothers In The Education Of Children, Kim Il-Sung illuminates 

the importance of a mother raising her children and at-home education. The translated 

version of his speech demonstrates that a mother is more important in raising children 

than a father because “...it is she who gives birth to the children and brings them up. A 

mother is the first educator of children. She teaches them everything necessary, starting 

with how to walk, how to speak, how to dress and how to eat.”111 Kim Il-Sung 

underscores that mothers are pivotal in a child's early development, teaching essential life 

skills and instilling the values necessary for the socialist state. This concept mirrors the 

portrayal of women in The Sea of Blood, where mothers are not only caregivers; They are 

also active influencers in the ideological and revolutionary education of their children. In 

the film, mothers and other women often take on the role of moral and ideological 

advisors, conveying revolutionary attitudes and emphasizing loyalty to the North Korean 

nation.  

In Let Us Bring Up The Children Of Revolutionary Martyrs To Become 

Committed Revolutionaries, Kim Il-Sung, once again, declares the significance of 

educating the youth to become revolutionary citizens. However, the focus on mothers and 

women is given less prominence. If a mother had become a “revolutionary martyr” for 

the nation, her children should be able to continue the best revolutionary education that 

North Korea would be able to provide. Notably, Kim Il-Sung notes that if the children of  

“revolutionary martyrs” were to become additionally educated, they “...should study hard 

and arm themselves with the revolutionary ideology [of the] Party and acquire a wealth of 

 
111 Kim Il-sung, The Duty of Mothers in the Education of Children, in The Collected 
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experience in Party and political work. This is the way they can develop to become 

competent Party political workers.”112 While mothers may not be mentioned in this 

portion of Kim Il-Sung’s speech, they can certainly be significant examples of what a 

revolutionary should look like even though the North Korean children and youth are 

eventually educated using state principles. Much like Kim Il-Sung’s statement in Let Us 

Bring Up The Children of Revolutionary Martyrs to Become Committed Revolutionaries, 

The Sea of Blood conveys strong beliefs about becoming a revolutionary, national 

identity, and the individual’s role within the state.  

The omission of women and mothers in Kim Il-Sung's speech may reflect a 

broader tendency in North Korea to place revolutionary education within the hands of the 

state, where the influence of the individual mother is overshadowed by the government. 

The educational system is viewed as the primary means for passing on ideological 

principles after children begin their schooling. The state becomes the true “parent” of the 

new generations. However, the mother as a revolutionary martyr is often minimized; She 

becomes symbolic to the revolution and possesses a sacrificial role. While the mother 

may not directly shape her child’s political development once formal education begins, 

her sacrifice and revolutionary spirit remain a powerful symbol of the highest 

revolutionary ideals that children are expected to embody, specifically reflecting the 

sacrifice of the mother in The Sea of Blood. 

All three speeches establish a propaganda narrative, in which mothers, through 

their sacrifice and commitment to raising their children as revolutionaries, are viewed as 

 
112 Kim Il-sung, Let Us Bring Up the Children of Revolutionary Martyrs to Become 
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important to the revolution, even as the state takes a more active role in formal education. 

The speeches highlight the significant connection between individual, specifically the 

mother, impact and the government-controlled academic structure in upholding North 

Korea’s revolutionary ideals. While acknowledging the significant role mothers play in 

shaping their children's beliefs, the speeches highlight the state’s overriding authority in 

guiding the nation’s ideology.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 4:  

Poster for the 1969 film, The Sea of Blood113  

 
113 Uwe Brodrecht, “0705 - Nordkorea 2015 - Pjöngjang”, October 9, 2015, Wikimedia 

Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:0705_-_Nordkorea_2015_-

_Pj%C3%B6ngjang_(22982649281).jpg. 
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The Flower Girl is another North Korean “revolutionary opera,” which will be 

compared against The Sea of Blood. While The Sea of Blood focuses on the revolutionary 

mother during Japanese occupation, The Flower Girl emphasizes the North Korean 

woman as a revolutionary without basing the entire narrative on the woman as a mother. 

The main character in The Flower Girl is a young woman named Kkotbun, who “... sells 

flowers in the village marketplace to buy medicine for her ill mother and feed her blind 

sister.”114 In the film, hard work is emphasized, with Kkotbun’s sick mother dying from 

excessive labor for the Pae family, those who have chosen to collaborate with the 

Japanese.  

By the end of the film, Kkotbun’s brother, Chol Ryong, returns to her village, 

having revealed that he joined the Korean independence movement. Finally, Chol Ryong 

“...frees Kkotbun and releases all the villagers from the tyranny of the Pae family.”115 It 

should be noted that it is not until Kkotbun’s brother returns that liberation from the 

Japanese and their collaborators occurs. While Kkotbun is the protagonist of the film, she 

serves a purpose for the North Korean nation. As the author Josefine Edström remarks, 

the women in the film display “...hard-work and devotion to their family,” which “...can 

be seen as an image portraying the ideal North Korean person and is made to inspire the 

North Korean people and instill in them that devotion to the nation is a good thing.”116 

However, Chol Ryong, as a man in the film, is a symbol of liberation and freedom. 

 
114 Sean Huy McNamara Vu, “The Sacred Revolution: The Art of Propaganda in North 

Korea,” The Macksey Journal 3, no. 1 (2022): 32, 

https://mackseyjournal.scholasticahq.com/article/39624.  
115 Josefine Edström, The Feminized People and the Patriarchal State: Studying the 

Portrayal of Gender in North Korean Films (Uppsala: Uppsala University, 2018), 13, 
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Kkotbun’s passiveness does not mean she does not have revolutionary feelings; It means 

that she must receive direction to become a revolutionary, just as the state provides 

guidance to the North Korean population.  

Kim Il-Sung’s three speeches become relevant in terms of The Flower Girl in 

multiple ways. Sacrifice, revolutionary principles, education, and the teachings of the 

nation are all significant themes in The Flower Girl and the speeches. Strikingly, The Sea 

of Blood shares similar themes to The Flower Girl. Both the speeches and The Sea of 

Blood will be examined in relation to The Flower Girl. Primarily, The Flower Girl 

illustrates women’s suffering under Japanese colonialism and the sacrifices that even a 

sick mother is willing to make for her family and the nation. Kkotpun does become 

empowered through new, revolutionary ideals because of Chol Ryong. Similarly, The Sea 

of Blood demonstrates how mothers sacrifice and suffer, becoming a part of the 

revolution. The speeches, The Duty of Mothers in the Education of Children and Let Us 

Bring Up the Children of Revolutionary Martyrs to Become Committed Revolutionaries 

stress the role of mothers in raising the next generation to carry the revolutionary ideals 

forward as well as self-sacrifice. 

Education and the teachings of the nation in terms of revolution are also 

emphasized. In The Flower Girl, Kkotpun realizes the significance of the revolutionary 

movement. Accordingly, there is a potential for ideological growth and education. The 

speeches, specifically The Duty of Mothers in the Education of Children and Let Us 

Bring Up the Children of Revolutionary Martyrs to Become Committed Revolutionaries, 

enhance the state’s role in guaranteeing the continuity of the revolution, with mothers as 

crucial educators in the early stages of a child’s life and revolutionary instruction. The 
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Sea of Blood emphasizes the ideal mother, someone who becomes educated and can 

educate in order for the revolution to continue. The idea of ideological education is 

something that the speeches, The Flower Girl, and The Sea of Blood have in common.  

Furthermore, The Sea of Blood and The Flower Girl act as crucial examples of 

North Korean propaganda. On the one hand, The Sea of Blood illustrates the importance 

of radical resistance; Women become martyrs for the revolution, allowing them to be an 

example of the state’s insistence on loyalty and self- sacrifice. The Flower Girl, while 

also campaigning for revolution, does so differently. There is a larger focus on the 

individual’s endeavors to fight injustice and the possibility for liberation through the 

collective. The film also specifically highlights women’s suffering under Japanese 

colonialism, which The Sea of Blood mainly omits. Nonetheless, both films are central to 

understanding North Korean propaganda, and their focus on the role of women offers a 

vital perspective into the formation of the ideal woman and citizen. 

North Korean propaganda on women and mothers persists regarding two more 

significant genres. The first is women, beauty, and femininity. The second is the military 

woman and Songun, or military-first, Policy. The second genre does generally de-

feminize women, and traditional Korean patriarchal values materialize in both cases. 

North Korean beauty is somewhat difficult to define; This is mainly due to the 

revolutionary and militaristic nature of the country. Beauty often functions in tandem 

with fashion, which may often be viewed as capitalistic in essence, although North 

Korean fashion does exist as a means of discussing femininity. 

According to the author, Alzo David-West, beauty is quite objective in the North 

Korean case, meaning that In the North Korean case, a person “... is beautiful in art when 
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‘ideological and mental beauty’ and ‘plastic beauty’ (rendered beauty in visual art) are in 

‘perfect harmony.’ The first type of beauty is the primary, though. A ‘lovely’ or 

‘handsome’ face does not replace ‘noble disposition.’”117 North Korean beauty is mainly 

ideological and mental in nature. Of course, it is important to have a beautiful face on the 

screen, such as the actress playing Kkotbun. However, Kkotbun’s sacrifice for the nation 

makes her more attractive. This contrasts significantly with the capitalist notion that 

beauty is either an inherent physical trait one is born with or something one is obligated 

to create. Additionally, there is a contrast between “‘noble and beautiful man’” and 

“‘vulgar and mean man.’”118 Ideologically, a woman or a man can be beautiful by 

following Juche Ideology, yet refusing to follow Juche Ideology may be viewed as 

against state, its wishes, and the notion of self-sacrifice. One of the main aspects is the 

theory that citizens become “...equal member[s] of society, free from social bondages and 

the demand to lead noble, civilized and beautiful ideological and cultural life, free from 

all sorts of wrong ideology and ignorance.”119 While this statement on equality came 

from 2014 rather than earlier sources, it echoes earlier demonstrations from posters and 

performances on possessing a virtuous life. The statement illustrates the significance of 

developing a society in which individuals uphold strong moral, cultural, and ideological 

principles. These principles are viewed as crucial for creating an ideal community and 

state, where each person plays a role in contributing to the collective well-being. 

Additionally, the statement emphasizes the consequence of refusing “wrong ideolog[ies]” 

 
117 Alzo David-West, “North Korean Aesthetic Theory: Aesthetics, Beauty, and 'Man',” 

Journal of Aesthetic Education 47, no. 1 (Spring 2013): 108, 

https://doi.org/10.5406/jaesteduc.47.1.0104. 
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in favor of self-reliance in addition to a dynamic, independent national character. North 

Korean citizens become beautiful by espousing Juche Ideology, allowing the country to 

create its own notion of aesthetics, separate from undesirable ideologies of other states 

that could undermine North Korea's Juche system. 

As beauty is concerned within the North Korean theater, dance performances, and 

film structure, women are considered beautiful through tradition. Traditional dances are 

no longer remnants of the elites in Korean society; They are examples of Korean 

nationalism. Women in the North become beautiful, nationalist dancers by “...moving 

elegantly through circle, square, and line formations” and with their “...arms frequently 

extended sideward, the dancers walk, almost as if floating, while gently bending and 

extending their knees. They punctuate their movements with flicks of the wrist that gently 

propel their sleeves upward and outward.”120 In the North, beauty is simple, and it means 

that women possess a nationalist elegance, something disciplined within society. The 

beauty of tradition is further viewed through joseonot (traditional Korean clothing). 

Joseonot has been described since the 1960s as the “...ideal North Korean women’s 

bodily presentation attired in traditional form” and the “...corrective to the immediate past 

of Japanese colonial rule, which had disgraced national dignity.”121 North Korea does 

advertise joseonot as a nationalistic dress code for women, adopted from Korean 

traditions stressing the significance of discreet femininity. It is important that joseonot is 

not showy, sparkly, or ostentatious.  

 
120 Suk-Young Kim, Illusive Utopia: Theater, Film, and Everyday Performance in North 

Korea (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2010), 220, 
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The beauty of North Korean joseonot remains in “...graceful lines, not in flashy 

colors. As a matter of fact, Korean women prefer delicate or pastel shades for their 

dresses, as if to symbolize the virtue that they have preserved throughout the long history 

of Korea.”122 Notably, joseonot is both feminine and de-sexualizing. Since traditional 

Korean dress is not flamboyant, it is difficult to discern the shape of a woman’s body 

while she wears traditional Korean dress. This may be exactly what the party pursues; 

Ideology becomes much more important than individualism within the state. Once Kim 

Il-Sung had solidified his power over the North Korean people, women’s dress had 

become one way to illustrate the power of the leader and the party. The body of the 

individual had become “...situated under the benevolent guidance of the national father, 

destined to perform docile gestures of beauty and obedience.”123 This was the perfect 

guide to the feminine woman, who was both a nationalist and a follower of Juche.  

Of course, joseonot was also the perfect guide to the Korean woman, someone 

who knew how to emphasize their cultural identity while showing national pride. As 

illustrated in Image 6, a mother wearing joseonot with her children, especially the boy on 

her shoulder holding the North Korean flag, illustrates the pride the mother and her 

children possess for their nation. Such pride would be passed down to future generations, 

as Kim Il-Sung had intended. Accordingly, the mother embodies tradition, cultural purity, 

and femininity. The child emphasizes the future generations of the North inheriting 

nationalist sentiment as they hold and look up to their nation’s flag. Finally, the joseonot 
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functions as a way to represent Korean culture and loyalty to the nation while acting as a 

manner of attaining control over the female body.  

 

Image 5: 

Mandarin Chinese Language Poster of The Flower Girl, 1972124 

 

 
124 The Flower Girl, directed by Ik-gyu Choe and Hak Park (Pyongyang: Korean Film 

Studio, 1972), https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0168937/. 
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Image 6: 

Cover of 조선 녀성 (Chosŏn yŏsŏng), September 1964, Illustrating a Woman Wearing 

Joseonot Taking Care of her Children125 

 
125 Chosŏn yŏsŏng P'yŏngyang, September 1, 1964, 

https://www.loc.gov/item/79647236/1964-09-01/ed-1/. 
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Joseonot may have been a way to create a docile feminine North Korean woman, 

yet Songun Policy became a means to become the perfect military woman, specifically 

someone who could be a revolutionary in the future while transforming into a de-

sexualized, de-feminized woman. Women’s lives become controlled by the militarized 

state, causing women to be forced into a force that safeguards the country, meaning their 

femininity is partially disrupted by a military nation. Again, Songun Policy is described 

past the 1980s in a speech by Kim Jong-Il on January, 29, 2003. Songun Policy had been 

in motion for some time, yet Kim Jong-Il’s speech on Songun, Juche, and the military re-

emphasized the significance of Songun Policy. According to Kim Jong-Il, the “... 

underlying aspects of Songun politics are that military affairs are of paramount 

importance, that the army is the hard core and main force of the revolution, and that the 

army must be strengthened in every way.”126 There is a patriarchal structure to Songun 

Policy, especially since the military is male-dominated, and it is important to strengthen 

the military. This bolsters traditional gender roles that put men at the core of decision-

making and state-building.  

However, the idea of “revolution” within Songun does emphasize a collective 

struggle, which places women alongside men. Unfortunately, the notion that women’s 

liberation may only exist on paper has implications for women’s identity. As previously 

noted, North Korea’s national identity has generally been designed through the view of 

militarism, and women have been figuratively tied to the state’s physical and ideological 

“strength” through their bodies. The focus on the military as the driving force of the 
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revolution compels women to represent values of sacrifice, loyalty, and support for the 

military, including the duty of raising new generations ready for combat. In the author, 

Suzy Kim’s, “Mothers and Maidens: Gendered Formation of Revolutionary Heroes in 

North Korea,” she notes a continued emphasis on militarized motherhood and how the 

employment of motherhood in the North is a “...reminder that modern masculinities and 

femininities are intricately tied to the process of modern state formation. Men were 

conscripted to fight on behalf of the state by romanticizing violence in the form of 

hypermasculinity as representative of true manhood, and women were not spared.”127 

While the ideal woman in the North is feminine by raising a family for the militarized 

state, the ideal woman being a mother is also an aggressive picture to behold. In 

particular, mothers are not just those who raise the next generation of militants and those 

who self-sacrifice, they are also a part of Songun under the message of the ‘“ideology of 

valuing the gun’” (ch’ongdae chungsi sasang) as part of Military First Politics…”128 Both 

women and men were militarized by the state as North Korea focused on building and 

sustaining a powerful military. In this shift, weapons became the central aspiration for the 

people, rather than a means to achieve the revolution’s intended goals.  

In addition, the 2012 primary source, Songun Politics in Korea, translated into 

English by the Foreign Languages Publishing House in Pyongyang, highlights the 

significance of Songun in the contemporary context. However, its origins can be traced 

back to the 1930s, during the anti-Japanese guerrilla movement.129 Songun Politics In 

Korea records added definitions of Songun as well as the “Essential Features of 
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Songun.”130 According to Songun Politics In Korea, Songun Policy “...pushes ahead with 

overall socialist construction by dint of the revolutionary mettle and combat capabilities 

of the People’s Army.”131 Some “Essential Features of Songun” are that it “...deals with 

all affairs of socialist construction in a revolutionary and militant way with the People’s 

Army as the hard core and main force.”132 For North Korean mothers, this illustrates that 

their role is intimately tied to the military and the state’s revolutionary goals, even if they 

are not directly involved in military roles. Their responsibility as mothers is vital in 

raising the next generation of soldiers, revolutionaries, and ideologically committed 

citizens. The description of the People’s Army as the “core and main force” of socialist 

construction can also pertain to the perception of women in North Korean society. In this 

framework, women’s loyalty to the state, their ability to raise and educate children, and 

their role in preserving family values are fundamental to sustaining the country’s 

revolutionary ideals. As military service was not compulsory for North Korean women 

during the time period covered in this thesis, this likely elucidates the strong emphasis on 

their role in raising revolutionaries. 

Traditionally, the definition of revolution means “a fundamental change in the 

way of thinking about or visualizing something” o “a fundamental change in political 

organization” according to the Miriam-Webster Dictionary.133 While both of these 

definitions are applicable to the case of women in North Korea, they remain somewhat 

unclear. This may be why revolution for North Korean women is explained as one of 
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House, Juche 101, 2012), 3. 
131 Ri Jong Chol, Songun Politics In Korea, 3. 
132  Ibid, 3. 
133 Merriam-Webster, s.v. "revolution," accessed April 6, 2025, https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/revolution. 



 

   

 

48 
 

                                                           

three types by the authors Kyungja Jung and Bronwen Dalton. These three types of 

revolutions were generated by Kim Il-Sung and were to be accomplished by “...a 

technological revolution, one of the three revolutions (ideological, technological, and 

cultural) ... as the basis for the country’s transformation.”134 Of the three types of 

revolutions, ideological revolution became the most important for the development of the 

nation. One of the most pivotal aspects with respect to the development of the North 

Korean nation would become motherhood, specifically revolutionary motherhood. In the 

North, “...the figure of [the] revolutionary mother became the quintessential icon of North 

Korean subjectivity, melding the old and the new.”135 In the North, “...motherhood 

became the primary trope by which to construct not only women’s revolutionary 

subjectivity but that of all North Koreans…”136 This meant that a model citizen was 

someone who sacrificed for the nation; A model mother was also an ideal citizen, who 

could be considered a “hidden hero.” Yet, North Korean women are mostly viewed as 

mother figures rather than women themselves with identities of their own. 

Motherhood as an overall definition has also been an important detail in the 

North. Maternal love in the DPRK has been defined as ‘“mother’s love for child”’ and 

‘“...physical love and love for sociopolitical life…’”137 Mothers of “revolutionary heroes” 

have also contributed to the definition of motherhood and maternal love; This makes 

complete sense since a good mother can create an excellent citizen, ready to sacrifice 
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themselves for the state. As previously noted, the North also drew attention to “...the 

ideal of 'the wise mother and good wife' (hyeong-mo-yang-cho) [which] was central to 

the concept of motherhood in North Korea.”138 Revolutionary motherhood and 

womanhood was important to the state. Primarily, the mother in general is expected to do 

more than just raise children; she must also incorporate wisdom, loyalty, and support for 

the North Korean state. Secondly, she is expected to be a “revolutionary.” The idea that a 

“wise mother” can raise a good citizen, one who is willing to make sacrifices for the sake 

of socialism, illustrates that motherhood is not merely about affection. Motherhood 

means that a woman creates loyal and respectful children who serve the state and its 

needs. This symbolizes a type of state power over the most private facets of family life, 

calling attention to the crucial responsibility mothers play in shaping the North’s identity 

and workforce. 

Motherhood and womanhood could mean remaining docile and feminine, yet it 

could also mean de-sexualising and de-feminizing women to create a revolutionary, 

socialist society. Neo-Confucianism shed further light on the ideal mother and wife, also 

known as hyeong-mo-yang-cho, in the North. Kim Il-Sung’s version of a “revolutionary” 

hyeong-mo-yang-cho meant that “...the socialist Korean family became the very site of a 

woman’s revolutionization and incubator of her communist identity rather than 

oppression.”139Although women were considered emancipated within the household, 

filial piety was still considered significant.  

 
138 Kim, "Discourse on motherhood and childrearing," 69. 
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Accordingly, the supposed liberation that occurred in women’s lives was not truly 

emancipation; Filial piety was still practiced toward one’s mother-and-father in-law. The 

ideal hyeong-mo-yang-cho was also someone “... whose filial piety [was] 

immeasurable.”140 The concept of revolutionary filial piety implies that confining women 

to their traditional roles of oppression should be considered as a form of liberation. A 

filial model serves as a parallel for the relationship between the people and the land. In a 

nation that emphasizes self-reliance in all areas, women could embody the principles of 

North Korean-style filial piety. Women, as mothers, could teach their children that the 

leaders were also “... parental figures… setting up the land and its worship as a metaphor 

for reverence toward the state.”141 This meant that revolutionary motherhood existed as 

means to assisting the state as well as military revolutionaries. Revolutionary mothers, 

although able to work for the state, were still compelled to “...[assist] the primary 

partisan/labor activism of their husbands…”142 This issue will later become important 

when mentioning the elite mothers, such as Kim Jong-suk, Ko Yong-hui, and even Kang 

Ban-Sok.  

When examining motherhood and Neo-Confucianism in the DPRK, it is 

important to recognize that the ideal woman was trained to become a revolutionary 

within the framework of Confucianism. This indicates that North Korean ideology did 

not reject Confucian values; In fact, it embraced the idea that “‘...the family and the home 
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came to symbolize the Korean nation in the North Korean Revolution.’”143 As specified 

by Alzo David-West, both Juche and Songun “...exhibit [a] pathological nationalism in 

the ideas that the society is a family, the leader is the father, the party is the mother, and 

the people are filial sons and daughters.”144 It is significant to note that “the party is the 

mother” because of what the ideal mother should portray.  

By likening the party to the mother, it highlights the expectation that the people 

should be respectful, obedient, and dedicated to the party, similar to how children are 

expected to show respect and loyalty to their own mother. The ideal North Korean 

mother is traditionally seen as the one who nurtures and instills values in her children by 

helping to initially shape their character. By likening the party to the mother, the state 

suggests that the party is the moral example and ideological educator for the country’s 

citizens. Certainly, Korean sayings about the ideal mother and wife maintain that 

“...Treasure is not the wife who has a lot of money, but one whose heart is full of love” 

(don manh-eun an-hae-bo-da jeong manh-eun an-hae-ga bo-mul-i-da).”145 While Natalia 

Kim mentions that this is a traditional Korean saying, it also applies to North Korean 

wives and mothers. This is because the notion of “... jeong, which means devotion, love, 

affection and sincerity”146 is instilled through maternal love and love for the North 

Korean state. 

Moreover, this thesis does not elucidate the entirety of the importance of Songun 

and women since it was only by the late 1980s that Songun Policy became a larger part of 

 
143 Do, Chae, and Park, “Co-authoring Revolution,” 77. 
144 Alzo David-West, “Erich Fromm and North Korea: Social Psychology and the 

Political Regime,” Critical Sociology 40, no. 4 (2014): 579. 
145 Kim, "Discourse on motherhood and childrearing," 75.      
146 Kim, "Discourse on motherhood and childrearing," 75.  
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the North Korean system. As previously stated, this thesis does not surpass the 1980s, 

and this signifies Songun Policy of the 1990s does not receive sufficient attention. Kim 

Jong-suk (김정숙), the mother of Kim Jong-Il and a revolutionary figure in her own 

right, continued the tradition of revolutionary motherhood initiated by Kim Il-Sung’s 

mother, Kang Ban Sok (강반석), within the context of the ideal of the "Mother of 

Korea." The "Mother of Korea" became a model to hold in high regard, meaning that 

Kim Il-Sung’s mother, Kim Jong-Il’s mother, and even Kim Jong-Un’s mother, Ko 

Yong-hui (고용희), became the quintessential, militarized, and revolutionary mother. 

Yet, the discussion of the three leaders’ mothers, their lives, and their revolutionary 

values, specifically Kim Jong-suk and Ko Yong-hui, will be more prominent in part V of 

this thesis.  
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Chapter IV b.: The Kim Family and The Elite Women  

 

 

This section will predominantly focus on Kim Jong-suk (김정숙) and Ko Yong-

hui (고용희) as the two most elite women of North Korea before Ri Sol-ju (리설주), 

Kim Jong-Un’s wife, and Kim Yo Jong (김여정), Kim Jong-Un’s sister. The reason why 

Kang Ban-Sok (강반석) is rarely mentioned throughout this section is because my 

previous undergraduate thesis exclusively pertained to her revolutionary womanhood and 

motherhood. Another point to consider is that sources, whether primary or secondary, on 

Ko Yong-hui, are lacking. While there are more primary sources on Kim Jong-suk, there 

are not as many sources on this elite mother as there have been on Kang Ban-Sok. This is 

not a new point, as has been previously discussed. It may be because Kang Ban-Sok was 

the first documented revolutionary mother and the mother of Kim Il-Sung, North Korea’s 

first leader. Accordingly, Kim Jong-suk will be the first elite mother to be discussed, 

followed by an examination of Ko Yong-hui. 

While a biography of Kim Jong-suk, commonly recognized as the “Mother of 

Korea” alongside Kang Ban-Sok, is publicly available, no such biography exists for Ko 

Yong-hui. Instead, a documentary showcasing Ko Yong-hui, as well as a separate brief 

speech, are both accessible to the public. A document relating to Ko Yong-hui makes her 

known as “the Mother of the Great Songun Korea (위대한 선군 조선의 어머님)” as 

well as the “Respected Mother (존경하는 어머님).”147 However, the effort to portray Ko 

 
147 Fyodor Tertitskiy, “Cults of the Forgotten Wives: Kim Song Ae and Ko Yong Hui,” 

NK News, March 13, 2018, https://www.nknews.org/2018/03/cults-of-the-forgotten-

wives-kim-song-ae-and-ko-yong-hui/. 
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Yong-hui as an ideal mother did not begin until 2002,148 several years after the period 

covered by this thesis. Through the elevation of Kang Ban-Sok’s successors with 

idealized maternal and revolutionary titles, North Korean women have been encouraged 

to emulate the examples set by elite mothers and women.  

Kim Jong-suk, like Kang Ban-Sok, possesses more than one biography, 

positioning her in a comparable role to Kang Ban-Sok among the wives and mothers of 

North Korean leaders. The first biography available to the public, titled Kim Jong Suk: 

The Anti-Japanese Heroine, was written by Kim Ok Sun and published by the Foreign 

Languages Publishing House in Pyongyang in 1997. The second, Kim Jong Suk: 

Biography, was released in 2002 by the same publisher in Pyongyang, but it does not 

specify an author.  

The author B.R. Myers, in his book The Cleanest Race: How North Koreans See 

Themselves and Why it Matters, notes the importance of possessing a revolutionary 

sentiment. The association between women and revolution progressively focused on the 

wives and mothers of the Kim family, functioning as a mechanism for formulating the 

idealized representation of the revolutionary woman. In particular, Myers notes that 

“...Kim Il Sung had to be presented on the one hand as the embodiment of Korean 

naivety and on the other as a brilliant revolutionary warrior.”149 This signifies that in 

North Korea, the designation of “revolutionary,” especially when attributed to the wives 

and mothers of the Kim family, played a crucial role in creating the ideal North Korean 

woman as well as the cult of the Kim family women.  

 
148 Tertitskiy, “Cults of the Forgotten Wives.” 
149 B.R. Myers, The Cleanest Race: How North Koreans See Themselves and Why It 

Matters (Brooklyn: Melville House, 2010), 36. 
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The Kim family women in the North, specifically the emphasis on Kim Jong-suk 

(김정숙) and Ko Yong-hui (고용희), has perpetuated the concept of the ideal North 

Korean woman and mother, originally stemming from Kang Ban-Sok. Kim Ok-Sun’s 

biography about Kim Jong-suk maintains that “...Kim Jong Suk regarded holding the 

great leader in high esteem as her highest honour, her greatest happiness and her noblest 

lifelong duty…”150  Kim Jong-suk exemplified the epitome of being a great revolutionary 

wife to Kim Il-Sung. Supporting Kim Il-Sung in his efforts became her revolutionary 

duty, and raising the future children of the DPRK, specifically Kim Jong-Il, was also a 

revolutionary duty. Kim Jong-suk’s biographer, Kim Ok-Sun, also mentioned how Kim 

Jong-suk “...had the same warm heart as General’s mother Kang Pan Sok…”151 Making 

the connection between Kang Ban-Sok, Kim Il-Sung’s mother, and his wife, Kim Jong-

suk, and her loyalty to the North Korean nation illustrated an immense amount of respect 

for Kim Jong-Il’s mother. In the 2002 biography written about Kim Jong-suk, there is an 

indication of how she raised Kim Jong-Il. In this next biography, Kim Il-Sung is said to 

have recalled that Kim Jong-suk “...brought up Comrade Kim Jong Il to be the leader of 

the future, and presented him to the motherland and the Party. You say I brought him up 

to be my successor but, in actual fact, the foundation was laid by Kim Jong Suk. This was 

the greatest service she rendered for the revolution.”152 

By linking Kim Jong-suk to Kang Ban-Sok, Kim Il-Sung’s mother, North Korean 

propaganda establishes a maternal lineage of revolutionary virtue, reinforcing the Kim 

 
150 Kim Ok Sun, Kim Jong Suk: The Anti-Japanese Heroine (Pyongyang: Foreign 

Languages Publishing House, 1997), 187. 
151 Kim Ok Sun, Kim Jong Suk: The Anti-Japanese Heroine, 42. 
152  Kim Jong-suk. Biography of Kim Jong-suk, 379–380. 
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family’s authority with a sense of moral virtue and ideological integrity. This serves to 

legitimize the regime not only through bloodline but through the symbolic power of 

motherhood. The idea that Kim Jong-suk “presented [Kim Jong Il] to the motherland and 

the Party” expresses motherhood as a political task. Kim Jong-suk’s role was not just to 

raise a child, but to raise a revolutionary leader. Kim Il-Sung’s statement elevates her 

contribution to one of near-sacred national importance, subtly shifting the narrative of 

leadership succession from a purely paternal legacy to one shaped by maternal influence. 

This framing draws on cultural values that honor maternal devotion and filial piety, 

adding emotional weight to the Kim dynasty’s legitimacy. 

Through the glorification of Kim Jong-suk, and later Ko Yong-hui, North Korea 

has created a mythologized image of womanhood, centered on absolute loyalty to the 

leader, total self-sacrifice for the nation, and a maternal duty, which upholds and 

transmits revolutionary ideals. Kim Jong-suk and Ko Yong-hui are not simply members 

of the ruling family. They learn to become upheld as ideological role models, defining 

how women in North Korea are expected to serve the state, specifically as loyal wives, 

devoted mothers, and guardians of the regime’s future.  

Additionally, the Korean Central News Agency (KCNA), North Korea’s state-run 

news agency, released two articles commending Kim Jong-suk in July and October 2012, 

significantly after the period during which the roles of maternal figures were meant to be 

analyzed. However, these articles do give important insight into what it means to be an 

ideal mother as an elite in the North. The first article is titled “Collection of Music 

Anecdotes ‘Mother and Song’ Published”153 while the second article is titled “Kim Jong 

 
153 Korean Central News Agency, "Collection of Music Anecdotes 'Mother and Song' 

Published," July 18, 2012, accessed April 6, 2025, 
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Suk's Life Lauded by Foreign Organizations.”154 The first article notes how much Kim 

Jong-suk valued music as a part of resistance against the Japanese through a four-part 

collection, containing 95 anecdotes. Part one highlights her endeavors to raise political 

awareness through song, particularly among youth, and part two illustrates her as a 

revolutionary, consoling Kim Jong-Il while gathering guerrilla fighters with the use of 

revolutionary music. Part three centers on her work after liberation, utilizing patriotic 

songs to assemble women, workers, and students in the effort to build a new country, and 

part four considers Kim Jong-Il’s involvement in her legacy through songs that honor her 

legacy.155  

The second article recognized how two international organizations, The Brazilian 

Committee for Solidarity with the DPRK and the International Alliance for the Study of 

the Juche Idea and Songun Policy in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, paid tribute to the 

sixty-third anniversary of Kim Jong-suk’s passing and her involvement against the 

Japanese as a North Korean war heroine. The first organization focused on her military 

bravery, role in helping Kim Il-Sung build the North, and her courage. The second 

organization featured her as “...the woman commander of Mt. Paektu.”156  

Both articles make sure to extend and reshape Kim Jong-suk’s legacy to serve 

contemporary political aims, specifically under Kim Jong-un’s leadership. Although Kim 

 

https://web.archive.org/web/20141012090932/http://www.kcna.co.jp/item/2012/201207/

news18/20120718-15ee.html. 
154 Korean Central News Agency, "Kim Jong Suk's Life Lauded by Foreign 

Organizations," October 2, 2012, accessed April 17, 2025, 

https://web.archive.org/web/20141012083510/http://www.kcna.co.jp/item/2012/201210/

news02/20121002-02ee.html. 
155 Korean Central News Agency, "Collection of Music Anecdotes 'Mother and Song' 

Published." 
156 Korean Central News Agency, "Collection of Music Anecdotes 'Mother and Song' 
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Jong-suk’s life predates the primary focus of most scholarly discussions on motherhood 

in North Korea, these 2012 publications highlight the prevailing significance of her 

symbolic duty in upholding the narrative of dynastic legitimacy. She is shown to be a 

specific maternal standard. Both articles indicate the archetype of the ideal elite mother, a 

woman who is devoted, politically aware, self-sacrificing, and unwaveringly loyal to the 

leader. It connects revolutionary ideals with femininity, constructing a gendered model of 

virtue, specifically tailored to the elite women. It further strengthens Kim Jong-un’s 

legitimacy through his maternal line, even though his real mother, Ko Yong-hui, is often 

absent from official, state narratives because of political considerations. These portrayals 

illustrate how Kim Jong-suk’s mythologized image continues to serve as a foundational 

model of revolutionary motherhood and as an essential component of the Kim family 

cult, largely promoting propaganda in the DPRK. 

Ko Yong-hui became a revered mother and wife as Kim Jong-un’s mother. 

However, Ko Yong-hui would have been a part of the lowest caste in North Korea given 

her birth in Japan and ethnic mix of Korean and Japanese.157 According to B.R. Myers, 

Kim Jong-un would be considered a part of the “hostile” social class, making him an 

unjustifiable heir to the Kim Dynasty. This is especially the case considering that people 

in the North were broken up into three broad classes, or songbun, based upon their family 

background. The first was the “...‘core’ class of high-ranking cadres and their families, a 

‘wavering’ class of average citizens, and a ‘hostile’ class made up of former landowners 

and other potential subversives. People of all songbun were organized into an exhausting 

regimen of social activities and study sessions, the latter devoted more to the fantasy 

 
157 Minute Help Guides, Supreme Leader: A Biography of Kim Jong-un (North 

Charleston, SC: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2013), 13. 
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biography of Kim than to his writings.”158 Due to Ko Yong-hui’s low class standing, her 

true identity was never shown to the North Korean public, and this partially explains why 

she never possessed a biography on her life as a revolutionary mother.  

Nonetheless, Ko Yong-hui has still been highly regarded, and there are songs, a 

documentary, and writings about her. Whether or not these propagandized versions of 

Kim Jong-un’s mother are true, they provide some more insight into Ko Yong-hui’s life 

as a mother. Ko Yong-hui has often not been named in official, government records. 

However, as Fyodor Tertitskiy points out, a campaign to promote Ko Yong-hui did not 

begin until 2002,159 well after the 1980s, which marks the endpoint of this thesis's 

timeline. Ko Yong-hui was named the “Respected Mother” (존경하는 어머님). Yet, the 

“Respected Mother” was not known as Ko Yong-hui herself. She was also known as 

“The Respected Mother [who] is the most faithful of the faithful, endlessly loyal to the 

Beloved and Respected comrade Supreme Commander” (존경하는 어머님은 경애하는 

최고사령관 동지께 끝없이 충직한 충신중의 충신이시다).160 This extremely long 

name praising Ko Yong-hui was displayed in a document, where Ko Yong-hui was 

known as a loyal companion to Kim Jong-Il, and she was compared to Kim Jong-suk just 

as Kim Jong-suk had been compared to Kang Ban-Sok.  

This is a crucial point because the document notes that Ko Yong-hui “...is exactly 

the same as the Heroine of the Anti-Japanese struggle respected comrade Kim Jong Suk, 

she is the great example for all of us to learn from.” Ko Yong-hui was also shown to be 

helpful to North Korean soldiers as well as prepared to protect Kim Jong-Il “...with her 

 
158  Myers, The Cleanest Race, 43. 
159  Fyodor, “Cults of the Forgotten Wives: Kim Song Ae and Ko Yong Hui.” 
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life– as all North Koreans should be.”161 Ko Yong-hui was similarly praised as an ideal 

mother, following the tradition of glorifying Kim Jong-suk and Kang Ban-Sok, through a 

short commemorative song. The song goes as follows: “The Mother is Young, Looking up 

to the bright smile of Mother, In my heart, ten million buds flower, For Commander-

Father’s health, Be always, Mother, in eternal youth…”162 There are two interesting 

points of note concerning Ko Yong-hui. The first is that she is referred to as “the Heroine 

of the Anti-Japanese struggle” just like Kim Jong-suk had been even though Ko Yong-

hui possessed both Korean and Japanese origins. This seems rather paradoxical, as it is 

difficult to be portrayed as a hero resisting an enemy when one is fundamentally linked to 

that same enemy. The second point relates to the documentary, which is a collection of 

footage filmed mostly in the 1980s, produced as an official documentary in 2011.163 In 

this documentary footage, Ko Yong-hui is said to have expressed that she did not seek 

“...a title or a position for herself,” thereby continuing the tradition of North Korean first 

ladies and mothers not holding official roles within the state structure.164 In the 

documentary Ko Yong-hui is further said to have promoted the creation of the “Song of 

the Commander Kim Jong Il” (김정일 장군의 노래), a song dedicated to Kim Jong-Il.165 

 
161 Ibid.  
162 Ibid. 
 
163 Ji-won Kang and Jiro Ishimaru, “No Birthday Celebrations for Kim Jong-un – 

'Nobody Knows His Age Even Now,' 'Perhaps He's Still Too Young' – New Propaganda 

Film Screened,” Rimjin-gang, January 17, 2025, https://www.asiapress.org/rimjin-

gang/2025/01/politics/propaganda-film/. 
164 Logine Sukem, “EXCLUSIVE Mother of Songun Korea Kim Jong Uns mother Kim 

Jong Il and his wife,” July 22, 2014, YouTube, 1:25:39, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVUBgKO4NkI. 
165 Sukem, “EXCLUSIVE Mother of Songun Korea Kim Jong Uns mother Kim Jong Il 

and his wife,” 1:25:39. 
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This song illustrates the loyalty of the people and of Ko Yong-hui to Kim Jong-Il. Some 

of the original lyrics state “...He raises national honour, Far and wide throughout the 

world. He is the champion of justice…”166 Kim Jong-Il, just like his father was elevated 

to an almost divine-like position, a leader who could do no wrong and who was the 

perfect example for wives, mothers, and women, just like Ko Yong-hui. 

The effort to publicize Ko Yong-hui’s image appears to have been carefully timed 

to coincide with Kim Jong-un’s rise as a leader, ensuring that his mother was properly 

integrated into the state’s ideological narrative. In official propaganda, Ko Yong-hui is 

referred to as the “Respected Mother” (존경하는 어머님), a title that carries significant 

political and symbolic significance. Her status is not illustrated as personal recognition 

alone, yet it is a testament to her absolute loyalty to Kim Jong-il. This is fortified through 

elaborate titles such as “most faithful of the faithful, endlessly loyal to the Beloved and 

Respected comrade Supreme Commander,” which illustrate her role as a loyal companion 

to the state and to Kim Jong-Il rather than an individual in her own right. 

Drawing parallels between Ko Yong-hui and Kim Jong-suk, Kim Il-sung’s wife 

and a celebrated revolutionary, acts as a way to equate her to the concept of maternal 

virtue and revolutionary loyalty. Claiming that Ko Yong-hui is “exactly the same as the 

Heroine of the Anti-Japanese struggle” is more than just praise. Such words position her 

within the ongoing revolutionary legacy that maintains the Kim dynasty’s authority. Ko 

Yong-hui becomes more than the biological mother of Kim Jong-un. She becomes a 

 
166 “Song Of General Kim Jong Il,” Naenara, accessed April 6, 2025, 

https://naenara.com.kp/main/hymn_music/a/2/en. 



 

   

 

62 
 

                                                           

symbolic figure who reinforces the state’s ideological continuity. This portrayal also 

illustrates the deeply gendered dynamics within North Korean propaganda. Like Kim 

Jong-suk and Kang Ban-Sok, Ko Yong-hui is idealized as the ultimate wife and mother, 

someone who is defined by self-sacrifice, loyalty to one’s country, and by service to the 

leader. These portrayals contribute to the cult of personality by exemplifying the women 

of the Kim family as moral and ideological blueprints, who embody all of the values that 

all citizens, especially women, are supposed to emulate. 

Ko Yong-hui’s supposed refusal to accept a state role, as shown in the 2011 

documentary, further illustrates this gendered narrative. Her unpretentious nature and 

devotion to the leader reflect the regime’s traditional expectations of women: ever-

present, ever-faithful, but not in positions of visible authority. Her support of the leader 

through the “Song of the Commander Kim Jong Il” (김정일 장군의 노래) reinforces 

this, displaying her loyalty through cultural and emotional channels. The song, which 

praises Kim Jong-Il in near-divine terms, elevates both his status and that of those who 

express total devotion to him, including his mother.  

The documentary itself, released during the critical transition of power from Kim 

Jong-Il to Kim Jong-un, was clearly designed to help shape public perceptions of Ko 

Yong-hui in a way that strengthened the legitimacy of the new leader. Her image as a 

selfless and nurturing maternal figure served to highlight the continuity and moral 

authority of the ruling family. The lyrics of the song further underscore the almost sacred 

reverence for Kim Jong-Il and the unwavering support expected from those around him. 

In the end, Ko Yong-hui’s portrayal fits continuously into North Korean propaganda. Her 
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image is crafted not as an individual with her own legacy, but as a vessel of loyalty, 

maternal virtue, and ideological purity. This reinforces the patriarchal structure of North 

Korean society, where women’s contributions are praised only when they serve the 

interests of the leader and the state, and where their agency is celebrated in theory but 

constrained in practice. 

Ko Yong-hui’s wish not to hold an official role for herself may help explain the 

lack of a biography on Ko Yong-hui since she reportedly expressed no desire to be 

acknowledged as a key figure in the Kim family. It has been mentioned that “...North 

Korea sees idolizing Kim Jong-un’s mother as unfeasible due to suspicions. Revealing 

her Korean-Japanese biography could undermine the legitimacy of the Mount Paektu 

bloodline as Kim Jong-un builds his own personality cult.”167 Ko Yong-hui’s Korean-

Japanese background conflicts with the strict narrative of the Kim family’s revolutionary 

and ethnically pure origins. Promoting her as a central maternal figure risks exposing 

inconsistencies that could weaken the state’s claim to legitimacy, which heavily relies on 

the myth of a sacred Mount Paektu bloodline. 

Since Kim Jong-un’s cult of personality is still being formed, unlike the fully 

developed personas of his father and grandfather, every biographical detail is carefully 

controlled to maintain his authority and emphasize cohesion with the family’s 

revolutionary past. Highlighting a maternal figure whose background deviates from this 

ideal would undermine such a narrative, especially in a structure where ideological and 

 
167 Jieun Kim, "North Korea recalls documentary about Kim Jong Un’s mother," Radio 
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ethnic purity are critical to maintaining power. By leaving Ko Yong-hui out of the 

official narrative, the regime perpetuates a controlled image of Kim Jong-un, focusing 

solely on his connection to Kim Il-Sung and Kim Jong-Il while avoiding the politically 

sensitive aspects of his maternal lineage. 
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Chapter V: Conclusion 

 

 

Although North Korea has pursued an unusual political system with a unique 

leadership model and pervasive propaganda tactics, its approach to gender and gender 

equality remains deeply rooted in long-standing patriarchal and Neo-Confucian practices. 

Women, particularly mothers, are not viewed as independent actors but are instead used 

by the regime as symbolic tools to reinforce the legitimacy of the ruling leader and to 

promote the state’s ideological narrative. Rather than being empowered as individuals, 

women are molded into representations of the ideal revolutionary figure, their identities 

closely bound to the regime’s pursuit of complete control over the population. Even the 

mothers of leaders are elevated not for their own accomplishments, but as political 

instruments meant to validate the ruling family’s authority. 

While North Korea promotes a depiction of women as active contributors to the 

revolutionary struggle and claims to preserve gender equality, this notion is far from 

unique. It reflects broader socialist ideals that have long emphasized the liberation of 

women and their equal status alongside men. Yet in practice, the North Korean state 

diverges significantly from this ideal. Women are not truly liberated but continue to be 

treated as extensions of the state, with their roles limited to serving its broader political 

goals. 

Moreover, almost every element of North Korean life is embedded in an extensive 

propaganda system. From films and official speeches to the public portrayal of both elites 

and ordinary citizens, all aspects are carefully organized to construct a perfect image of 

the DPRK. Within this framework, women are not granted real autonomy but are instead 

employed as methodically crafted symbols that support the state’s ideological plans. 
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Despite official claims of gender progress and equality between men and women, women 

remain largely instrumentalized, their empowerment superficial and subordinate to the 

interests of the North Korean government. 
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