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The image of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea is, for most, one that treats this 
anomaly as a quasi-joke. Newspapers are peppered with comic relief articles about 
state-approved haircuts and Kim Jong-un’s penchant for NBA basketball. Such is the 
distorted distance with the rest of the international community, that tragic and 
horrifying stories of North Korean authoritarianism have been reduced to half hysterical 
by-lines in the columns of world news. The world cup football coach made to work on a 
building site following humiliating losses in 2010. Rumours of officials executed by 
flamethrower. In an international arena that outwardly embraces liberalism, the North 
Korean dystopia is no more than a throwaway joke in the halls of ‘real world’ foreign 
policy. 
 
Admittedly, our initial decision to travel across the proverbial iron curtain was 
underdeveloped. Confronted with the question ‘why?’ on multiple occasions, the best 
response was repeatedly, ‘why not?’. On reflection, this is not nearly as irresponsible as 
it sounds.  In asking ‘why not’ we were confronting precisely the distortions and mystery 
that plague the DPRK, choosing to see it not as an intractable destination but a place 
that, at least to some extent, still exists within the realms of normality. It is important to 
note firstly that travelling to the DPRK is overwhelmingly expensive. The need for 
constant supervision and the state’s desire to acquire foreign exchange income means 
tourists pay for the exclusivity of visiting. On the other hand, despite the high costs, it is 
surprisingly easy to visit the ‘impossible state’ and it is a sudden and unsettling reality to 
be permitted to uncover the seemingly impenetrable blanket. 
 
This is of course, to exaggerate. What it seen in North Korea is what the state want you 
to see, although what you are able to see between the lines is far more difficult to 
control. We arrived in Pyongyang from Dandong in China, an unspectacular port city that 
nonetheless, on crossing the Friendship Bridge into Sinŭiju, looked a comparative 
bustling metropolis. Notably, directly on the North Korean border, is a faded ferris 
wheel, the immediacy of this dismal projection of North Korean ‘fun’ hitting starkly 
against the backdrop of one’s expectations on entering the DPRK. Entering the country, 
the totalitarian state quickly makes itself known, with a 2-hour wait at the border in 
‘customs’ as streams of North Korean guards march down the narrow passages of the 
musty sleeper train. It is, as with much of the North Korean experience, difficult to stay 
disconcerted for long. The force of the situation quickly compels you to normalize the 
entirely abnormal until itemizing all your electronics and communication devices 
becomes a completely reasonable request. 
 
This continued to be the case throughout the trip. The rote quoted ‘US imperialists’ and 
constant barrage of Soviet era looking propaganda is rapidly absorbed with little 
consideration. It is bearing this in mind that Western exasperation that a people can be 
so subdued seems hauntingly naïve. If within only four days of exposure a group of 
Western tourists can learn to treat these glaring reminders of the state as merely part of 
the background, a lifetime of contact must be wholly consuming. Indeed, it is the very 
exaggerated expectations that one has on entering the DPRK that make the normalizing 
process so inevitable. Any signs of familiarity are instantly reconciled into a wider 



perspective of the ordinary so Pyongyang becomes a diverse and vibrant city and the 
people, otherwise completely conventional beyond the very obvious false consciousness 
that pervades every aspect of their lives. This chilling dichotomy of the normal and the 
normalizing displays bluntly the gravity of North Korean control. To call it Orwellian 
seems cliché, but is undeniably befitting of something that extends beyond simple 
draconian rule and speaks more of the societal condition that upholds it. 
 
Indeed, one sympathises frequently with the North Korean rhetoric. US imperialism is 
not simply a figment of a deluded imagination. Equally, the unwavering and absolute 
belief in one’s own rightness has striking parallels closer to home. Being led through the 
ostentatious halls of the Kumsusan Palace of the Sun it is hard not to make comparisons 
to that dogmatic and self-righteous ideology of US liberalism-that ‘West versus the Rest’ 
mentality, uncompromising in its application, militant in its intransigence. To compare 
the US to North Korea might seem like a leap to make but the ignorance of the 
backwaters of the DPRK is akin to that small town isolationism of the Bible Belt, and 
those pockets of presidential devotion hardly cult-like, but certainly uncomfortable 
compared to British cynicism. 
 
The state guided tour is a packed schedule and inevitably leaves little time for you to 
stray too far from your watchful tour guides, members of the privileged elite who appear 
to have bought wholly into the North Korean misinformation from which they benefit. It 
is perhaps this dogmatic schedule that is most ironically revealing. In being ferried from 
monument, to mausoleum, to Korean history museum, the hysterical nature of Korean 
paranoia is over and over reinforced. We are shown at one point, standing in the muggy 
heat of a Korean summer, a collection of captured US tanks, helicopters and missiles 
from the civil war. The pettiness with which these are paraded is in some ways laughable 
if it were not for the jarring images of captured US soldiers accompanying them. The 
North Korean state in this moment is targeting not only the anonymous image of US 
imperialism but more disturbingly, revelling in the plight of the individual. Here lies the 
contrast with much of international society as we know it. Glorifying one's achievements 
at the expense of others is an unfortunate feature of patriarchal foreign affairs but it is 
generally upheld at a nation-to-nation level. The North Korean desire to vilify the 
individual is disturbing on the one hand, but equally reeks of a state desperately 
scrambling to justify itself.  
 
The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea is a land of contradictions. Beyond the 
Bamboo Curtain is a country of which we can only scratch the surface. It is accurate to 
say that the people are not simply delusional. It is Western arrogance to assume that the 
North Korean enigma is based entirely on a lie. Lies and deception certainly abound and 
a conversation with our tour guides was sufficient to highlight the blatant gaps in their 
knowledge. However omission and misinformation are shakily not quite entire fiction 
and it is this threadbare line that has been powerfully exploited by the North Korean 
state in its control. The dystopia might not be sustainable, revolving as it is, on a story 
that gets more and more distant, but it is by no means a country on the brink. As the 
propaganda slogans proclaim: ‘May our great leaders Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il be with 
us forever’.  
 


