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Mary Lou Reker:  

Hi, my name is Mary Lou Reker.  And on behalf of the Kluge Center and the Office of Scholarly Programs at the Library of Congress [Library], I want to welcome you all here today to a presentation by Dr. Suk-Young Kim entitled "For the Eyes of the Dear Leader: Fashion and Body Politics in North Korean Visual Arts."

After earning her M.A. from Korea University in Russian literature, Suk-Young Kim embarked on an academic adventure that has earned her not one, but two Ph.D.s.  In 2001, she earned her first Ph.D. in Slavic languages and literature from the University of Illinois, Chicago.  And in 2004, she earned a second interdisciplinary Ph.D. in theater and drama from Northwestern University.  Along with that, she also earned a certificate in gender studies from Northwestern.  That's pretty impressive.  

In addition to the 2006-2007 John Kluge Fellowship that brought her here to the Library of Congress, Dr. Kim has won numerous other fellowships, grants and awards, and published her own work in both Korean and -- and her own work has been published in both Korean and English.  And she has translated, from Russian to Korean, two of Dostoyevsky’s short stories, and an article entitled, "The Semiotics of Time and Space."  And perhaps others, I'm not even aware, more recently.

Suk-Young has spent the majority of her time here at the Library doing research in the Asian Division and in Motion Pictures [Motion Picture, Broadcasting and Recorded Sound Division].  She originally proposed to turn earlier research into a book that compares and contrasts how the visual culture -- theater, film, photos and paintings -- of the People's Republic of China (PRC) and the Democratic People's Republic of Korea appropriated and reinforced traditional Confucian patriarchy in establishing social order and national identity.  And that manuscript has turned into two books -- one complete and one near completion.  And we applaud you for that.  That's quite an accomplishment.  

Today we will sample a small bit of Dr. Kim's findings regarding social order in national identity in Korea as it manifests itself in the visual culture of fashion and politics.  Hers is a unique topic that touches today's politics and very weighty issues of state.  And she received rave reviews yesterday for the talk she did on Kim Jong-il, and North Korean film.  However, personally, I am very curious to learn today what Suk-Young's findings will teach us, perhaps by contrast, about haute couture and Hollywood.  Dr. Kim.

[applause]

Suk-Young Kim:  

Thank you everyone for coming, especially for those who came yesterday.  This is what I mean by cordiality at the Library of Congress, and in D.C. community in general.  Thank you very much. I've encountered so many incredible individuals throughout my stay at the Kluge Center.  I had more contacts with a few individuals that I'd like to thank, so if you're left out it's not because I don't appreciate your presence, but it's just because I didn't have enough time to get to know you.  I would like to thank Carol [Carolyn Brown] and Mary Lou for providing such a warm environment.  You are like surrogate mothers for me away from home and away from family.  And among fellows, I'd like to thank my co – Michael Schiltz, yes he’s here.  And Tobie Meyer-Fong for being so patient with sometimes my outbursts of frustration, and being there to listen to my ideas and sharing credible projects that you are pursuing.

All the librarians that I encountered were extremely helpful, especially Zoran [Sinobad]  from Motion Pictures [MBRS] Reading Room.  Sonya Lee for compiling such massive materials for scholars who are interested in North Korean studies, and also Paul Park who sometimes even cut off his lunch time to bring materials to my own carrel.  So I'm incredibly appreciative of their efforts.

I was struggling to find the right entry way to my talk for today.  And while I was thinking about what is the best way to really introduce the intersections of fashion and politics to the public, I ran into this headline over the weekend, which many of you might have encountered, that fashion is never innocent.  For those of you who haven't read the article or incident, this is, of course Cameron Diaz touring in Peru.  And what she thought was an innocent fashion item, namely the bag that she's wearing, had an incredible political connotation to local people.  On the bag, it is said, "serve the people," which might be one of the most famous Maoist slogans from the People's Republic of China.  And this inadvertently ignited heated debates about the bloody incident that Peruvians experienced during the '80s and '90s regarding Maoist insurgencies, which took about 70,000 local lives.

So my point here today is that no fashion is innocent, whether you are aware of it or not.  
And this project started as a rather small background research on costume making practices in North Korea, and it sort of got out of control and became a much bigger project; turned into some kind of monster that I'm not quite sure where it's going.  And because of time limits, I would have to really limit my talk to women's fashion.  I will try to touch on male fashion as I go along, but due to time limits, I will just focus my talk on female fashion today.

So from a sociopolitical point of view, the way people dress is a worthy subject of scrutiny.  Fashion is no doubt a domain where self-perception and taste express themselves.  But as much as it is a site where individual desire for beauty and consumption manifests themselves, it becomes a contested ground where social hierarchy is articulated through varying degrees of individual spontaneity and state control.  This presentation explores the ideal female body in North Korea by examining women's fashion as captured in a variety of visual media such as stage productions, films, magazine illustrations and paintings.

My aim here is to explore how this new idealized vision of women was produced and consumed in North Korea from the 1960s to the present moment.  In North Korea, the images of women on stage, screen, photos and illustrations and posters, function not only as the objects of visual consumption, but also as concrete models to emulate.  Thus imposing onto viewers the desire to produce ideal bodily presentations.

Examining the dress codes of female protagonists on stage and screen illuminates how the North Korean state set out to craft ideal female bodies, as constantly negotiating revolutionary masculinity and traditional femininity.  Taking into consideration that daily practices in civilian sectors are by no means formulated accidentally, it would not be farfetched to claim that such practice would have been impossible without a state endorsement of women's fashion, which the leadership saw it as useful and beneficial, too, of managing the state.

So in this talk, I would like to point to three stages of fashion development in North Korea:  hanbok, which is the traditional dress of the 1960s, and promotion of military uniforms in the '70s, and more kind of discursive fashion practices in the 1980s.  And if you were here, as time progresses, it gets more and more interesting.  So even though the first part might be a little boring, please stay around, because in the 1980s, it will be quite an interesting period for us to really investigate the discursive fashion practices here.

I want to point out that promotion of these specific fashion codes were not just done sequentially, but also different types of fashions also existed in '60s and '70s, but there was visible tendency for North Korean state to promote certain dress types for each decade.  And this, obviously, had very deep connections with social reforms and mobilization of labor, so I will try to touch upon those sectors as well.

So let's start with the '60s, the traditional dress code.  With the success of post-Korean War reconstruction efforts, beginning from the 1960s, the North Korean leadership had a chance to view the importance of fashion as a marker of a new socialist state.  And this is quite interesting, because why traditional dress, of all dress codes, to promote new socialist identity.  Fashion became an instrument to mark historical periods, which separated past and present.  The way people dressed under the oppressive futile culture of the past, especially during the colonial rule, and the liberating socialist culture of the present featured irreconcilable differences in the North Korea imagination.  

On Nov,16, 1961, Kim Il-sung gave a speech at the National Meeting of Mothers, and I quote:

"In the past there were more than [a] few women who went around dressed to kill and wearing fancy hats.  They remained isolated from the masses, and created -- create rupture between working classes and oppressive practices of the past.  These women had been removed from their posts and the ranks of the women's union cadres had been built up with party nuclei who are firm in their class position.  This, I think, was a very corrective measure," end quote. 
Kim's remarks resolved a corrupting element within North Korea as remnants of the pre-North Korean colonial stage.  The increasing stability North Korea shows in the '60s created an occasion to look at its internal descent, and gauge the standards of bodily correctness, predicated on fashion.  In the same speech, Kim Il-sung inscribed correct ways of life which were symbolized in fashion codes, quote: "How can women's union work be conducted by the so-called enlightened women, if they are ignorant of the factory and rural life, and only know how to apply makeup and hair curlers?  To tell the truth, it is not so essential to have curly hair and wear pretty clothes, and neither are these things difficult to learn.  Even rural women can learn these things easily, once they are taught," end quote. 

So an alternative to the corrupting feminine bodily practice of the past was designed in an old-fashioned mode. The traditional Korean dress called hanbok became the new signature dress code for North Korean women of the '60s.  However, since a large number of women were still wearing this traditional dress without fully accepting the Western clothing in the 1950s and '60s, no thorough dress reform was required to promote this kind of dress type.  All North Korean state had to do was to propagate the modified version of hanbok, with short skirts to guarantee a better mobility.  As the state perceived it in the early 1960s, the ideal North Korean's women's bodily presentation attired in traditional setting was seen as the corrective to the immediate past of Japanese colonial rule, which disgraced national dignity.  So there is a very strong nationalistic sentiment involved in promoting this type of traditional dress as the fashion code of the new socialist state.

The state's promotion of the modified hanbok was predicated on the nationalistic dress code heavily borrowed from traditional sartorial motifs, which emphasized modest feminine beauty and virtue.  In the following description of hanbok published in 1960, the author renders distinctive nationalistic traits to hanbok as essentially differentiated from those of other nationalities.  So, quote: “People say that Korean women's dresses with the pleated skirt and short jacket are simple, but they have a charm of elegance and harmony.  The jacket has a white tongjong” --  the neckpiece, “and footwear is also white.”   North Korean women usually wear white shoes.  This illustration doesn't really reflect the description, but white color is the traditional color code of ordinary Korean people of the past.  The beauty of their dress is in their 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 of Korean women that they have preserved throughout the long history of Korea.  

So you might remember this image in my opening slide, and the posters that you may have seen.  And this is a slide from [the] children's musical titled "Our Flower Garden," and this particular clip was heavily criticized for using vivid colors that created huge contrasts with the background.  So these traditional dress codes were supposed to accentuate the humble and elegant nature of Korean women in the 1960s.  

So the essentialist quality emphasized in the dress code recurs throughout the 1960s, as seen in the 1966 anonymous article titled, "Characteristics of Korean Women's Clothing."  The specificities of Korean women's fashion were crafted onto ethnically marked body types.  And this is quite interesting, because the author of this article seems to accentuate the almost racial ethnically marked body types of North Korean women, quote: "Korean women's clothing is designed to suit the special physiological needs of our Korean women.  Short jackets and long skirts.  This is the basic style, which embellishes feminine beauty.  Skirts which start above the waist line ending at a length covering the knee make one slim so as to enhance the elegance of personality of the wearer.  Short jackets, which barely cover the armpit, make one's face look simple and dapper, while revealing the chaste nature of the wearer."  

And the author goes on to argue that this, in turn, reflects the frugal spirit of the Korean people. "The end of sleeves and neck area of the jacket are always prone to wear and tear.  And by using different cloth and colors for these areas, as you can see in this illustration, one does not have to throw away the whole jacket, because it is possible to retain the decent part of the jacket while replacing the old part with new cloth, " end quote. 

So the explanation first takes the corporeal distinction of North Korea women as a primary factor for shaping hanbok into certain design patterns, which, in turn, reflect some essentialist characteristics of Korean people.  So clothing here transcends the material level so as to mark distinctive national traits, and become a conduit, which connects the ethnically distinctive body types with essentialists national characteristics of Korean women.  The modest beauty of hanbok, which was repeatedly emphasized in the upper quotation, was seen to negotiate different values and sectors of national life.

The August 1960 issue of “North Korean Women,” that's the magazine cover, featured a collage of photos featuring smiling North Korean women wearing hanbok.  In the background are factory chimneys and a tracker on a farmland.  And, of course, these are very distinctive symbols of socialist reconstruction.  So how do we understand the juxtaposition of this very traditional dress type, posing in front of this typical socialist background?  This traditional women's look, which is usually identified with the domestic space, was brought to the front line of industrial and agricultural production; the very heart of socialist's reconstruction.  The juxtaposition of what seems to be incongruous elements of tradition and modernity marks hanbok as a dress of the Korean women under the new nation.

What I want to point out here is that although there is this vis-à-vis encounter of new socialist ethos and the traditional dress codes, women's body in this picture appear as embellishments, as you can see from the flowers that they're holding.  So it doesn't really project women's bodies in labor as being at the heart of construction itself, but rather they are there to support these socialist efforts.

And the same sentiment carries out throughout North Korean visual culturing of the 1960s.  Kim Il-sung's mother, Kang Pan-sŏk, was the iconic figure promoting a continuum between hanbok and socialist virtues, which weren't aren't fully integrated at this point.  Throughout the 1960s, her stories became the textbook example women set out to emulate.  One telling example comes in the form of Kang's biography titled, “The Mother of Korea,” with its central narrative concerned with presenting Kang's lifelong dedication to supporting her husband, and raising the revolutionary hero, Kim Il-sung, the founding father of North Korea. 

The narrative, unambiguously, promotes her as the model mother for all Korean women to emulate.  In this biography, Kang appears as a skillful and hard working girl from a poor household.  According to the story, she displayed a precocious gift for weaving and spinning, like some Greek mythological figures, creating a center human aura about her sartorial talent.  So I quote from her biography.

“In the evening, she used to spin together with her mother.  She had learned to spin when she was a child, and now she could also weave.  She did not just imitate others.  Watching them working, she tried to work even better.  Far from being satisfied with the results of today, she strove to achieve perfection tomorrow.  She worked with such dexterity and skillfulness that all her movements seemed easy and graceful.  Everything she made was extremely durable.  She weaved so skillfully, that the neighbors used to say her linen is as soft as silk and as beautiful as embroidery,"  end quote. 
So of particular interest in this passage is that even as a young girl, Kang is portrayed as a producer of fashion material than consumer of women's fashion.  And I think this is a very important thing about North Korean fashion and its presentation, because when we think about fashion, we tend to associate with female, often flaky, practice that's deeply embedded in consumerist culture.  But in the case of North Korea, fashion is always closely tied with the production rather than consumption.

So as shown in Kang's example, merging ideal motherhood with the ability to produce was an enduring view of the North Korean leadership throughout the 1960s and '70s.  Numerous statements made by Kim Il-sung testify to the fact that domestic skills of nurturing and providing for the family were seen as social virtue[s], posing women as the useful member of the society.  Such assertion was tied to the rhetoric of fashion indicating women's stance within the society.  

The sartorial discourse is often merged with the state's official sense of glorifying production rather than consumption, although that production was confined to the domestic sphere.  North Korean leadership seemed to have perceived a notion that women's domestic labor was a foundational aspect of the national economy, but nevertheless subservient to male labor, which was performed in public sphere as can be seen in the following speeches by Kim Sung, and I quote from him.

"Women play a very important part in their homes and their mentality as house wives greatly affect their families.  At home even men are influenced by their wives in no small measure.  To say nothing of the fact that children are influenced by their mothers.  If women with obsolete ideas grumble over food and dress at home, asking their husband's to buy them this or that, even men are obliged to be distracted by these things and gradually become greedy.”

The national project to foster women as reliable housekeepers, as seen in the aforementioned speech, foremost concerned the domestic discipline that involved the bodies of family members.  But it is also -- it also had real repercussions in life, that there was a concrete need to produce efficient clothing for women for domestic work.  Vis-à-vis hanbok, the traditional Korean dress, simple and modern clothing was promoted to meet the needs of women's labor at home.

Nevertheless, the new -- these new clothes for domestic labor still retained distinctively feminine traits that marked women's body as women belonging to domestic sphere, and this creates, I think, a huge contrast when we compare it to the PRC of the same time where you cannot really distinguish what is men's clothes and women's clothes. And in this case, we cannot really argue for this pan-socialist culture, and we have to really take local specific concerns into our research.

So the overriding preference of skirts to trousers, and the way women were groomed for elegance in both hanbok and modern clothing, accentuate similarities rather than differences between the two sets.  Both paradigms of clothing stamp women's bodies as being firmly situated within the domestic realm.  Devoid of any hint that these delicately adorned bodies have any direct participation in nationalist reconstructions and achievements.

So I will move on to the second part, which is the promotion of military uniforms in the 1970s in North Korea.  However, the national project to embrace women as useful members of society did not confine the ideal dress code for women within the domestic sphere.  And things start to change a little bit in the '70s.  Paralleling this notion of women as domestic workers was that they should participate in industrial and military efforts to resist colonial powers and defend the liberated motherland through hard labor and military tactics.  

Although the idea has existed since the beginning of the North Korean state, starting from the mid-1970s, there was a tendency to actively promote women in both domestic and public realms.  For example, in 1974, at the Fourth Congress of Democratic Women's Union of Korea, Kim Il-sung gave a speech titled, "On the Revolutionization and Working Classization of Women," which emphasized the importance of women's labor.  And I quote from his speech, "The revolutionization and working classization of women is of great significance, not only in revolutionizing and working classizing half the population, but also in revolutionizing their homes," end quote.
Kim's speech coincides with a time when women were actually consolidating their position among the indispensable work force within North Korea.  By the mid-1970s, women had already made up half of the work force.  As North Korean specialist Helen Hunter points out, "In 1947, only five percent of industrial workers were women.  By 1949, the number had jumped to 15 percent."  The time -- and, of course -- so when the promotion of military uniforms was carried out in the '70s, we already have realities in the society, which really have incredibly active female working force.  Although the female labor wasn't as valued as male labor at this time, at least in terms of percentage women were already contributing to North Korean production to a significant degree.  So to extol the values of female work force, visual media promoted the images of working women in all spheres, but most notably, military women occupied the crux of glorifying female labor force in North Korea.

Negotiating dual values of feminine hanbok and masculine military uniforms positioned at the opposite ends of sartorial spectrum, feminized military uniforms were devised in order to mark fluid identity of the North Korean women.  So although military uniforms were promoted in the '70s, they were presented as negotiating both spheres of masculinity and femininity combining skirts with some of the military outfits that we usually imagine in North Korea.  So military uniforms mark women's entry into social and economic structures, but at the same time, their feminine shapes were constant reminders of different positions between men and women in the public sphere.  

Military skirts were adopted to mark women's subservient position in relation to their male comrades, with a purpose of confining the parameters of women's roles.  On a surface level, military uniforms on women may be seen as creating a sense of gender equality or marking – or marker of privilege.  But more importantly, I argue that these feminized military uniforms marked women's body as state properties and an essential part of social routine, in both everyday life and in visual media.  Uniforms become a visual claim about the body's political affiliation and determination to go through the discipline that the state imposes.  The fashion code of the North Korean military uniform, therefore, signifies less empowerment than regulation by discipline.  

Kim Joeng-suk [aka Kim Jong-suk] who was Kim Jong-il’s birth mother and first wife of Kim Il-sung, appears in the visual media as the quintessential figure marking the transition from hanbok to military uniform.  Through various sketches from biographical episodes, as you see here, her corporeal presentation gradually marks the transition from hanbok of the domestic realm to military uniform of revolutionary state.  

This shift in dress codes seems to reflect how North Korean society cast her in a dual role of a traditional homemaker and revolutionary fighter.  That, “Ss soon as she became familiar with” -- and I quote from one of her biographies:  "As soon as she became familiar with the revolutionary ideology, she never left Kim Il-sung's side and assisted him in various capacities, such as seamstress, cook, nurse, and shooter in his anti Japanese revolutionary struggle," end quote.
So if Kang Pan-sŏk, [who] was Kim Il-sung's mother and Kim Jong-il's grandmother, was the Korean mother who epitomized North Korean women's virtue within the domestic realm; Kim Joeng-suk [Kim Il-sung's first wife and Kim Jong-il’s mother] became the archetypical model of the '70s, who negotiated domestic activities with the public, which included military struggle.  

Such a transition is visibly marked by the sartorial transformation from traditional hanbok to modern uniform.  On 1981 -- I'm sorry.  In 1981, an anonymous article was published in a women's magazine, which emphasized women's needs to fulfill the binary duties within the domestic and the public, quote:  "Just because our country has issued the laws of gender equality, we cannot forget to think and behave like virtuous women.  We should be as resolute as possible when it comes to revolutionary business, but in ordinary life, women should be feminine and use feminine speech," end quote.
This article is not an isolated instance of extolling essentialist feminine virtues, but is merely one of the countless similar examples, most of which are centered around the legendary figure of Kim Joeng-suk.  Now, Kim Jong-il, at this time, was already active in propaganda bureau.  So he was at the center of systemically promoting his mother's virtues in revolutionary artworks, visually capturing the full juxtaposition of hanbok and military uniforms, adorning the body of model women of this new era.

The March, 1975 issue of “Joseon Yesul,”  which is a North Korean art magazine, published the painting titled, "Comrade Kim Joeng-suk , Protects Comrade Kim Il-sung, the Great Leader of the Revolution” with her life.  In this painting, and this is a huge gigantic painting on exhibition at Memorial Hall in North Korea, and the magazine happened to just publish it.  So it's not the first time that the North Koreans see this painting, but it's actually on exhibition in the Memorial Hall in Pyongyang.

So in this painting, the geographic companionship of the couple in the revolutionary setting legitimizes Kim Jong-il's rise to power in the '70,  in the same manner as how Kim Il-sung's mother, Kang Pan-sŏk , Kim Jong-il’s grandmother, was projected as a producer of dress materials; thus configuring her as the righteous bearer of the future national father of North Korea.  So here the production of dress seems to have very strong ties to producing the future heirs of North Korea.  

Kim Joeng-suk was positioned as the revolutionary fighter whose son would naturally assume the position of the leadership.  In the exact same manner of emphasizing Kang Pan-sŏk’s sartorial dexterity, some legends about Kim Joeng-suk also accentuated her sewing skills, which produced much-needed revolutionary fighters’ uniforms.  

A short story titled, "She Produced Military Uniforms During the March" -- and here you see a painting of accompanies that story.  This story captures an event which allegedly took place in one bitter winter when Kim Il-sung had to retreat from the Japanese attack in Manchuria, and I quote from the story:

"As the fighters marched through high piles of snow for many, many days, their uniforms were torn into pieces.  So, Kim Il-sung acquired cloth material to make military trousers, but the soldiers had no time to do so.  So Kim Joeng-suk  wanted to make new trousers for soldiers instead, but not wishing to burden her with such task, the soldiers did not hand over the cloth material.  However, the unflinching revolutionary fighter Comrade Kim Joeng-suk  read soldiers' kind hearts, and told them that building clothing is naturally a woman's job, and took the cloth material from them and made uniforms."

Just like Kang Pan-sŏk, Kim Joeng-suk appears as a maker of clothes, but unlike her traditional mother-in-law, she does not -- she does soon a battlefield.  By doing so, Kim Joeng-suk expands the realm of women's domestic labor to what is traditionally defined as masculine space.  But at the same time, she keeps her militant identity from completely taking over women's bodily representations by performing feminine activity even on the battlefield.

So here, I think these two images are quite interesting in terms of overlapping masculinity and femininity.  The first picture on the left shows her moment of induction, as she's joining the revolutionary efforts, but her traditional dress still retains her feminine identity.  Whereas on the other side of the painting, you see that she's actually on a battlefield wearing military uniform, but she's still performing these what is defined [as] female labor.  So there is constant fluidity that negotiates both realms.

So the gradual transition from hanbok to military uniform, or to put it in a better way, the seamless coexistence between the two dress codes did not contradict women's mission within North Korean society at all.  There existed a dual mission for women to nurture and build family life, as well as to fight and construct at the workplace.  Performing arts and their visual documentation were at the forefront of congealing such ideas into daily practices.  

In the following illustration, which captures a dance drama entitled, “Snow is Falling," the duality of North Korean women's fashion codes as related to bodily practices are represented in a hierarchical manner, symbolically capturing various layers of femininity.  Now, I think this is a very symptomatic illustration of what is going on in the 1970s representation of women's femininity through fashion codes.  I think there are three layers in this particular illustration.  At the very bottom, you have these dancers embodying snowflakes adorned in traditional Korean dress, and they create this visual support for the female soldier, whose femininity is marked by distinctive bodily traits such as slim waist line, skirts, her revealed legs, and finally, she's upholding this red revolutionary flag.  So there is this tri-level of reconstructing revolutionary spirit, through women's bodies in this painting.

Now, when you look at these two contrasting fashion codes, you might recognize the differences rather than similarities at a first glance, but I argue slightly differently.  Accompanying the choreographic plans for the performance are the two illustrations of costumes for a female soldier and dancers performing snowflakes, represented here.  Now, the differences that you might first notice might consist of different skirt lengths, different headwear, and different waistline.  But if you take a closer look, their bodies are united by significant similarities that eradicate diversion -- differences here.  

Both dancers feature similar docile bodily gestures while their gazes are focused on some distant point.  And this kind of -- fixing their gaze into the far distance is actually carried out in actual dance performance as well, as if they are anticipating the advent of an ideal world.  Topped by the red flag, the -- which is the ultimate sign of the socialist revolution, both figures implicate the coming of a socialist utopia.  Although different in color and shape, their costumes feature the same fluid silhouette, which accentuate their feminine beauty, resonating with the fluid identity Kim Joeng-suk  embodied through a wide variety of dress and bodily gestures.

Such resilient negotiations between traditional hanbok and military uniform are too numerous to catalog.  Since similar images were indefinitely replicated -- I'm sorry, infinitely replicated, and circulated through media since the 1970s.  In one example, this widespread visual structure was put into full-fledged spatial environment.  Now, this is an illustration of one of the revolutionary operas produced in 1970s, titled, "True Daughter of the Party."  And if you look at the center, you will see exact same visual structure consisting of red flag, female soldier, and numerous dancing bodies.

The two images from "Snow is Falling" and "The True Daughter of the Party" are unmistakably identical in their visual composition and very similar, too.  And note that one is simply a dance performance and another is a full-fledged musical or opera.  So the two images from -- once again, a female soldier is carrying a red flag of revolution in both instances, and they are supported by these numerous dancers.

But I think there is a huge difference in both -- in both illustrations, that here, if you look at the right side, you have a very specific description of the space in which these bodies are situated, unlike on the left side where the vision of utopia is only implicated through their gazes.  So here -- what is also important in the right side is that there is a red sun, which is also a very significant symbol of the Leader, himself.  So the red sun, without an exception, also signals the presence of the Great Leader, Kim Il-sung.  And as I pointed out yesterday, the birth celebration of Kim Il-sung is called celebration of the sun, so the reference is quite obvious in this visual composition.  

So ultimately, regardless of women's progression marked by various dress codes, they are situated under the benevolent guidance and radiance of the national leader, destined to perform those silent gestures of beauty and obedience.  Here you see an actual aerial photo of Pyongyang, and some of the architectural details are quite -- I can't find my curser, but quite closely replicated.  If you see the kind of palace structure in the photo, it is exactly implanted in the illustration of the opera, and the actual opera that has the same visual backdrop.  So the event of utopia, which was implicated in the dance performance, actually is visually concretely manifested through the spatial structure of Pyongyang.

So now I will move on to 1980s, where the business gets really interesting and exciting.  And it's really hard to pin down into one fashion code, because there are so many simultaneous efforts that are going on.  If the fashion discourse of the 1970s was predicated on the fluid continuum between military uniforms and hanbok, the 1980s saw a much more discursive sartorial landscape due to various factors.  Such as diversifying the textile industry and the industrial conditioning really becomes a huge factor in shaping women's clothing.  

Because by this time, by 1984, North Korea makes tremendous efforts to really establish light industry for various reasons.  Number one reason is to attract foreign investment in North Korea.  The second reason might be to vitalize a domestic consumption, because North Korean industry always has put so much emphasis on heavy military industry up to this point.  So it cannot meet its own consumers' demands.  So these various factors really make the leaders focused on revitalizing the light industry, which centers on textile industry, like in many other cases, like Vietnam and China and South Korea, for example.

So when Kim Il-sung declared in 1982, during the Supreme People's Assembly, that, quote: "Sleeveless shirts with low neck line do not contradict the socialist way of life," he was fully aware of the fact that exposure of the body, especially female body, can take an open expression of sexuality.  And this is really an interesting part of the fashion discussion in the 1980s.  So wasn't he aware of the fact that promoting femininity to the degree that it would somehow emulate the Western notions of sexualized female body, wouldn't that imply certain danger to North Korean society?  That was my big question while I was researching this period.

So -- or when his son, Kim Sung Il in 1984 noted that, quote: "We must pursue revolution in the textile industry and produce smart clothing which is up to the latest fashion."  When he said this, was he implying that the source of latest fashion likely refers to elsewhere outside of North Korea?  Or even outside of socialist block?  Thus, contradicting the ideological backbone of North Korean self-reliance.  Just like the former East Germany and the countries of the Soviet block sent their officials to capitalist fashion centers to attend fashion shows and industrial exhibitions, the North Korean officials seemed to be setting their eyes at the Western standards to catch up with the latest fashion modes, which would diversify the binary dress code based on traditional female garment, including hanbok and other clothing for domestic labor and military outfit.  Once again, visual media was at the forefront of promoting fashion diversity of the 1980s.  Numerous illustrations attempted to diversify the production of dress materials that did not belong to the traditional binary division.

In 1981, “Joseon Yesul” published a painting titled, "Fatherly Love is Felt [sic, Present] in Silk Fabric," where Kim Il-sung is standing in the middle of textile factory.  He is holding colorful fabrics surrounded by female workers who look up to Kim as a true object of admiration.  Due to the idealizing gazes of the female factory workers fixed upon Kim Il-sung, he assumes the focal point of this visual composition as if he were the real producer of the fabric.  Not inadvertently at all, Kim, in this painting resembles his mother, Kang Pan-sŏk, who was portrayed as the producer of dress materials in biographical sketches that I read.  The adoring gazes of the female factory workers, fixed on Kim, accentuates his masculinity as the revered and even desired provider of goods necessary for women's livelihood.

Why, then, was such a need to situate the most sacred and political figure at the heart of textile production?  Was there a particular need for the Leader to introduce -- excuse me -- intrude on what is conventionally regarded a female domain?  To a certain extent, Kim certainly -- Kim's centrality to the visual consumption marginalizes the potential subject material, which is the silk fabric, itself, as a perfunctory medium through which the male state leader and the female national subjects are brought together.  The flowery pattern of the fabric is obviously marked as if intended for female consumption, and in that sense, Kim Il-sung's endorsement of the material situates him as the arbiter of feminine beauty and elegance.  

As a metonymic object, standing for North Korean women's materiality and sexuality, silk fabric in this painting, reinforces the link between the national father and female consumer material.  As the title of the painting, "Fatherly Love is Present in Silk Fabric," denotes, the product of women's labor plays an important role in transcending female workers to a static realm where they experience an emotional rapport between themselves and the national leader.  

In the process, female labor, which brings the workers closer to the national leader, becomes an aesthetically valued object.  Now, if you look at the upper right corner of this painting, there is a slogan written in red letters, which read[s]: "Textile is Art."  The slogan briefly articulates the imitation between labor and art, which becomes a very important slogan for promoting textile industry of this kind.  At the same time, it teaches the viewers that the right form of beauty is an efficient way of measuring political correctness, which is gauged by Kim Il-sung's intervention in this visual composition.  

All in all, the juxtaposition of the national leader and fashion was created with a dual intention.  It was a political project endorsing female labor by endowing Kim Il-sung with the power to establish standards of how women should produce rather than consume; yielding the fashion products which would ultimately regulate their patterns of consumption and bodily expressions.  In [the] case of North Korea, it is not only visual arts that reinforce the idea of the paternal authority over female production and consumption of fashion.  And there are many other examples that indicate Kim Il-sung actually used coercive measures to reform North Korean fashion of this time.

Now, Shin Sang-ok and Choi Eun-hee, who were the abducted South Korean film couple who lived in North Korea from '78 to '86, had a rare glimpse of what was actually going on in the leadership circle.  Choi, that you see on the right side of the photo, writes that, "The North Korean workers party instructed people to wear hats all of a sudden one day."  So she quotes -- I quote from her memoir:

"The instructions from the party were religiously followed, so everyone started putting something on their head.  Some women wore Western style hats with a large shade, and other women wore children's hats with ear covers while wearing hanbok, the traditional dress code."  So the party instructions had to be followed no matter whether it matched their dress code or not all of a sudden.

A similar case illustrates a top down approach to fashion, and in 1984, when Kim Il-sung returned from Eastern Europe and suddenly instructed people to wear ties, this is what happened.  And I again quote from Choi Eun-hee’s memoir:

"The next day everyone was wearing a tie regardless of whether it matched their other clothes or not.  People who did not have any dress shirt wore ties on their round neck T-shirts.  Party members were -- and office workers put aside their Mao suits and started to wear ties at work.  But Kim Jong-il still insists on wearing a Mao suit."  

There are various speculations as to why this is so.  Because truly, if you look at the visual representations of these father and son leaders of North Korea, the father tends to prefer Western style suits, quite fashionable as you can see on the left.  Whereas Kim Sung Il is quite insistent upon wearing Maoist military suits.  And some have speculated that -- I don't want to get into the psychiatry, reading of the Leader, as I said yesterday, but I think this explanation is rather convincing that Kim Jong-il is the nominal leader of the North Korean military, but he does not have any actual experience of serving or commanding the military.  So in order to compensate for his lacking background, he insists on these military style suits.  I mean this is rather a psychiatric reading of why things are done in the way it is, but I think it is convincing to a certain degree.

Just for your reference, Kim Il-sung who is on the left seems to be more secure about his military background because he was actually the guerrilla leader of anti-Japanese resistance movement in Manchuria before he returned to North Korea in '45.  So these two leaders, while exhibiting very distinctive fashion codes themselves, they all emphasize that North Korean women should wear -- and not only women, but men should also wear various fashion items and clothing.  

So the -- the North Korean leadership's interest in elevating the standards of fashion, especially women's fashion, manifests itself well in a photo of a father and son during the 1988 fashion exhibition in Pyongyang.  While attending the exhibition, Kim Il-sung noted, "If there is a gathering of 10,000 people, they should all be dressed diversely, according to their own taste,"  end quote. Kim Jong-il also echoed his father's sentiment:

“We must increase the production of clothing.  We should efficiently manage clothing factories so that they produce various sorts of clothing catering to the state of our taste of our people.  We must open many tailor shops, and train more tailors and seamstresses so that people can obtain appropriate suits according to seasonal changes."  

Paralleling the ideas expressed in this statement, in the photo published in “Joseon Nyeoseong” in 1988 that you see over here, the two leaders of North Korea are inspecting women's red high heels on exhibition with other sorts of shoes.  Now, produced in domestic factories, these flamboyant red high heels embody the livelihood of the North Korean people, but at the same time, they also become conduits through which the national leaders endorse certain types of femininity.  Just like the aforementioned painting in which Kim Il-sung endorsed colorful fabric, and thereby established himself as the arbiter of female beauty and regulator of their bodily practices, both Kims in this photo established their stature as endorsers of the production and consumption of female fashion goods.

Kim Jong-il's interest, shown in the photo, is often periled by numerous writings throughout the 1990s.  For instance in a 1990 speech entitled, "On the Revolution of Light Industry," Kim Jong-il claimed, and I quote: "Shoes are absolutely necessary consumerist items in North Korean people’s daily lives.  As people’s living standards keep rising, there is a growing demand for shoes.  We must improve the quantity and quality of shoes productions so that we could produce massive amounts, according to gender, age, season and profession.  We must concentrate on the production of a large quantity of leather shoes and winter shoes, especially long neck boots, high heels, sandals, and guarantee that there are enough workers’ shoes as well.  We must produce at least” -- and I'm not sure if this figure is correct, because this is quoted in [a] South Korean publication, but Kim Jong-il said, "We must produce at least 120 million pairs of shoes every year."  I have to double-check this, but it's quite astounding that leaders kept issuing these kind of fashion statements very consistently throughout [the] history of North Korea.  So the diverse kinds of shoes cataloged in this speech showcases the fact that Kim Jong-il was as concerned with beauty as well as utility of these items.

Fashion in a sense is not simply placed in the conventional domain of female consumption, but rather, it belongs to the fluid production consumption continuum, which seamlessly links labor with art.  In the 1993 film, “Urban Girls” -- I'm sorry, "Urban Girl Comes to Get Married," which was briefly introduced yesterday, reinforces the aforementioned ideals of the state leaders educating -- equating fashion with people's livelihood.  This film is about a young fashion designer girl, who you see on the stage explaining what's going on in [the] fashion show, and she lives a very glamorous life in Pyongyang as a fashion designer.  But later on she gives up her job and urban life style to marry a country boy, who is a model farm worker.  In the end -- so I will show a clip of her activities in Pyongyang as a fashion designer, and move on to the description of the film.

[music playing]

[speaking Korean] 

Suk-Young Kim:  

At the end of this film, the -- this urban girl goes back to the countryside where she volunteered to do some farming work, and where she fell in love with this country boy, and the final montage sequence is quite interesting.  She brings the tailor shop to the rural village and opens up this fashion center in the village, and all the villagers now start wearing fashionable clothes, thanks to her presence.  But that kind of fashion scene is immediately followed by the cornfield; the animal farm where you have livestock and produce.  So this constant juxtaposition of fashionist consumption and agricultural production are put together face to face.

What, then, is achieved by the urbanization of rural women's fashion in this particular movie?  In a broad scheme of things, it reinforces the obvious urban royal divide, which privileges the former as a model to emulate.  And this is particularly interesting and reveals, to a certain extent, the spatial hierarchy of North Korean territory.  In a way, the urban standards are accepted without any critical filtering, and it is taken for granted that the city people should teach the country people as well.  But the flip side of that story is that urban people, who are so fashionable, and lead this very chic life style, should also, always be hard working producers just like farmers.  So the message works both ways.  

So likewise, the bodily presentation embodying the newly arrived urban girl imposes superior body politics onto rural women, who should be enlightened and cultivated by the urban standards.  Which, by no mistake, is the space associated with the sacrosanct national leaders.  In this light the urban girl becomes the fashion evangelist, spreading the nationally recommended fashion, which is, in turn, endorsed by the Leader and the urban space is actually the Leader’s creation.  So that's how the spatial hierarchy works, vis-à-vis fashion hierarchy.  So the urban girl becomes the fashion evangelist spreading the nationally recommended fashion standards and behavioral norms, which accompany this new mode of fashion.

And finally, there have been very interesting fashion practices which particularly involve the presence of South Korean factories, special economic zones, such as Gaeseong, are hosting for investments, including South Korean textile factories.  And there are numerous North Korean workers who work for the South Korea companies.  And I heard that this has some sort of impact, but I haven't set out to do intensive research yet, because this project is just growing and growing and growing.  

So finally, I would like to wrap up my talk by showing you one film clip that was made in the late 1990s.  The video was released in 2001, but I'm not sure when the actual movie was made.  But I assume that it's the 1990s.  It shows the North Korea efforts to boost up [the] textile industry and facilitate the production by computerizing the whole production process; so you see the end of the film where the workers are celebrating the textile -- how the textile industry was updated by this newest computer technology.  So --

[clip] 

[singing in Korean]  

 Suk-Young Kim:  

Well, thank you very much, and I will be open for question and answers.

[applause]

 Suk-Young Kim:  

Yes?  

Speaker:

[inaudible]  

 Suk-Young Kim:

I can't answer that question, but the father seems to be taller than the son.  

Speaker:

[inaudible]  

 Suk-Young Kim:

I've never seen either of them, in real life.  So I can't answer the question, but I know for sure that the son is shorter, yes, yes.  

Speaker:

[inaudible]  

 Suk-Young Kim:

Right.  Right.  

Speaker:

[inaudible]  

 Suk-Young Kim:

Right.  Exactly.  I totally agree with your comments.  In comparison with the PRC’s, women's fashion code, I mean North Korea exemplifies a striking difference rather than similarities, and this has a lot to do with how both states perceived the questions of women's liberation and labor in their new socialist nation.  At least Chairmen Mao acknowledged that yes, women were oppressed in the past, so they should be liberated.  There was open acknowledgement to liberate them and even to promote them to the status of men, at least nominally, saying that women occupied half the sky, whereas in North Korea such recognition of women as the social group, as the oppressed class or gender, was never manifested clearly.  So consequently, there was no need to liberate them, because they were never oppressed.  I mean there was no open acknowledgement of their oppression in feudal society.  So questions of women's liberation was never really brought to that confrontational level as it did in PRC, and I think this has a direct influence on fashion practices that we see in the PRC in North Korea, as differences.  Yes. 

Male Speaker: 

[inaudible]

 Suk-Young Kim:  

Yeah.  There is concrete reason for that, and I just had to focus on fashion so I just kind of skipped that out.  But North Korea was trying to emulate Chinese model of the great leap forward called cheonlima.  Cheonlima is the legendary force that can fly so fast.  So they wanted to excel in production in terms of speed and catching up with the other socialist countries like PRC.  And in the process, tremendous labor force had to be brought into this realization of Tulimao movement.  And that's one visual -- one very clear reason why women had to contribute their labor to social production.  

But at the same time, kinds of labor that they provided cannot be equally treasured.  The female labor wasn't equally treasured by the state as it was -- in relation to male labor.  During my interviews with some refugees, I noticed that especially when one belongs to a leadership class, most of their spouses did not work.  Or even if they worked, it was rather very nominal, you know, way they contributed their labor through some leadership positions.  But it wasn't strictly related to the production itself.  So I think we should not be mislead by the figure, itself, that although women's labor occupied 50 percent of that time, it doesn't mean that their labor was as significantly considered by the leadership. 

Male Speaker:  

[inaudible]

 Suk-Young Kim:  

I haven't conducted that research yet, but that's a very difficult question to answer.  How do we do -- how do we conduct very fair statistic survey in a place like North Korea?  So I wouldn't venture to speculate on that.  But my impression is that it has a lot to do with which class you belong.  I will just leave it at that. Yes.

Male Speaker:  

[inaudible]

 Suk-Young Kim:  

So as I said, I mean, these promotion of certain fashions wasn't the only clothing that women were wearing.  I mean there were other available fashion choices, but you see the visible promotion of hanbok in this period, and why was that so?  Because I think it has -- it is tied to the North Korean promotion of Juche ideology.  Juche ideology is ideological orientation that North Korea promoted roughly translated as self-reliance, that they wouldn't necessarily follow the directions or guidance of any other outside forces, but they would create and run a self-sufficient country in all aspects of life.  So in that sense, hanbok is a nationalistic traditional dress code really worked well into the promotion of Jiutsu ideology.  

But it does not answer the question of why only women had to bear traditional dress.  I mean we've seen a lot of female bodies putting these traditional fashion codes, but it is not the case with male bodies, for example, so why is that?  It's an interesting question to investigate.  And I have come to some kind of preliminary conclusion myself that it, again, has to do with how North Korea valued male labor more than female labor in this case, because when they -- say that if North Korea wanted to all of a sudden promote these military figures in visual media, there were a lot of those, but I don't think -- it just overtook the femininity as it did in case of PRC because North Korea wanted to present visual media as an example to emulate.  It's not something that's distanced from your life, but it has a huge impact on shaping one's dress style and conducting bodily behaviors.  

So if they were to, say, promote this unprecedented military outfit, all of a sudden, it might have created distance, psychological or practical distance between who they are and what they see.  So the transition had to be much more gradual.  And in that sense, this might be the reason why hanbok was more prominent, compared to other socialist states.  Yes. 

Female Speaker:  

[inaudible]

 Suk-Young Kim: 

Interestingly enough.  I mean North Korean theater and film productions enjoy longevity, I mean more than we can ever imagine.  Say productions that were created and seen widely in 1970s, can still be seen nowadays.  Because just like the Chinese Cultural Revolution, you have eight model theater works, which were promoted aggressively, and these are probably the only few available theater productions of the time, but now it's different.  But in North Korea, those archetypical revolutionary theater productions survived and are still being widely circulated, and what's interesting in terms of replicating the frozen moment, the iconic moment, without changing it too much is quite important; because I think that they wanted to really create immediately recognizable images of revolution through female bodies, so -- yeah.

And, of course, this is not the only example.  But if you were here yesterday, that flower girl holding flower basket in her arm, that's a very iconic image in North Korean visual culture, and that imagine even entered North Korean paper, the bank note, so the same exact frozen imagine is seen in all sorts of media throughout North Korean daily lives.  Any other questions?  Greg. 

Greg:  

[Inaudible]  I guess I’m curious, how did you know [inaudible] or is it just due to women [inaudible]?  How did you know that?

 Suk-Young Kim:   

That's a great question.  This was part of the introduction, but I had to cut it out, because I was too long.  Visual media is not simply for visual consumption or for decoration or whatnot.  But it has very close ties with every day practice.  What do I mean by that?  As I exemplified yesterday through film clips, those films are not simply shown to entertain people.  These materials are actually used for classroom education and their daily self-presentation.  

I had a -- as you might know, I had a chance to examine whole sets of North Korean textbooks.  And whenever you encounter, let's say iconic figures from revolutionary films, the discussion questions names them and -- name them and say how would you emulate the revolutionary virtue of this character?  Okay?  So what does that have to do with fashion practice?  I think the way they emulate these heroes are particularly controlled in this social setting.  

One instance is that they have acting contests for amateurs where all these non-professional actors get to perform the revolutionary heroes.  And there is this constant need to replicate the exact image, just like we've seen in frozen moments, including fashion, and bodily gestures that you can immediately recognize.  And the contests are judged by those standards.  So films, visual media, are tied to state policy, not in subsidiary way, by any means, but I think these are really essential tools to propagate the exactly recognizable images for people to emulate.  Yes. 

Male Speaker:  

[inaudible]

 Suk-Young Kim:  

Yes.  I can see your point, yeah, sure.  But lately, there are more discursive fashion practices, and even the highest level of female leadership wear Western fashion such as Chanel and Christian Dior, and this is very widespread knowledge among people who visit North Korea and have interactions with them.  So, yes, while that's true, I don't want to leave this talk with an impression that North Korea is still very oppressive in terms of instilling certain types of dress codes only.  Now it has become much more discursive in [unintelligible].  

So thank you for your patience.  The talk was a little rough, I think, because I cut out so many parts, but I really appreciate your support and questions and feedback.

[applause] 

Mary Lou Reker:  

Thank you, Doctor. 

