
 

 

저 시-비 리-동 조건 경허락 2.0 한민  

는 아래  조건  르는 경 에 한하여 게 

l  저 물  복제, 포, 전송, 전시, 공연  송할 수 습니다.  

l 차적 저 물  성할 수 습니다.  

다 과 같  조건  라야 합니다: 

l 하는,  저 물  나 포  경 ,  저 물에 적  허락조건
 확하게 나타내어야 합니다.  

l 저 터  허가를  러한 조건들  적 지 않습니다.  

저 에 른  리는  내 에 하여 향  지 않습니다. 

것  허락규약(Legal Code)  해하  쉽게 약한 것 니다.  

Disclaimer  

  

  

저 시. 하는 원저 를 시하여야 합니다. 

비 리. 하는  저 물  리 적  할 수 없습니다. 

동 조건 경허락. 하가  저 물  개 , 형 또는 가공했  경
에는,  저 물과 동 한 허락조건하에서만 포할 수 습니다. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/kr/legalcode
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/kr/


 

 

國際學碩士學位論文 

 

 

The Soft Power of Hallyu, the Korean 

Wave, in North Korea 

 

한류의 소프트파워가 북한 주민들의 탈북에 

미치는 영향 

 

 

 

2012 年 8 月 

 

 

서울大學校 國際大學院 

國際學科 國際協力專攻 

鄭 嘉 泳 



 

 

The Soft Power of Hallyu, the Korean 

Wave, in North Korea 

 

한류의 소프트파워가 북한 주민들의 탈북에 미치는 영향 

 

 

A thesis presented 

 

by 

 

Chung, Ka Young 

 

to 

 

Graduate Program 

In International Studies (International Cooperation) 

In partial fulfillment of the requirements 

For the degree of Master 

In the subject of International Studies 

 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

Seoul, Republic of Korea 

August, 2012 



 

 

The Soft Power of Hallyu, the Korean Wave, 

in North Korea 

 

한류의 소프트파워가 북한 주민들의 탈북에 미치는 영향 

 

 

指導敎授 李 根 

이 논문을 國際學碩士 學位論文으로 提出함 

 

2012年 8月  

 

서울大學校 大學院 

國際學科 國際協力專攻 

鄭 嘉 泳 

 

鄭嘉泳의 國際學碩士學位論文을 認准함 

2012年 8月  

 

  委 員 長                           (印) 

 

  副委員長                           (印) 

 

  委    員                           (印) 



 

 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

THESIS ACCEPTANCE CERTIFICATE 

The undersigned, appointed by 

 

Graduate School of International Studies, 

Seoul National University 

 

Have examined a thesis entitled 

 

The Soft Power of Hallyu, the Korean Wave, in North Korea 

 
 

Presented by Chung, Ka Young 

 

Candidate for the degree of Master of International Studies and Hereby certify 

that is worthy of acceptance 

 

Signature   

Committee Chair Jeong, Jong-Ho 

 

Signature   

Committee Member Sheen, Seong-Ho 

 

Signature   

Committee Member Lee, Geun 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
ⓒ Copyright by Chung, Ka Young 2012 

 All Rights Reserved 

  



 

 - i -   

The Soft Power of Hallyu, the Korean 

Wave, in North Korea 
 

 

 

Chung, Ka Young 

 

International Cooperation 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

 

 

[ABSTRACT] 

 

 The popularity of ―Hallyu,‖ the Korean Wave, has been extraordinary 

throughout the world, even in the xenophobic and completely isolated country, 

North Korea. This study focuses on the soft power influence of Hallyu in North 

Korea, on how Hallyu motivates North Koreans to defect, and how Hallyu 

facilitates North Korean‘s adaptation to life in South Korea following their 

defection. Since this thesis examines a subject that is still unfolding and deals 

with a society which is completely closed, the interviews and surveys of 100 

North Korean defectors will be used in addition to related newspaper and 

journal articles for theoretical discussions and analysis. 
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 Indeed, the case of Hallyu in North Korea perfectly represents Joseph 

Nye‘s ―soft power‖ in international society. While spreading Hallyu contents 

into Asian and European countries had certain plans and purposes, North Korea 

was beyond South Korea‘s reach. ―Hallyu Fever‖ in North Korea started and 

proliferated through unofficial channels, producing unexpected results. Due to 

the irregular and confrontational nature of inter-Korean relations, Hallyu‘s 

character and significance may be quite different from that of the general 

Hallyu movement in other international markets. However, regardless of how 

Hallyu came to be diffused into North Korean society, the political meaning of 

its effect is tremendous. Hallyu‘s ability to change the perception of South 

Korea is a step forward in the end goal of reunification of the Korean peninsula.  

 To provide answers to the research question raised in the beginning of 

the thesis, the four propositions are discussed. These four propositions are as 

follows. First, as Hallyu contents continue to proliferate throughout North 

Korean society, the more North Koreans will come to perceive life in South 

Korea in a positive light. Second, South Korea‘s positive image based on 

Hallyu media acts as a ―pull factor‖ for North Koreans. Third, the younger the 

generation, the greater this pull factor is. Fourth, Hallyu media will also help 

North Koreans to adapt to South Korean culture and lifestyle after their 

defection. An analysis of the survey data supports the plausibility of these four 
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propositions. 

 This study finds that among the multiple factors motivating North 

Koreans to defect, a newly formed admiration for South Korean society through 

Hallyu is very influential, and that Hallyu‘s influence is growing stronger in 

North Korea. The political implication of the result is that the soft power of the 

Hallyu movement will continue to have an important unofficial impact on inter-

Korean relations, and that the South Korean government should thus use this 

soft power as a tool to achieve its long-term goals of the unification of North 

and South Korea. 

 

Key Words: Korean Wave, Hallyu, soft power, pull factor 

Student Number: 2010-22401 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1  Background: “Hallyu,” the Korean Wave 

 

 Beginning in the mid 1990s, South Korean TV dramas and pop music 

became increasingly popular in Japan, China, Taiwan, and other East Asian 

countries. This penetration of South Korean popular culture into foreign 

societies is generally referred to as ―Hallyu‖ or the ―Korean Wave.‖ More 

recently, a ―Second
 
Hallyu Wave‖ has begun, which is more narrowly focused 

on the popularity of South Korean idol singers. With the great success of the 

recent ―K-Pop‖ concerts held in Europe (2011), this ―Second Hallyu Wave‖ is 

now spreading Korean popular music not only throughout the East Asian region 

but across the world, including the Western hemisphere. As the Korean Wave 

has already proved its soft power influence in Asian countries over the past 

several years, its attractive and addictive power is now extending into other 

parts of the globe as well. The positive effects of the Korean Wave can be 
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summed up in four points: 1) a general growing of interest in Korean culture; 2) 

increasing migrations of foreigners with the notion of the ‗Korean Dream‘; 3) 

increasing tourist with variety of reasons to visit South Korea; and 4) annual 

growth of cultural industry revenues.  

 First, with the so-called ―Hallyu Boom,‖ an increasing number of 

foreigners have started to show great interests in Korean food, language, 

fashion, and other aspects of traditional culture. In Italy, for example, after 

watching concerts by Korean singers via internet websites, roughly 2,000 high 

school and college students voluntarily formed social clubs and made them a 

formal school activity.
1
 Through Hallyu, a new term, ―K-Culture,‖ emerged 

and is often used in foreign mass media. Hallyu has also influenced foreigners 

to recognize Korean food as a ―well-being‖ healthy food, which has in turn 

made Korean restaurants very popular abroad. According to recent news reports, 

a number of U.S. college campus cafeterias now include Korean cuisine on 

their menus. The Korean language is another large factor of Korean culture that 

has attracted foreign attention through the Hallyu movement. Originally, the 

nearby Asian countries such as Japan, Taiwan, Indonesia, Vietnam, China, were 

                                           

1 “Diplomatic Results through Hallyu,” Document from Department of Cultural Exchange and 

Cooperation in Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2011. (“한류를 활용한 외교적 성과,” 외

교통상부 문화교류협력과, 2011.) 
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the most familiar to Korean culture, but now an increasing number of people in 

distant countries who were originally not familiar to Korean culture such as 

Uzbekistan and Bolivia show huge interests in the Korean language. The 

number of foreigners taking Korean language proficiency tests (EPS-KLT) has 

increased every year since the Hallyu movement began to spread.
2
  

 Second, sparking an interest in Korean culture in general, Hallyu has 

attracted foreigners to Korea with a ‗Korean Dream.‘ The story about a 

Nepalese individual coming to South Korea with a ‗Korean Dream‘ is just one 

example. Influenced by Hallyu, Gambir Gurung, Nepalese man in his 30s, came 

to South Korea in the 1990s and earned fifty thousand dollars by working for 

eight years. With the money he earned, he returned to his hometown and taught 

the Korean language to Nepalese students, and later brought together people 

who achieved a ‗Korean Dream‘ like he had and formed Nepal-Korea 

Development Committee to give other Nepalese people opportunities to learn 

about Korea.
3
 As with this case, a growing number of foreigners, especially 

from Southeast Asia, Mongolia, and Central Asia, are known to carry the so-

called ‗Korean Dream‘ and intend to immigrate to Korea after being influenced 

                                           

2 “Diplomatic Results through Hallyu,” Document from Department of Cultural Exchange and 

Cooperation in Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2011. 

3 “Korean Dream in Nepal,” 2010/09/02 

http://blog.naver.com/lsg112713?Redirect=Log&logNo=70093157948 
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by the Korean Wave, Hallyu. 

 The third positive effect of Hallyu is the increasing number of tourists 

who have visited Korea for variety of reasons since 2000, the year that ―Hallyu 

Fever‖ started. In 2004, 5,810,000 foreigners visited Korea, the number 

increasing to 7,810,000 in 2009.
4
 It is now common to see foreigners visit 

Korea just to attend Korean K-Pop auditions, which is proof of the direct 

influence Hallyu has on the world. There are growing numbers of foreign actors 

and singers on Korean stage. These people voluntarily learn the Korean 

language to become members of Korean idol singer group, or to in Korean 

films. Recently, a Chinese immigrant named Baek Chong-gang attended a 

Korean music audition and won the first prize. Hallyu has also achieved an 

enormous economical success resulting in annual growth of cultural industry 

revenues. According to official data from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade of Korea, cultural industry revenue in 2010 reached its highest level since 

the 1980s. On top of an increasing demand for Korean films, TV programs, K-

Pop, and related Hallyu contents, products that Korean celebrities model for are 

seeing significant export sales in all Hallyu friendly countries. For example, 

influenced by the fame of the Korean drama ―Ju-Mong,‖ an increased number 

                                           

4 “Diffusion of Hallyu and Plan for its Practical Use,” Document from Department of Cultural 

Exchange and Cooperation in Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2011. (“한류 확산과 활용 

방안,” 외교통상부 문화교류협력과, 2011.) 
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of LG electronics products were sold in Iran, market share of Hyundai 

automobiles increased in Brunei and Israel, and Korean cosmetics became 

sensationally popular in Myanmar.
5
 Recently, there has also been an increase in 

the number of foreigners visiting Korea sole for the purpose of purchasing 

Korean goods advertised through Hallyu visual media. 

 Hallyu acts as a form of soft power conveying a brand image of Korea 

as a charming, likable, and refined country. Not only have foreigners come to 

perceive of South Korea as an attractive place, Korean attitudes towards 

foreigners have also positively changed. This cultural melding wrought by 

Hallyu soft power is something that no diplomat or political power was able to 

achieve in the past. Prior to the Korean Wave, South Korea was for the most 

part considered a minor player at the international spheres of influence, but now 

with the help of Hallyu, South Korea is rising to take the major lead in the 

world of the international Pop-Culture scene. It may have begun accidentally at 

first, but Hallyu has developed into a deliberate diplomatic tool of soft power. It 

may be said that spreading Hallyu contents, with the assistance of the 

popularity of Korean celebrities as unofficial public relations ambassadors, has 

helped in relations with countries such as Vietnam, Japan, and China. 

                                           

5 “Diplomatic Results through Hallyu,” Document from Department of Cultural Exchange and 

Cooperation in Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2011. 
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Expanding on this trend, then what would happen if Hallyu were directed at 

North Korea, the country with the worst relations with South Korea? Would 

Hallyu‘s soft power work in the same way? 

 

1.2  Purpose of the Study 

  

 In terms of inter-Korean relations, South Korea‘s goal is to open up and 

reform North Korea. In that sense, employing Hallyu‘s soft power in an 

unofficial manner would be an ideal way to reach its goal. Would Hallyu be 

able to inspire a ‗Korean Dream‘ among North Koreans just as it worked as a 

pull factor for emigrants from Nepal and other Hallyu-influenced Asian 

countries? Probably the two most important subjects that South Korean society 

should focus on in the future are discussions about cultural diversity within its 

national boundaries and its relationship with North Korea. By paying close 

attention to Hallyu‘s impact across the world, Hallyu can serve as a multiple 

diplomatic force in bridging both of these issues and bringing about positive 

results. As a first step, the evolution of reasons for the defection of North 

Koreans should be examined. In the past, while most North Korean defectors 

were driven to escape by poverty and hunger, a wider variety of reasons now 

seem to be prompting defections. For example, the Asahi newspaper recently 
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featured a story about a North Korean defector, who longed for a life in South 

Korea after watching South Korean TV dramas. He stated that Hallyu visual 

media made him admire South Korea and images of South Korean society made 

him decide to escape from the North.
6
 Another defector was quoted as saying 

that she came to South Korea wanting to read South Korean books and watch 

South Korean films and, TV dramas. On a South Korean TV program on 

Channel A entitled ―We Now Go to Meet,‖ young women who defected from 

North Korea revealed some of their own experiences of Hallyu in North Korea. 

Woman 1 said that after watching South Korean TV dramas, she told her mother, 

―Mom, women in the South can even drive. I definitely need to go there and 

live.‖ Woman 2 said, ―After watching South Korean TV dramas, I had a firm 

determination to marry a South Korean man when I grow up.‖ Woman 3 said, 

―The South Korea depicted in TV dramas was so different from the world I live 

in. I came to wonder if such a world even exists.‖ She added that North 

Koreans believe that TV dramas reflect the reality of South Korea. She 

continued to explain that quite a lot of people in her neighborhood earned 

money by selling recorded South Korean visual media in black markets and that 

                                           

6 “North Korean Defector arrived in Japan says, „I decided to escape after watching South 

Korean Drama,‟” Kyunghyang Shinmun, 2012/04/15. (“日 도착 탈북자 한국 드라마보고 탈출 

결심했다,” 경향신문, 2012/04/15.) 

http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?artid=201109201112251&code=970100.  

http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?artid=201109201112251&code=970100
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even the wives of local policemen addictively bought these recorded tapes and 

films to watch. As these interviewee comments reveal, Hallyu did not penetrate 

North Korea directly from South Korea but came by way of China, another 

early Hallyu-influenced country. Ironically, as shown, the diffusion of Hallyu 

contents did not start off with a political goal but rather for economic reasons 

when North Korea was experiencing its worst economic hardship. However, 

with Hallyu content spreading much like a drug industry, this addictive force 

has transformed into a long term political goal of improving the conditions and 

relations with North Korea. 

 Many scholars argue that the Korean peninsula is getting to the stage of 

a reunified Korea. With this in mind, in such an unstable situation, where all 

that the two Koreas share are military threats and hard power directed against 

each other, paying careful attention to how Hallyu acts as a means of soft power 

towards North Koreans would be a very interesting and even mandatory topic to 

investigate. By tracking Hallyu‘s positive effects, especially in terms of foreign 

migration and the changing reasons for North Korean defections, I thus wanted 

to research more in depth on this topic. I will answer my research question 

about how Hallyu motivates North Koreans: first, by analyzing how Hallyu 

contents motivates North Koreans to abandon their hometowns for the South; 

second, if Hallyu media helps North Korean defectors to adapt to South Korean 
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society in anyway; and finally, if the penetration of Hallyu content into North 

Korea will in the long term help with Korean reunification. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

PREVIOUS STUDIES AND THEORETICAL 

DISCUSSIONS 

 

2.1  Media Role in German Reunification  

  

 A similar historical case to compare and contrast is the impact that 

mass media had on German reunification. It can be argued that television 

played one of the most important core roles in the process of German 

reunification: ―In general the structure of the German media can be explained 

by the specific conditions of recent German history. All these upheavals, at 

intervals of less than 30 years – democratization, the First World War, the 

Weimar Republic, the Third Reich and Second World War, the East-West 

conflict and the Cold War, the student revolts and reunification always had a 

media side to them, indeed would have been unimaginable without the mass 

media.‖
7
 According to Dr. Lee Woo Young, a North Korean specialist, in 

                                           

7 Groebel Jo, “Culture and Media,” Facts about Germany, 



 

 - 11 -   

research on the role of mass media in the reunification process, Helmut Hanke 

argues that the collapse of East Germany was a ―Media Revolution,‖ and that 

through television, socialism disappeared in Germany. He added that if it was 

not for TV, East Germans would not have attempted to climb the Berlin Wall on 

November 9, 1989, and that this unity was motivated by television.
8
 Other 

scholars such as K. R. Hesse disagree with Hanke, asserting that media may 

have served as a promoter for revolution, but it falsely gave the media too much 

credit for reunification of the country to use the term ―Media Revolution.‖ 

However, Dr. Lee points out that although the use of the term could have been 

exaggerated, West German TV has undeniably given a powerful voice to reform 

movements, informed the public of East German defections and promoted the 

formation of a mass anti-regime consciousness within East German society.
9
 

The power of TV was therefore immensely influential. An explanation for why 

the role of television contributed to the reunification process is simply due to 

the fact that East Germans watched a lot of West German programs. Starting in 

1956, the East German TV transmission system mirrored the West German 

                                                                                                                

http://www.tatsachen-ueber-deutschland.de/en/culture-and-media/main-content-

09/media.html 

8 Helmut Hanke, “Kommunikation in Aufruhr – Meiden im Wandel,” quoted in Lee 

Woo Young, “Role of the Mass Media during the Reunification Process,” p. 26. 

9 Lee Woo Young, “Role of the Mass Media during the Reunification Process,” 1996, 

p. 27. (이우영, „통일과정에서 매스미디어의 역할,‟ 1996, p. 27.) 
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system, therefore making it possible for viewers in both East and West 

Germany to watch each other‘s programs. However, while West German 

programs had a significant impact on East Germany, the East German programs 

did not influence the West German people as drastically. According to the 

German weekly magazine Spiegel, on the other hand, 85% of East Germans 

watched the West German news programs ―Tagesschau,‖ and ―Heute.‖
10

 Some 

people described this phenomenon as Germany‘s nightly electric reunification 

via the airwaves.
11

 This brings up the question of why the East German 

government allowed for the dual existence of public and private media by using 

the mutual antenna, thereby allowing East German people to watch West 

German‘s programs. The reality of the situation was that the East German 

government was not able to stop people‘s desire to watch the West German TV. 

More important here than the fact that many East Germans watched West 

German TV is that they trusted West German broadcasts more than their own 

broadcasts.
12

 Media acted as a trigger for the reform movement, and formed a 

                                           

10 Spiegel, 1985, No. 45, p. 99, quoted in Lee Woo Young, “Role of the Mass Media 

during the Reunification Process,” 1996, p. 29. 

11 Lee Woo Young, “Role of the Mass Media during the Reunification Process,” 1996, 

p. 27.  

12 “Press Report from East and West Germany around the German Reunification 

Period,” [Korea-Germany International Symposium Commemorating the 50th 

Anniversay of the National Liberation Day], sponsored by Korea Media Research, 
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mass anti-regime consciousness throughout East German society. By watching 

the West German programs, the country overcame their difference in culture 

and maintained a degree of national homogeneity. Watching the same TV 

programs and listening to the same radio programs also helped both East and 

West Germans to possess the same view of their country‘s reality, thus giving 

them the ability to make objective decisions which later led to German 

reunification. In cognitive research, results showed that the media effects are 

moderate in general, but are more pronounced for respondents who have a 

greater need for orientation concerning political issues.
13

 As in the Germany 

case, this ideological split and potential for revolution fueled by mass media 

would be exactly what the North Korean ruling class would fear the most. By 

using the Germany case as an example, the influence and soft power of South 

Korean visual media on North Koreans will next be examined. 

 

2.2  Hallyu in North Korea: How it Started  

  

 Hallyu in North Korea refers to North Koreans adopting South Korean 

                                                                                                                

p433. (“독일 통일 전후의 동서독 언론 보도,” 한국언론연구원 주최 [광복 50주년 기

념 한독국제심포지엄] 발표 논문, 김정기 외, [붂단국가의 언론정책], p. 433.) 

13 Patrick Rossler and Michael Schenk, “Cognitive Bounding and the German 

Unification: Agenda Setting and Persuasion Effects of Mass Media,” 1999.  
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popular culture. The phenomenon is similar to the Korean Wave affecting 

foreign countries but its character is slightly different due to the unusual 

conditions prevailing in North Korea. Ho Hye-il, a North Korean security guard 

during the inter-Korean summit who defected, wrote in his book North Korean 

Show Box that North Koreans are very interested in South Korean TV dramas. 

During inspections in 2002, 600 kg of South Korean videos, CDs, and other 

publications were collected from students at Kim Il Sung University.
14

 North 

Koreans seem to have been interested in South Korean popular culture, 

especially TV dramas and songs, for some time, even prior to the actual 

―Korean Wave‖ influenced other parts of the world. In the 1990s, on rare 

occasions, South Korean singers were occasionally invited to Pyongyang, the 

capital of North Korea, for certain events and from time to time, joint North and 

South concerts were held. From then on, the songs that South Korean singers 

sang became popular among North Koreans. Ho reported that once, when the 

North Korean central TV broadcasted a South Korean concerts, North Koreans 

already familiar with the South Korean songs sang along, and some even video-

recorded the performances to learn the tunes and the lyrics.
15

 With this 

unexpectedly avid interest of North Koreans in South Korean songs and its 

                                           

14 Ho Hye-il, “North Korean Show Box,” 2006. P. 356. 

15 Ho Hye-il, p. 355. 
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uncontrollable ripple effect, the North Korean government announced severe 

punishments for anyone caught singing South Korean songs. In fact, North 

Korea has put forth its full effort to block foreign media, especially from South 

Korea. The North Korean government must have foreseen that the ―Korean 

Wave‖ (here we are talking about the South Korean Wave) was powerful 

enough to throw the North Korean people and society into a state of confusion 

and chaos as indeed seems to be happening at the moment. Slavoj Zizek notes 

in his article that ―against the image, all-present in cultural criticism, of a 

radical subversive discourse or practice ‗censored‘ by the Power, one is even 

tempted to claim that today, more than ever, the mechanism of censorship 

intervenes predominantly to enhance the efficiency of the power discourse 

itself.‖
16

 North Korea has been using this censorship mechanism to control its 

people. However, as we see in the collapse of other socialist countries, that 

strategy always has a limit. North Korean Show Box portrays information about 

this censorship by the North Korean government, and how they manually 

controlled the flow of information and influences in the past to prevent South 

Korea‘s media and images from entering North Korean society. The authorities 

of the North Korean government fixed televisions so that people could not 

                                           

16 Slavoj Zizek, “Multiculturalism, or, the cultural logic of multinational capitalism,” p.  

33.  
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change the channels, and heavily punished anyone caught smuggling South 

Korean DVDs or CDs in from China. Even with such a harsh blockade in place, 

however, the inflow of South Korean culture did not stop. By infiltrating 

secretly and unofficially, bypassing this blockade by one of the most closed 

countries in the world in the 21
st
 century, Hallyu has initiated an underground 

cultural diplomacy with North Korea at the citizen level. 

 Originally, North Koreans during the Kim Il Sung period did not pay 

much attention to South Korean culture because Kim Il Sung commercialized 

North Korea‘s superiority by telling his people that ―South Korea is colonized 

by the United States and is an extremely poor country.‖ Right after the Korean 

War, North Koreans believed Kim Il Sung and his propaganda since he was a 

God-like figure to them. However, as time went by, they started to slack their 

thirst for things from the outside world by secretly acquiring foreign mass 

media and products whenever they had the chance. Hallyu in that setting, to 

North Korean people, was a medium that showed the everyday lives of South 

Koreans. To Northerners, Hallyu media presented the reality of South Korea, 

replacing the false image that the North Korean government had long promoted. 

To the North Koreans, Hallyu acted as something more powerful than just a TV 

drama or K-Pop music. It was the freedom for which they had been craving for 

over sixty years, the most basic desire of mankind. 
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 ―Hallyu Fever‖ in North Korea is getting stronger and stronger among 

the younger generations. A North Korean channel reports that nowadays, if the 

government reduces electricity output, North Koreans use batteries made in 

China to somehow make their televisions and CD players work just to watch 

South Korean TV dramas, or they use TVs brought in from China that can 

receive both PAL and NTSC signals
17

 so that they can watch South Korean TV 

programs. TVs that can receive both types of signal are relatively expensive, 

but because of the popularity of Hallyu in North Korea, demand is increasing, 

and those TVs are said to be always sold out. Technicians who could convert 

NTSC TVs to PAL earned a lot because North Koreans were more interested in 

watching North Korean central broadcasts. Now, however, North Koreans ask 

these technicians to restore their TVs to NTSC in order to watch South Korean 

programs.
18

 An addiction to the South Korean Wave is driving North Koreans 

to seek out more accurate information and to be more secretive at the same time, 

and the citizen level bondage formed in such circumstances is getting stronger 

to keep their secret against the North Korean leadership. 

 

                                           

17 North Korea uses the PAL transmission method while South Korea uses NTSC. 

18 “Hallyu Fever Shakes the North Korean Housing Prices,” Maeil Kyungjae, 

2011/11/29. (“북 집값까지 흔드는 한류열풍,” 매일경제, 2011/11/29.) 

http://news.mk.co.kr/v3/view.php?no=767930&year=2011 
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2.3  Current North Korean Status according to Recent 

Journal Articles 

  

 Kang Dong-wan, professor of international relations at Dong-a 

University in Busan, and Professor Park Joung-ran from the Institute for Peace 

and Unification Studies affiliated with Seoul National University, have 

published a book, Korean Wave, Shaking Up North Korea, that includes the 

depiction of the channel of South Korean visual media distribution into North 

Korea and the resulting changes of North Koreans‘ consciousness. Kang and 

Park‘s research is based on in-depth interviews with 33 defectors from North 

Korea. In their research, 34% of North Korean interviewees stated that they 

watched South Korean media every day.
19

 According to this book, South 

Korean visual media is being distributed not only in the border province of 

North Hamgyong, but throughout the southern provinces as well, including 

Pyongyang, the capital of North Korea. As mentioned earlier, both the Asahi 

News and the New York Times have reported that a North Korean defector who 

arrived in Japan said that his decision to escape was triggered by South Korean 

TV dramas. Similar news about Hallyu in North Korea is frequently reported on 

                                           

19 Kang Dong Wan and Park Joung Ran, “Korean Wave, Shaking Up North Korea,” 

Neul bom plus, 2011, p. 26. 
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international news media. YTN news reported that 90% of North Koreans 

watched South Korean TV, not only TV dramas but also live speeches by the 

South Korean president and even political news.
20

 A DVD about the ―ROKS 

Cheonan Sinking‖
21

 is also found to be spreading rapidly. In January 2012, U.S 

Radio Free Asia (RFA) reported that North Korea‘s own super-stars are losing 

popularity due to ―Hallyu Fever‖ in North Korea. The report added that North 

Koreans are starting to turn against traditional ―North Korean Art‖ that focuses 

solely on propagating the image of Kim Jong Il and the North‘s political 

regime.
22

 According to this broadcast, only three or four movies are now being 

shot in North Korea per year, a huge decrease due to the influx of South Korean 

                                           

20 “Hallyu Fever in North Korea…North Koreans Watch South Korean President‟s 

Speech,” YTN & Digital YTN, 2011/11/10. (“북한도 한류열풍...대통령 연설도 시청,” 

<YTN 뉴스>, 2011/11/10) 

http://news.naver.com/main/read.nhn?mode=LPOD&mid=tvh&oid=052&aid=00003

28987 

21 The ROKS Cheonan (PCC-772) sinking occurred on 26 March 2010, when the 

Cheonan, a Republic of Korea Navy ship carrying 104 personnel, sank off the 

country‟s west coast near Baengnyeong Island in the Yellow Sea, killing 46 seamen. 

A South Korean-led official investigation carried out by a team of international 

experts from South Korea, the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, 

and Sweden presented a summary of its investigation on 20 May 2010, concluding 

that the warship had been sunk by a North Korean torpedo fired by a midget 

submarine. 

22 “Hallyu Fever in North Korea, Crisis of the North Korean Celebrities,” <Maeil 

Kyungjae>, 2012/01/09. (“北 한류 열풍, 북한 연예인 사멸 위기,” <매일경제>, 

2012/01/09) http://news.mk.co.kr/newsRead.php?no=751767&year=2011 
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electronic visual media into the country.
23

 While these dwindling numbers 

were praised by Kim Jong Il and the leaders of the party, it was ignored by 

ordinary North Korean citizens. This was a very noticeable change of North 

Korean attitudes because North Korean art is well-known in the international 

community and this rejection by its own people was quite telling. Since North 

Korea is a completely censored and xenophobic country, they had to rely on 

their own writings, paintings, films, etc, and the government used them as tools 

of propaganda to control North Koreans. From the beginning, ―The Democratic 

People‘s Republic of Korea, like Stalin‘s Soviet Union from under whose 

shadow the regime emerged in the late 1940s, has long been a ‗spectacle state,‘ 

in which public propaganda in the form of posters, parades, performances, and 

the electronic media have been crucial instruments of political power.‖
24

 

Hallyu soft power is successful because it uses the very same methods the 

North Korean authorities have used to brainwash their people. This time 

however, the message sheds a completely different light on the truths of North 

Korea. Therefore, North Korean authorities are strictly blocking the inflow of 

foreign images and electronic media and are afraid of their people getting 

                                           

23 “Hallyu Fever in North Korea, Crisis of the North Korean Celebrities,” Maeil 

Kyungjae, 2012/01/09, http://news.mk.co.kr/newsRead.php?no=751767&year=2011 

24 Charles K. Armstrong, “The Origins of North Korean Cinema: Art and Propaganda 

in the Democratic People‟s Republic.” p. 1. 



 

 - 21 -   

addicted to the new images. 

 There is a growing instability in North Korea‘s ―juche‖ ideology, 

especially among the younger generations exposed to Hallyu. Some of the 

defectors who came to South Korea this year said they have watched ―The 

Stairways of Heaven‖ and ―Scent of a Man,‖ two famous South Korean TV 

dramas, and knew the names of South Korean singers, but did not know any of 

the North Korean singers.
25

 Another bit of surprising fact is that housing prices 

vary between areas in North Korea depending on whether South Korean TV 

signals can be received. According to the defectors who recently arrived in 

South Korea, real estate in areas with South Korean TV reception is much more 

expensive than in areas where there is no reception.
26

 According to this news 

article, the seaside areas in Hamgyong-do, Kangwon-do and Hwanghae-do 

were said to be connected to South Korean TV lines. After this rumor spread, 

housing prices rapidly increased in these areas, but not in inland regions and in 

the countryside, where it is impossible to receive South Korean TV.
27

 Another 

interesting story was that even Kim Jong Il, the North Korean leader, praised 

                                           

25 “Hallyu Fever in North Korea, Crisis of the North Korean Celebrities,” Maeil 

Kyungjae, 2012/01/09, http://news.mk.co.kr/newsRead.php?no=751767&year=2011 

26 “Hallyu Fever Shakes the North Korean Housing Prices,” Maeil Kyungjae, 

2011/11/29, http://news.mk.co.kr/v3/view.php?no=767930&year=2011 

27 “Hallyu Fever Shakes the North Korean Housing Prices,” Maeil Kyungjae, 

2011/11/29, http://news.mk.co.kr/v3/view.php?no=767930&year=2011 
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the acting ability of South Korean actors and ordered North Korean actors to 

unofficially watch South Korean TV dramas and to learn from them.
28

 What 

could be stronger soft power than winning over the opponent? Hallyu in North 

Korea seems to be an established fact at the moment. To better understanding 

the huge influence that Hallyu is having in North Korea, four propositions are 

suggested to get into the core part of this thesis. 

 

2.4  Propositions 

  

 Proposition 1: As Hallyu content continues to proliferate throughout 

North Korean society, more North Koreans will come to perceive life in 

South Korea in a positive light.  

 Proposition 2: South Korea‘s positive image formed based on Hallyu 

visual media acts as a ―pull factor‖
29

 for North Koreans. 

 Proposition 3: The younger the generation, the greater this ―pull factor‖ 

                                           

28 “Kim Jong Il Praises South Korean Actress,” Maeil Kyungjae, 2011/09/05. (“김정일 

„대장금 여자주인공 연기 잘해,' 매일경제, 2011/09/05) 

http://news.mk.co.kr/newsRead.php?year=2011&no=568096 

 

29 Pull factor: Conditions that attract people to a new area;  

ex) Promise of freedom, hope for a new life, industry, jobs, land, “streets paved with 

gold” 
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is.  

 Proposition 4: The Hallyu media that influenced this awakening in 

North Korean society will also help North Koreans to adapt to South 

Korean culture and lifestyle after their defection.  

   

 First of all, most Hallyu media conveys attractive images of South 

Korean society. This is why Hallyu is loved worldwide. In that sense, the more 

North Koreans are exposed to Hallyu content, the more positively they will 

view the idea of living in South Korea. Second, these formed positive images of 

South Korea via Hallyu contents act as a strong pull factor up on North Koreans. 

As mentioned earlier, North Koreans are used to North Korean methods of 

image propaganda, thus they easily adapt to imported electronic media. Third, 

there is undoubtedly a generation gap in North Korea as in every other place in 

the world. With this assumption in mind, although North Korea is said to be 

completely sealed against foreign influences, it seems likely that the younger 

generation would have a higher adaptability towards Hallyu visual media and 

thus be more susceptible to this pull factor. Fourth, the Hallyu pull factor that 

motivates North Koreans to leave their country helps North Korean defectors to 

adapt to South Korean culture. Although propositions 2 and 3 have some 

causality aspects, these propositions are mainly formed to have a high 
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correlation. 

 

2.5  Methodology 

 

 The analysis in the preceding section was based on publications and 

collected newspaper and journal articles available to the public. The following 

core part of this thesis will focus on opinion data collected on- and off-line from 

100 North Korean defectors about Hallyu in North Korea. This data consists 

mainly of surveys and several interviews with North Korean defectors with as 

much variety of variables as possible to meet the sampling of the real number. 

 In order to meet suitable subjects, I visited theater and forum events 

that invited North Korean defectors. I was also introduced to a North Korean 

defector who now attends the college of veterinary medicine at Konkuk 

University and, with his recommendation, I was able to collect survey data from 

35 of his Yeomyung School colleagues on- and off-line as well. The survey 

consisted of 18 questions regarding various issues about the Korean Wave in 

North Korea. For my analysis, I set 5 variables, --gender, age, social class, 

originality, and year of defection, in order to support my four propositions. 

 Limitations were that while it was relatively easy to find North Korean 

defectors who had arrived to South Korea recently, it was very difficult to find 
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people who defected prior to the 1990s since they have already become fully 

adapted to South Korean society and rarely participate in such events. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 - 26 -   

CHAPTER 3 

 

VARIABLES AND SURVEY DATA OVERVIEW 

 

 

3.1  Introducing the Variables 

 

100 North Korean defectors‘ opinions were collected about ―Hallyu in North 

Korea.‖ The five variables were: gender, age, originality, social class, and the 

year they defected from North Korea. 

[Gender]  Male 43, Female 57 
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 Among the respondents, there were 43 males and 57 females. The 

following data is from the Ministry of the Unification, and it has been noted 

that there is a growing number of female North Korean defectors, therefore this 

sampling more closely mirrors reality.  

 

According to the official data, 68% of the North Korean defectors are females. 

The reason behind asking the respondents‘ gender was my assumption that 

there will be gender differences: Females would be more influenced by the 

Hallyu contents for motivating North Korean defection. 

[Age]

 

 Among 100 respondents, there were 41 respondents in their 20s, 29 

respondents in their 30s, 21 respondents in their 40s, and 9 respondents in 50s 

and over. This also reflects the reality because according to the official data, 75% 
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of the North Korean defectors are females in 20s~40s, and there are increasing 

numbers of younger North Korean defectors. Following is the official number 

collected from the Ministry of the Unification (2011). 

 

Respondents‘ age was collected to see how the age differences factors into 

susceptibility of influence by the Hallyu media. 

[Originality]  Hometown in North Korea 

 

 Majority of the North Korean defectors who responded to this survey 

were from North Hamkyung (66), the furthest northern region of North Korea, 

area where the highest numbers of defectors are from in reality as well. 
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(According to the official data 77% of the North Koreans are from North 

Hamgyong.) 2 people were from Hwanghae, 5 people were from South 

Pyongan, 8 people were from North Pyongan, 11 people were from South 

Hamgyong, 7 people were from Ryanggang, there were no respondents from 

Chagang or Kangwon-do. The assumption was that people living in borderline 

areas with China would have been more influenced by the Hallyu.  

[Social Class]   

 

 Most of the respondents categorized themselves as middle class (59) or 

lower (37), and only 4 respondents categorized themselves in higher social class. 

The assumption was that people in the higher social class would have been 

influenced by the Hallyu the more, since they would have easier chances to get 

the sources, but this variable did not matter much in this research because it was 

difficult to find a distinctive line between the social classes that they themselves 



 

 - 30 -   

categorized, and also there were so little representation of the high social class 

compared to the lower two. 

[Year of Defection]  When did you defect from North Korea?  

 

 This collected data reflects the same results as the official data from the 

Ministry of the Unification. There were only 607 North Korean defectors in 

1989 but the number continuously increased and after South Korean 

government passing the law regarding supporting the settlement of the defectors, 

every year there were over 1000 North Korean defectors entering South Korea. 

In 2007, there were approximately 10,000 and currently (2012) there are about 

23,000 North Korean defectors residing in South Korea.  

 I wanted to pay most attention to this timeline variable. The assumption 

behind collecting this information was that more recently defected North 

Koreans would have been influenced by Hallyu more since there is an 
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increasing inflow of the Hallyu contents into North Korean society as time goes 

by. At the same time, I also wanted to see if the spread of Hallyu contents in 

North Korea was affected by the flow of Korean Wave in other parts of the 

world. Although some South Korean folk songs are said to have been popular in 

1990s, the actual ―Hallyu Madness‖ with the popularity of Korean TV dramas 

started around 2000, and its scale and influence has been getting stronger since. 

There were increasing numbers of defectors as time gets more recent, which is 

what is happening in reality.  

 When collecting the background information of the survey respondents, 

the two biggest limiting factors I found that blocked the acceleration of 

Hallyu‘s spread was region and time. The assumption was that people living in 

the borderline areas would have more chances for exchange and share of 

information with China. As the graph shows, most of the North Korean 

defectors who participated in this survey were from border regions. Most 

defectors were from North Hamgyong, the furthest north away from Pyongyang, 

the capital of North Korea. Among 13 defectors who answered they did not 

watch South Korean media while living in North Korea, 10% of the 

respondents were from North Hamgyong, 30% of the respondents were from 

South Hamgyong (11), and 40% of the respondents were from South Pyongan, 

and 15% of the respondents were from Ryanggang, and 5% left it blank. As 
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indicated by the map below, South Hamgyong and South Pyongan do not meet 

the borderline with China. There were no respondents from Kangwon or 

Chagang. 

 

 Timeline was another limitation. As assumed, there was a direct 

relationship between how much Hallyu contents diffused into North Korean 

society and the dates of the defectors‘ escape. If the respondents defected before 

the time when Hallyu seriously impacted North Korean society, the respondents 

may not have had chance to watch South Korean media in North Korea because 

of the environment, not because of that individual‘s choice or any other 

conditions. 

 The Korean Wave started to spread beyond the South Korea boundary 

starting from mid 1990s, and its effect stretched out after 2000. The ―Second 

Korean Wave‖ throughout the Western region with the popularity of K-Pop is 
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more recent news since 2010. Only 13 of the respondents out of 100 answered 

that they did not have any chance to watch South Korean TV dramas or any 

kind of Hallyu contents while in North Korea, and as much as 12 of these 13 

respondents defected before 2005. 5/19 who defected in 1990~2000, 6/26 who 

defected in 2000~2005, 2/40 who defected in 2005~2010 answered that there 

was no opportunity to watch South Korean media. All of the respondents who 

defected after 2010 answered that they had chances to watch Hallyu visual 

media while in North Korea. There was only one exception to these region and 

time limits. This respondent defected in between 2005~2010 and was from 

North Hamgyong, but answered that he could only listen to South Korean 

radios, but not able to watch any of the South Korean TV programs.  

 According to this research, Hallyu in North Korea seem to be more 

actively influential after 2005 and the trend seems to predict that it will be even 

more influential in the future. One of the interviewees noted that not only were 

South Korean stars popular, but also South Korean products are popular among 

North Korean people informed through Hallyu contents. South Korean products 

are twice as expensive, but perceived to have higher quality than Chinese 

product. Thus, South Korean ramen, coffee mix, shoes, clothes, watches, 

cosmetics, etc are popularly traded in black market. These are similar patterns 

from what have already been seen in the foreign countries influenced by the 
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Korean Wave, therefore it can be said that the Hallyu soft power is acting 

exactly as it did to other international areas. 

 I set five variables for my research. Before examining specifically the 

four propositions suggested in chapter 2, some of the general background of 

Hallyu in North Korean should be analyzed in order to get a sense of how they 

gained access to these South Korean electronic medias, what kind of electronic 

medias are popular to North Koreans, and what aspect of South Korean medias 

influenced North Koreans the most. 

 

3.2  Overview of Collected Data (100 North Korean 

 Defectors) 

 

I asked four questions in my survey to get some background information that is 

relevant to Hallyu in North Korea. 

 

The first question was,  

 Have you ever watched South Korean TV in North Korea? If you 

have, through what kind of means was it possible? 
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① Secretly shared through IT equipments such as CD, USB, SD Card, 

that has been traded in black-market 

② We could secretly watch South Korea‘s broadcast (ex. certain areas at 

certain times some TV lines accidently showed South Korean TVs) 

③ Through internet or other SNS (social network) 

④ Other private means such as through relatives in foreign countries 

⑤ Other than above (includes did not watch South Korean TV in North 

Korea) 

 

 As mentioned earlier, only 13% of the respondents answered they did 

not watch South Korean TV while living in North Korea. More than half of the 

respondents answered they could get access to South Korean TV contents from 

black markets and could share them through IT equipments such as USBs, SD 

cards, or CDs. The development of the communication tools in the global 

market is influencing to promote the transmission of information into North 

Korean society as well. Also, if so many North Koreans were able to watch 

South Korean visual media, it brings up the question of whether or not 

regulation has loosened towards South Korean visual media trades. In the 
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survey I asked if North Korean authorities strictly controlled people from 

watching South Korean media, and what kind of punishments they received if 

caught watching South Korean visual media. The answers varied, but all of the 

answers were quite shocking. Their basic responses were that if they get caught 

watching or holding any kind of South Korean visual media, they got expelled, 

got sent to jail, or in the worst case they got a death sentence. It is obvious that 

North Korean authorities kept strict guards against South Korean visual media‘s 

soft power and interpret watching South Korean media with political 

perspectives. If that is the case, what kind of Hallyu contents would be most 

popular to North Korean people? What is attracting North Koreans so much? 

 

The second question was,  

 What kind of Hallyu contents did you enjoy listening/ watching in 

North Korea? 

① Radio 

② South Korean TV Dramas/ Films 

③ K-Pop Music 

④ Sports program (World Cup/ Olympics, etc) 

⑤ Other than above 
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According to this data, majority, 68% answered that the most watched Hallyu 

visual media were South Korean TV dramas and movies. Unlike the Second 

Korean Wave (2012) that is now popular internationally, while North Korea 

seems to be a bit behind of its influence, North Koreans are more attracted to 

the stories and life styles depicted in the TV dramas that moves them rather 

than the sophisticated lyrics and rhythms of the ―K-Pop.‖ 

 These are some of the titles of the South Korean TV dramas that are 

popular to North Koreans that the respondents listed in the survey:  

„All In (올인),‟ „The Rustic Period (야인시대),‟ „Stairway to Heaven (천국의 

계단),‟ „Jumong (주몽),‟ „The Fire Bird (불새),‟ „Wang Cho (왕초),‟ „A 

Promise (약속),‟ „Friend (친구),‟ „Glas Slipper (유리구두),‟ „The Hole 

(올가미),‟ „Open Concert (열린 음악회),‟ „Dae Jang Geum (대장금),‟ „Flames 

of Desire (욕망의 불꽃),‟ „Lim Kkeok-Jung (임꺽정),‟ „Autumn In My Heart 
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(가을동화),‟ „Stock Flower (비단향 꽃무),‟ „Tomato (토마토),‟ „Perfect Love 

(완전한 사랑),‟ South Korean News programs, etc.  

Some questions that arose are: Is there internet access in North Korean society? 

Do people even know about internet? 

 

The third question was,  

 Do North Koreans use internet often? How developed is internet 

service in North Korea?  

① I could get online whenever I want 

② It is officially blocked, but I could get online through other unofficial routes. 

③ I could not get online at all. 

 

Only 2 people answered they could get access to the internet whenever they 

wanted, 36% answered it is blocked but they could get access secretively, and 

61% answered they could not get access to internet at all. According to the 
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results, it is obvious that the North Korean government is afraid of their people 

getting in touch with the outside world. Most of the North Koreans got a chance 

to watch South Korean TV, but most of them could not get access to the 

internet service. While the government still controls the web server and blocks 

the usage of internet, the people‘s desire towards the unknown world and thirst 

to escape is at its peak. Therefore, what aspects about South Korea depicted in 

Hallyu visual media would have surprised North Korean defectors the most? 

 

The fourth question was, 

 When you first came to South Korea, what impressed you the most?  

① To see never seen modern products such as Navigation system 

② South Korean people‘s free lifestyle 

③ Free exchange of foreign cultures 

④ Other than above 

 



 

 - 40 -   

North Koreans were mostly impressed at South Korean people‘s freedom (38), 

free exchange of foreign culture (35), never seen modern products such as 

Navigation system (19), etc. In other words, these might be what North Koreans 

lack the most thus desire the most. Hallyu contents may act as a substitute to fill 

unfulfilled desires for North Korean society. Hallyu seems to be consolidating 

North Korean‘s lack of freedom, curiosity towards outside world, and modern 

everything they could not find in North Korea. As the North Korean 

government increasingly restricts people‘s desires the South Korean culture and 

customs shown through South Korean visual media fills these holes. 

 Other than the collected data in numbers, several respondents whom I 

had a chance to speak with told me about their own personal anecdotes. The 

following are the words of the North Korean defectors‘ cultural shock 

experienced in South Korea. 

 “I was so surprised to see the navigation system. How in the world 

could there be such a thing? With the help of the navigation, strangers 

like me from North Korea could drive to wherever I want!” 

 “I was surprised to see a yellow-haired South Korean. I first thought 

she was American from the back.” 

 “I was walking down the street on one summer day and saw several 

girls with very short shorts and sleeveless shirts pass by. I looked away 

automatically. In North Korea, no matter how open they are, it is 
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unimaginable to walk around in public with such an exposed fashion 

like South Korean women.” 

 “One time I visited a shed-like house for a volunteer service. But even 

those poor people had phones, colored TV, and meats inside their 

refrigerator. Rice with meat soup was what people in North Korea 

have always desired for and that dream we had been longing for was in 

that poorly living South Korean house.” 

 “South Korea where people can use warm water whenever they want 

and where machines do the house works was like the world I have 

always imagined in my youth. Especially products like toilet bidet and 

culture like TV home shopping weren‟t even imaginable. If I tell these 

astonishing stories to my friends in North Korea, nobody would believe 

it. They would all think I‟m lying.” 

 “In North Korea around mid 80s, we actually drew keyboards on 

paper to practice typing to use computers. At that time, our teachers 

then said that the day when we will have our own individual computers 

will come someday in the future. But in South Korea, people already 

had multiple computers in their houses. I was surprised.” 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

DATA ANALYSIS OF THE FOUR PROPOSITIONS 

 

 

We will now take a look at the data collected from more specified questions 

towards the research question and analyze them for each suggested proposition.  

 

 4.1  Hallyu and Perception Change  

 

 Proposition 1: As Hallyu content continues to proliferate throughout 

North Korean society, more North Koreans will come to perceive life 

in South Korea in a positive light.  

For proposition 1, we will look at the following question. 

 How is Hallyu affecting North Korean society? 
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As the graph shows, all of the respondents‘ who watched Hallyu visual media 

had positive opinions about South Korean society and curiosity towards South 

Korean society (36), the North Korean people‘s change of consciousness 

towards South Korea in general (68), interest in the standard Korean language 

that South Koreans use (8), change in fashion and hairstyle to how South 

Koreans do (22), and admiration of South Korean celebrities (10). The 13 

respondents who chose the ‗Other‘ category answered that they did not have 

any opinions since they did not watch South Korean TV, but none of them 

answered that South Korean visual media made them perceive South Korea 

negatively. The survey respondents added that they were influenced by South 

Korean visual media, not only Hallyu content itself, but also South Korean 

products are popularly traded in black market and perceived to have a higher 

quality than Chinese products. It was also notable that while the older 
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generation in their 40s and 50s expressed simply about ―Hallyu,‖ like watching 

the contents aroused their curiosity and changed perception about South Korean 

society; those in their 20s and 30s expressed with more enthusiasm towards 

―Hallyu‖ in a more detailed way, like mimicking the fashion and hairstyles of 

South Korean celebrities. 

 

 4.2  Hallyu as a Pull Factor 

 

 Proposition 2: South Korea‘s positive image based on Hallyu media 

acts as a pull factor for North Koreans. 

For proposition 2, we will look at the next question.  

 Did South Korean TV dramas or any other Hallyu contents affect 

you to flee? Did Hallyu motivate you to defect North Korea? 

① Yes, very much. 

② Yes, to some degree. 

③ No, it did not affect me at all. 
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85% of the respondents replied that watching Hallyu contents did affect them to 

defect from North Korea. Half of the respondents answered that watching South 

Korean visual media affected their North Korean defection ―very much.‖ The 

interesting point here is that there were several people who said that they did 

not have a chance to watch South Korean visual media, but answered that 

―Hallyu‖ still affected their defection. Also, among 15 defectors who responded 

that South Korean TV did not affect their defection, there were almost no 

opinions that it did not affect them because it was not able to arouse their 

interest enough. There were noticeable gender differences in their attitudes 

toward ―Hallyu‖ affecting their defection directly. The Korean Wave is 

generally an attractive force mainly to women internationally. It was not only 

effective for both young and elderly Asian people, but also Western teenagers. 

The common factor was that most of the fans attracted to the Korean Wave 
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were females. North Korea was not an exception. Among 15 respondents, 11 

were male and 4 were female, which means females were influenced by the 

Hallyu media even the more. Even among those 4 female respondents, they 

either did not have the chance to watch any kind of South Korean visual media 

at all, or women in their 20s answered they left North Korea before 2000, which 

means they were too young to be interested in TV dramas. Some aged in their 

50s or older answered they did not even know what ―Hallyu‖ was. One person 

replied she could only listen to South Korean radio but could not watch any 

kind of visual media. Only one person was just not interested in TV dramas, 

which was the only reason that Hallyu did not influence his escape at all. By 

assessing their situations, you can see that Hallyu is clearly a strong force that 

moves North Koreans to escape to the South. 

 

 So if Hallyu did motivate North Koreans to flee, how did it affect 

them specifically? 

① I just liked the South Korea shown in the media and got to have 

expectations for life in South Korea 

② I wanted to know more about South Korea 

③ Feelings of betrayal towards North Korean authorities 

④ Other 
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Most of the respondents who watched South Korean TV had positive opinions 

about South Korea and unlike before, most of the North Korean people know 

the factual reality about North and South Korea. The top results were that the 

defectors simply came to like and admire South Korean society portrayed in 

Hallyu TV dramas, there were also quite lot of opinions about freedom and 

negative opinions about socialist regime. Respondents were only interested in 

the content of South Korean visual media, and overlooked the ideas beneath the 

stories. Some said that watching South Korean visual media made them long 

for freedom even more, it changed the perception towards freedom and made 

them want to escape. Some respondents even said South Korean TV made them 

feel the hardship of living in North Korea even more after the realization of 

their condition gave them a chance to think about North Korea‘s dictatorship 

and to understand pros of capitalism and cons of socialism. The historical 

dramas gave them a sense of kinship with South Korea and an understanding of 
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Korean history from a different perspective. These opinions show that Hallyu 

contents are something more than just delightful images and that it is already 

acting as a political force. Interestingly, one person said that he could 

understand how difficult it is to live poorly in South Korea after watching those 

Hallyu visual media. Observing this one opinion, I thought the diffusion of 

various Hallyu contents would be even more effective since they shows various 

lives of South Koreans and could give an objective and realistic view rather 

than just fantasizing North Koreans about freedom like how the media worked 

in Germany‘s reunification process.  

 The following are some of the anecdotes told from my interviewees: 

 “When living in North Korea before we moved South, my friends and 

I would gather up for one of my friend‟s birthday party and sang 

South Korean songs. Also it was popular for a man to give South 

Korean cosmetic products to his bride as a wedding gift.”  

 “If we ask each other „Hey, do you have any good movies?‟ that 

means if anyone have any new South Korean movies. We hid newly 

received South Korean TV dramas and movies in a usb and gathered 

up at a friend‟s house who has computer and watch it all together 

there.”  
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Recently increased number of used TV, MP3, computers, USB, etc are being 

transferred in to North Korea from China, and this IT equipment enhanced the 

spread of ―Hallyu‖ throughout North Korea. The ―pull factor,‖ is defined as 

conditions that attract people to a new area such as promise of freedom, hope 

for a new life, industry, jobs, etc, ―Hallyu‖ is definitely a strong pull factor that 

attracts North Koreans to South Korean culture.  

 

 4.3  Hallyu and North Korea’s Young Generation 

 

 Proposition 3: The younger the generation, the greater this ―pull factor‖ 

is. 

  

 Among 8 respondents who are in their 50s and over, 5 people said they 

could coincidentally watch South Korean TV in their local TVs. This showed 

that the older generation did not voluntarily search for South Korean media. On 

the other hand, with the young generation, most of them answered that they 

shared South Korean Hallyu contents through CDs, USBs, MP3s, SD cards, etc. 

Supposedly IT equipment development helped the transmission of the South 

Korean culture to be disseminated easier. Most of the North Korean teenagers 
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who were born around the ‗generation of the arduous march
30

‘ grew up 

watching Chinese and South Korean TV dramas. Therefore, they are more 

accustomed to South Korean pop culture in general, and are the first to rapidly 

adopt and actively mimic the South Korean movie stars‘ fashion, hairstyle, 

culture, etc. Some even commented that North Korean young people even 

mimic South Korean standard language rather than using North Korean dialect. 

As South Korea became westernized after Hollywood films and culture in the 

early 90s‘, this modernization would be a similar phenomenon for North 

Korean teenagers as well. Images and media are especially influential to 

teenagers because that is when they are forming their identity. At their sensitive 

age, younger people are more addicted to the South Korean pop culture. 

 The modern outlooks of life from South Korean TV dramas will attract 

young North Koreans at first, their lifestyle will be modernized the next, 

naturally leading to admiring South Korea in general, and ultimately evolve into 

resistance against the power that blocks them from freedom. Hallyu in North 

Korea will do much to narrow the gap between South and North Korea‘s 

language barriers and social culture in general, ultimately contributing to 

liberalizing North Korean society. 

                                           

30 고난의 행굮 시기 
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4.4  Hallyu and Adaptation in South Korea 

 

 Proposition 4: The Hallyu media that influenced this awakening in 

North Korean society will also help North Koreans to adapt to South 

Korean culture and lifestyle after their defection. 

 

For proposition 4, we will take a look at the next question. 

 If South Korean visual media have affected your defection, how 

much did it help in adapting to South Korean society after 

defection? 

 

 

One of the interviewees shared her anecdote: She said that because she watched 

South Korean TV dramas such as ‗Autumn In My Heart (가을동화),‘ ‗Fighter 

in the Wind (바람의 파이터),‘ ‗All In (올인),‘ ‗Stairways of Heaven (천국의 
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계단),‘ and listened to South Korean songs such as ‗Acquaintance (만남),‘ 

‗Four Beats (네박자),‘ and songs of the Girls Generation (South Korean Idol 

Singers) while in North Korea, being used to the rhythms, it was not awkward 

to go the singing room when she came to South Korea. However, this was an 

unusual opinion. The majority replied that Hallyu visual media influenced and 

motivated their defection from North Korea, therefore this result was totally 

different from my proposition. In response to the question if watching South 

Korean TV in North Korea helped their adaptation to South Korean society, 30% 

of the respondents gave out negative answers saying that South Korean media 

did not help at all and life in South Korea was disappointing. Less than 1/4 of 

the respondents replied that watching South Korean TV was very helpful in 

adjusting to South Korean lifestyle, however, it was very low compared to high 

number of positive responses given for motivating their defection. Some of the 

respondents who answered that life in South Korea was disappointing 

commented that Hallyu contents were a sweet illusion and made them fantasize 

about life in South Korea but the reality of South Korea was despair. One 

respondent in particular said she thought of South Korean reality was one where 

‗people kill each other for money,‘ ‗malicious practices of alienating classmates 

in school,‘ and ‗too free where there is no regularity at all.‘ Most of the people 
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with negative opinions were people who defected before 2000 when Hallyu was 

not as popular or as influential as it is now. 

 

 Do you think the diffusion of “Hallyu” would help Korea’s 

reunification? 

 

Only 8 respondents thought diffusion of Hallyu contents would not help 

Korea‘s reunification, but 92 people responded that Hallyu will still be helpful 

for Korea‘s reunification. This means that even the people who responded that 

Hallyu did not motivate their North Korean defection or did not help in their 

adaptation process in South Korea answered that spread of Hallyu will be 

helpful for Korea‘s unification. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

 This paper has examined in what ways and how the diffusion of the 

Korean Wave or Hallyu has influenced North Korean people and society, 

especially North Koreans‘ motivation to defect. Based on survey data and 

several interview selections from 100 North Korean defectors, it was discovered 

that among the multiple factors motivating North Koreans to defect, a newly 

formed admiration for South Korean society through Hallyu was very 

influential. Almost all of the respondents who watched Hallyu visual media 

answered that they formed positive images about South Korea after watching 

South Korean TV. Of these, 85% answered that Hallyu visual media acted as a 

pull factor for them to escape from North Korea. Of those survey participants in 

their 20s, over 90% replied that they were attracted by this pull factor because 

they grew up watching South Korean TV dramas, they were used to South 

Korean culture, and that the development of IT equipment made it possible to 

further share Hallyu content.  
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 The phenomena of Hallyu soft power in North Korea introduced in this 

paper shows that the so-called ‗rush of defect‘ is occurring because of 

independent decisions being made by North Koreans themselves rather than to 

any sort of initiative by the South Korean government. Hallyu seems to be 

impressing people more in North Korea than in any other country because of  

the cultural proximity of North and South. To North Koreans, Hallyu provides 

not just a sophisticated fantasy and target for admiration, but at the same time 

conjures up vague feelings of longing and hope. Hallyu conveys nostalgic 

aspects to North Korean society which arouse interest in South Korean culture 

more than in any other part of the world. In North Korea, under the name of 

‗State,‘ individual desires are oppressed. Because of the isolation of the country, 

North Koreans are culturally deficient, making them yearn all the more for new 

cultural content. As the North Korean authorities increasingly use hard power to 

oppress the desires of the people, the soft power penetrating society comes to 

have an even greater impact—a Hallyu soft power ripple effect that is getting 

stronger and pulling North Koreans toward the South. 

 Historically, while political efforts have been ineffective in improving 

inter-Korean relations, minor cultural events such as joint music concerts and 

sporting events were almost always very successful. In that sense, whether it is 

official or unofficial, Hallyu will definitely contribute to healing the gap 
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between South and North Korea, and ultimately will help to pull this closed 

society out of its isolation. The soft power of Hallyu thus could be a very 

effective force in realizing the reunification of Korea. 

 To further encourage the progress of the inter-Korea relationship 

through soft power, ongoing cultural exchanges are necessary. Toward this end, 

the South Korean government should promote an expansion of exchanges in 

cultural fields with the North. For example, leaflets could be sent introducing 

popular South Korean culture and electronic visual media that focus on the 

positive aspects of South Korea rather than on criticisms of the North Korean 

political system. There should also be an increase of a variety of unofficial joint 

events with North Korea. North Korea is in a transitional period under a new, 

young leader, Kim Jong Un. At this time, the South Korean government should 

step forward to find means of communication other than the usual military talks. 

Soft power sharing of cultures and opening up joint events could be effective 

and it will not only help to motivating North Koreans to defect to the South but 

also help in North Korean defectors‘ adaptation to South Korea.  
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[국문 초록] 
 

  

 본 연구는 최근 들어 전세계적으로 주목 받고 있는 ‗한류 현상‘이 

북한사회에는 어떻게 작용하는지에 대해 분석하는 것을 목적으로 한다. 

구체적으로 한류 영상매체들의 보급이 어떻게 남한에 대한 북한 주민들의 

인식을 변화시켰는지, 북한 주민들에게 어떻게 탈북의 동기가 되며, 이렇게 

북한사회에 보급된 한류매체가 탈북자들의 남한적응에는 어떻게 

작용하는가에 대해 설명한다. ‗한류 현상‘이 중국 및 일본 등의 아시아권을 

대상으로 한 기존의 연구는 적지 않다. 그러나 지금까지 북한에서의 ‗한류 

현상‘에 대한 본격적인 연구는 구체적으로 이루어지지 못했다. 따라서 연구 

방법으로 독일통일과정에서의 미디어 역할, 한류가 외국인 이주에 미치는 

영향, 변화하고 다양해지는 탈북 이유 등의 이론적 배경을 토대로 조사한다. 

또한 논문이 현재 진행형의 주제를 갖고 있고, 북한이라는 미지의 나라에 

대한 조사이니만큼, 100명의 탈북자들을 상대로 한 인터뷰 및 설문지 조사, 

관련 저널의 기사 등을 기초로 북한에서의 ‗한류 현상’을 분석하였다. 
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 한류가 북한에 미치는 영향은 조셉 나이(Joseph Nye)의 

‗연성권력(soft power)' 개념을 반영하는 전형적 사례로 판단된다. 북한 내 

한류는 문화시장에서 이루어지는 일반적인 ‘한류’와는 그 성격과 의미가 

많이 다르다. 북한사회에서 보여지고 있는 ‘한류 현상‘은 남북한의 적대적 

체제대결 속에서 비공식적 루트를 통해 이루어지고 있는 한계성 때문에 

남한의 입장에서도 예상치 못한 현상이고, 북한 내 한류 확산은 그 동기 

여부를 떠나 그 효과의 정치적 함의를 간과할 수 없다. 남한 영상매체를 

통해 만들어진 외부 정보의 유입은 북한 주민의 의식변화를 이끄는 촉매제 

역할을 수행할 수 있으며, 남한문화와 생활을 미리 경험하게 함으로써 

남북한 사회문화통합에 상당한 영향을 미칠 수 밖에 없는 것으로 평가한다.  

 논문의 서두에 제기된 연구 질문에 답하기 위해, 자료 분석을 통해 

다음과 같은 네 가지 제안을 설명한다: (1) 북한 사회에 한류가 전파돼 

있을수록, 남한에 대한 긍정적 이미지가 심어질 것이며, (2) 이렇게 형성된 

남한의 긍정적 이미지가 북한인들을 유인하는 요소 (Pull Factor)로 작용할 

것이고, (3) 젊은 세대일수록 한류를 통한 남한의 유인요소에 더 끌릴 

것이며, (4) 탈북의 동기가 된 한류가 탈북자들의 남한적응에도 도움이 될 

것이다. 

 연구결과로 한류가 보급될수록 북한사회에 긍정적인 영향을 미치고 

있으며 한류 영상매체를 통해 보여진 남한사회에 대한 동경이 북한 

주민들의 탈북에 효과적으로 작용하고 있다는 분석결과가 나왔다. 폐쇄적인 

북한을 개혁과 개방해 국제사회의 일원으로 이끌어내기 위해 한류 

소프트파워를 더 적극 활용하고 북한 사회뿐만 아니라 탈북자들의 

남한적응을 위해서도 비정치적인 고려 속에서 남북간의 지속적인 문화교류 

확대를 제안하며 마무리한다.
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