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Abstract

This article analyzes questions of literary production and literary value in the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea (DPRK) using quantitative methods and data sets covering a significant part of the country’s literary
and intellectual output over forty years (1977-2016). The first part of the article adopts a thematic approach,
using topic modeling and time series, to map the DPRK’s literary output and investigate the influence of
genre on literary consecration. The second part looks at questions of style and literary quality in the
DPRK through a comparative analysis of multiple novels grouped by degree of literary prestige. It introduces
a method to evaluate the originality of an author’s writing style using a masked language model (BERT) and
uses it to assess the role of conformity and originality in the DPRK’s literary field. Even though writers con-
secrated by the state display a high level of stylistic conformity when writing mandated biographies of the
ruling family, their independent output ranks higher in originality than nonconsecrated writers.
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“It is a law of nature that quantitative change brings about qualitative change,” North Korean writer
Pan Sangs6 (2013, 32) once noted, paraphrasing a precept of dialectical materialism. North Korean
literature’s quantitative turn is older than the country itself: in 1946, two years before the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) was formally established, the North Korean
Writers’ Union introduced production objectives. Like several other parts of the North Korean econ-
omy, literary production became centrally planned, with yearly quotas by genre and length and regular
campaigns to increase production of works on themes mandated by the Korean Workers’ Party (Park
1999; Shin and Oh 2000).

Outside the DPRK, the qualitative impact of this number-driven mode of literary writing has gen-
erally been assessed negatively: works written “less for the reader and other writers than for the eyes of
the party hierarchy” (Pihl 1977, 81), “boring, similar to an assembly line” (Choi 1994, 81), and “repeat-
ing the same themes and material over and over” (Lee 2013, 181). Yet, a number of scholars have none-
theless argued that North Korean literature still exhibits literary qualities in spite of these constraints
(David-West 2007; Epstein 2002; Immanuel Kim 2012; Ryu 1998), and they have sought to extract select
examples of well-wrought narratives, complex characters, or poignant metaphors from the country’s
textual production. Despite being seemingly diametrically opposed, these two ways of assessing the
value of North Korean literature nonetheless share a common premise about what literary writing is
or ought to be. Both rely on a normative conception of literature as autonomous, free from the external
political pressure of a government (Bourdieu 1991): isolating the literary bits from the heteronomous
political discourse transparently reflects the binary logic of autonomy while characterizing North
Korean literature as merely propaganda amounts to denying that any sort of literariness can be salvaged
from its politically laden discourse.

Autonomy, however, is foreign to the literary tradition of the DPRK, and therefore it can be of only
limited analytical value when trying to understand the dynamics and standards of the North Korean
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literary field. This article attempts to move beyond these limitations by mapping some of the features
of literary texts that are actually valued (as evidenced by external signs of literary recognition) in the
DPRK, regardless of their status in other, perhaps more familiar, systems of aesthetic valuation. How is
literary quality assessed within the DPRK? If the political field plays an important role in the way a
literary work is evaluated and valued, how is this relationship between politics and literary valuation
concretely structured and realized? And if repetitiveness and conformism do not seem to be anathema,
what is the place of originality in the North Korean economy of literary value?'

Autonomy, Autonymy, Automation

The absence of scholarly inquiry into the specific mechanics of the literary system in North Korea is
symptomatic of a more general tendency to either dismiss politically laden, state-sponsored literature
as presenting little artistic interest or to study it outside the literary institutions in which it was pro-
duced. It is not that authoritarian literature as such is not an object of research. Much to the contrary, a
vast body of the scholarship on the topic has developed since the numerous landmark studies of the
subject were published in the 1980s (Clark 1981; Gardner 1983; Giinther 1990; Suleiman 1983). But
the works studied are treated as ideological tools, independent of the system of publishers, critics,
prizes, and academies in which they were originally embedded. On the other hand, theories of
“world literature” (Buchholz 2017; Casanova 1999, 2005; Moretti 2013) conveniently ignore vast
areas of literary history, such as East Asian proletarian literary movements (Cho 2018) or the
USSR’s “People’s Republic of Letters” (Djagalov 2018), and end up offering a very Eurocentric and
implicitly normative conception of literature (Friedman 2013; Neuman and Rippl 2017). Only when
they can be opposed to dissident authors are authoritarian writers considered part of a literary system,
but one in which autonomous actors struggles against heteronomous ones. In the case of Stalinist lit-
erature in the USSR, for instance, the dogmatists of socialist realism such as Gribachev or Kochetov are
opposed to autonomous dissidents such as Akhmatova or Mendelstam.” Yet the latter were effectively
excluded from the period’s literary scene, while the rules and forces that allowed the former to rise to
the heights of literary fame over a multitude of other zealous Party apologists remain largely ignored.’

The opposition between autonomous and heteronomous literature is more complex than the com-
mon distinction between political and pure literature (Goldstone 2013; Van Rooden 2015). After all,
Mendelstam wrote a considerable amount of political verse, as did even more openly militant yet
still highly regarded poets such as Mayakovsky. But there is a difference between the autonomous
engagement (Bourdieu 1992, 442) of writers committing to a cause they believe in (often clashing
with authorities in that process), and the bureaucratic labor of writing for the state according to policy
objectives, from potato yield increase to electricity saving campaigns. In the former case, literature is
still produced according to a paradigm of literary autonomy, which favors distinction and experimen-
tation, and these literary qualities can be acknowledged by critics regardless of the work’s political
dimension. In the latter case, however, while originality may not be nonexistent, other factors come
into play, such as how relevant the work is to current policy or how precisely or comprehensively
government objectives are communicated. In the autonomy paradigm, which considers literature
and politics as separate fields, these factors are not literary—but they are in North Korea. That is
why trying to isolate “purely” literary aspects in North Korean works can only be a frustrated endeavor.
Whatever aspects are isolated will necessarily appear inferior compared with works produced under
the autonomy paradigm, since they only constitute a part of what makes the work valuable in the

"The term “economy of literary value” refers to the different mechanisms by which literary value is assessed in a manner that
is distinct but not necessarily unrelated to other valuation systems such as commodity markets (Casanova 2005, 13-14;
Herrnstein Smith 1983).

*It is worth clarifying that the opposition between autonomous and heteronomous does not necessarily map to the distinction
between “pure” and political literature (cf Bourdieu’s [1992, 551] discussion of Zola’s autonomous engagement). The distinctive
criterion is the submission to state-imposed rules and standards.

*The work of Alla Latynina (1996) on Stalin Prize recipients is a notable exception.
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DPRK. And, more importantly, the method will overlook the other (for instance, political, moral, or
ideological) valuation criteria actually used in the country.

Indeed, literature being propagandistic does not preclude the existence of a valuation system (or, in
Bourdieusian terms, of symbolic capital): there can be good or bad propaganda, and the criteria sep-
arating one from the other are open to interpretation and competition. Some topics of propaganda
might carry more value than other. For instance, it is not inconceivable that writing about war and
writing about potatoes would carry different levels of literary prestige. Furthermore, when the same
heteronomous norm (e.g., loyalty to the Party or any political leader) applies equally to all participants
in the field as a prerequisite to entry, it loses its power as a positive valuation factor. Instead, it will
primarily work negatively, as a factor of exclusion—for instance, when writers are purged for failing
to toe the Party line. It therefore remains necessary to understand the standards against which literary
works and their authors are judged once political orthodoxy and loyalty are accounted for.

This is not to advocate for North Korean literature or to call for a reevaluation of the literary her-
itage of Stalinist poetry. Both tasks entail a judgment of taste that is best left to critics or readers them-
selves. Rather, the point is to develop a way to analyze the workings of literary systems under
authoritarian regimes—and, more broadly, in any historical or cultural context in which the separation
of social activities into autonomous spheres is not the norm—beyond the binary perspective of auton-
omy and heteronomy. This would make it possible to consider political didacticism and plot construc-
tion, state policy and thematic choices, cult of personality and writing style not as elements to be
disentangled but as fundamentally intertwined and equally integral components of literary evaluation.
This does not imply that what is valued in authoritarian literary systems is necessarily radically differ-
ent from other literary systems. North Korean literature is not the absolute other of literature in liberal
capitalist countries; similar aspects of literary writing could be valued in both systems, but according to
different modalities and in different proportions.

In order to map North Korean literary standards, this article relies on an approach that may be
termed “autonymy.”* This is not a new, alternative theory of literary value but rather a methodology
for understanding existing systems of literary evaluations and how they distinguish between good and
bad literature. I do not posit a priori that the criteria for this distinction are radically different—or sim-
ilar—from criteria used elsewhere. Rather, I intend to map these criteria either from scratch or through
hypothesis testing, based on what is labeled good or bad literature in North Korea. This approach is
therefore fundamentally nominalist in that it rejects abstract universals (Quine 1953) and asserts that
properties such as “literary quality” exist in name only (there is no universal standard of literary value).
It is also pragmatist in that considers the meaning of a word to be determined by its use in language
within a certain cultural context (Wittgenstein 1953, 20): what is good North Korean literature is what
North Koreans call good literature. Therefore, autonymy does not offer a definition of literary value,
but merely acts as a framework to understand how literary value is defined by the agents of a specific
literary system. It does not seek to give a definite, comprehensive exposition of literary standards, but
rather favors induction from a set of necessarily partial, but empirically grounded, observations.

Such an approach necessarily means prioritizing primary sources from within the DPRK. But it also
implies favoring certain sources over others, as the question of what constitutes a valid, reliable label of
literary quality is far from straightforward. A traditional approach in literary studies would be to turn
to criticism, literary theory, and writers’ essays on the nature of their craft. Yet such sources are usually
normative or aspirational and therefore may not reflect the effective standards of the field. A classic
example, from Korean literary history, is novelist Lee Kwangsu, who condemned literature’s submis-
sion to morality and the cheap sentimentality of popular literature in his essays (Lee 1916), all the
while publishing didactic, melodramatic fiction to popular and critical acclaim. In the context of
North Korea, the strong incentive to appear to follow or to prescribe ideological orthodoxy likewise
means that the theoretical definitions of literary value put forth by critics are quite removed from

“I use the term autonymy (i.e., “self-naming”) specifically for the purpose of this study and with no reference to previous
usages of the term in other fields such as linguistics (Barthes 1964; Carnap 1964) or narratology (Dillenbach and Tomarken
1980).
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the actual practices of the field. It is nonetheless possible to address this issue by focusing on nontex-
tual symbols of literary value—literary prizes, institutional appointments, publication in more or less
prestigious venues, commendation by the Party or the Leader—over textual ones. Indeed, these mul-
tiple acts of designation constitute realized instances of literary judgment. Textual sources, of course,
need not be dispensed with entirely. For instance, when other forms of data are scarce or inaccessible—
a common conundrum in the study of North Korea—literary criticism might be the only source from
which to infer the state and rules of the literary system.

There would seem to be a natural methodological affinity between such an approach and the prac-
tice of distant reading (Moretti 2013, 48; 2015, 688), which aims to eschew “direct textual reading” and
underline the primacy of “abstract institutions.” Yet, as critics have pointed out (Goldstone 2015;
Merriman 2015), distant-reading-based scholarship has still mostly concerned itself with textual prop-
erties rather than the “the institutional matrix that actually produces and circulates them.” Conversely,
this article is mostly concerned with understanding a literary system and its economy of literary value,
rather than producing knowledge about the specificities of individual texts or authors. Furthermore,
the context in which distant reading was originally conceived—the study of world literature—presup-
posed the universality and transparency of the notion of “literature” and its associated lexicon. Franco
Moretti’s famous and oft-debated (Beecroft 2014, 182; Milner 2005, 136; Spivak 2003, 107-9) conclu-
sion that all modern novel forms are “variations” from an “Anglo-French core” (Moretti 2013, 35) is
here exemplary. The observation is true, but tautological and normative (since foreign texts too differ-
ent to be considered “variations” will be excluded), and it is precisely the pitfall that the methodolog-
ical decision to study a literature on its own terms—by focusing on autonymy and the way things are
labeled in their original context (here munhak -3} as a category corresponding to literature)—is
trying to avoid in the first place.

Distant reading has also become shorthand for studies that work on a large scale using
computation—although, as Ted Underwood (2017) points out, neither large corpora nor
computational methods are necessarily specific or inherent to it°—and this work is certainly indebted
to the quantitative studies done at the Stanford Literary Lab as well as to other traditions of compu-
tational criticism. As the goal of the present study is to map the dynamics of an entire literary system, a
large scale of analysis seems a prerequisite. It may be possible to reach similar conclusions through the
study of a more restricted, representative corpus, as is often done in traditional cultural studies. But
such small corpora present a higher risk of selection bias and their actual representativeness is hard
to evaluate. A larger amount of data, on the other hand, minimizes the risk of relying on anecdotal
evidence and lets us evaluate the statistical significance of our observations. Computational methods,
in turn, allow us to work efficiently at such a scale by automating the labor of reading and counting
necessary to draw conclusions from large volumes of textual data.

Data-driven approaches are not, of course, a panacea. As Judea Pearl and Dana Mackenzie (2018, 22)
remind us, data are “profoundly dumb,” and at least until more sophisticated causal models become
commonplace, the task of interpretation and explanation still falls to the human scholar. But the idiocy
of “offensively simpleminded” (So 2017, 668) computer models may also present an advantage for the
analysis of literatures that are understudied and easily subject to cultural bias: first because they require
framing questions simply, as hypotheses whose validity is easy to test and contest and can substitute

>This is not a linguistic but a cultural issue: what is considered munhak in the North is sensibly different from the South’s
conception of it, even though both countries use the same term. Attempts to develop concepts that would encompass both lit-
eratures (e.g., “national literature”/minjok munhak W15 %38+ or “Unification literature”/ton’gil munhak &% ++2}) only illus-
trate the reality of that gap.

°It is worth noting here that several macro-surveys of North Korean literature have been conducted prior to the advent of
distant reading. In the first study of North Korean literature published in English in 1977, for instance, Marshall Pihl compiled
a corpus of short stories published between 1959 and 1973 and used it to generate statistics on literary production by genre and
period. Computational approaches are rarer but not unheard of, including a comparative survey of the epic poet Cho Kich’on
published in South Korea (Kang 2003) and, in the North, a work of computational linguistics that happens to rely on (among
others) a corpus of literary texts (Mun 1993). However, both works were entirely descriptive, underlining the need to couple
computational methods with well-defined research questions and a critical outlook (Broadwell, Chen, and Shepard 2019;
Underwood 2017).
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empirical validation to intuitive induction, and second because this idiocy is also a great revealer of idi-
osyncrasies. Computer models are “stochastic parrots” (Bender et al. 2021) that reproduce and amplify
the cultural specificities and biases of the data it was trained on. While this naive form of data mimicry
has deleterious effects in practice, it also offers an unfiltered picture of a society’s discriminatory actions
—of what is deemed normal, valuable, or original and what is not.

Politics and Literary Prestige in Early North Korean Literary History

Defined by Kim Jong Il as an “an ideological weapon under the control of the Party” (Kim 1992b,
14), North Korean literature has been a political endeavor ever since its inception after Korea’s liber-
ation from Japan in 1945. In 1946, the North Korean Writers’ Union (Choson Chakka Tongmaeng,
242715 ") was established as the country’s sole literary organization under the tutelage of the
Party’s department of agitation and propaganda (Shin 1988). Now state employees, writers received
guidelines from the Party instructing them to produce works on current political issues, from labor
laws and land reform to alphabetization campaigns. Apolitical writing was rare to begin with—most
North Korean authors had been active members of the Korean Artists Proletarian Federation
(KAPF)” during the colonial period—and increasing censorship and public condemnations quickly
rooted it out entirely. By the end of the 1940s, virtually all published literature contained an ideological
message in line with the Party’s current policies, while dissident writing remains unheard of to the
present day (Immanuel Kim 2012).

The complete politicization of the field, however, did not mark the end of debates regarding what
literature was or ought to be. Different factions continued to vie for prestige. The main one, composed
of former KAPF writers such as Han Sorya and Yi Kiyong, had come to fame during the colonial
period. Dominating the country’s artistic institutions, their aesthetic strategy was, first and foremost,
a patrimonial one, aiming to preserve their legacy by designating their own works from the colonial
period as the standard to be emulated (An 1946; Myers 1994). Their main competitors were a
group of Soviet-Korean Red Army officers and their young North Korean protégés. Their literary
careers either nonexistant or unknown in the peninsula in 1945, the Soviet-Koreans built their
claim to artistic legitimacy by leveraging the literary capital of the Soviet Union and presenting them-
selves as proponents of orthodox Soviet socialist realism, upholding the “noble aesthetic tradition of
the developed country of the USSR” (Min [1949] 1993, 384; see also Kang 1993; Lee 1950). Their
role in the Soviet cultural apparatus in the DPRK also helped them secure literary prestige by giving
them the financial resources to establish the country’s first literary prize—a legitimizing symbol that
they could, and regularly did, award to members of their faction to build their reputation. Other
smaller groups—for instance, writers such as Im Hwa who were affiliated with the Southern
Communist Party and its leader Pak Honyong—defended their own literary positions, but regardless
of their size, all groups mapped to political forces within the DPRK.

The field became more homogenous after the Korean War, as power was concentrated in the hands
of Kim Il Sung and most literary factions lost their political patrons. The Southern communists were
purged at the end of the Korean War and their representative writer, Im Hwa, was executed (Shin and
Oh 2000, 164-67), while the Soviet-Koreans were purged along with Maoists at the end of the 1950s
(Lankov 2002). Former KAPF writers were now in a monopolistic position, in control of the field’s
entryways and responsible for the training of new and aspiring writers. But despite their newly gained
authority on literary matters, writers were now subject to much more Party supervision than they had
been before the war. By 1967, Kim Il Sung had removed his remaining political rivals and called for a
cultural revolution to secure the establishment of a monolithic ideological system within the DPRK

7“Korea Artista Proleta Federacio,” the KAPF was the main Korean proletarian artistic organization from 1925 until its dis-
solution in 1935. Not unlike North Korean literature, the KAPF’s output was long dismissed (and censored) as exhibiting little
artistic quality even by its own former members. Recent efforts to rehabilitate the KAPF’s legacy, for instance, by Sunyoung Park
(2015, 11), have focused on the group’s contribution to Korean intellectual history and its ability to articulate an original socialist
thought but have explicitly avoided questions of literary value.
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(Person 2013). His son, Kim Jong Il, who was appointed head of the arts and letters section of the
Party’s agitation and propaganda department, was in charge of outlining what the revolutionary liter-
ature of this new political era ought to be (Kim [1967a] 1987).

The transformative effect of the events of 1967 on the literary field can hardly be overstated. In June,
Kim Jong Il overtly criticized the “anti-Party anti-revolutionary elements and their followers” who
insisted on “upholding the ‘tradition of the KAPF” instead of the “glorious tradition of revolutionary
art and letters established by the Great Leader during the time of armed resistance to the Japanese
Empire” (Kim [1967b] 1994, 242). The literary tradition of the KAPF represented more than an aes-
thetic position. It was a reminder that other resistance movements to Japanese colonization had existed
besides Kim Il Sung’s, and a competing historical narrative with the potential to cast shade on Kim’s
claims of being the sole defender and liberator of colonized Korea. The “glorious tradition” that was to
replace it, on the other hand, was indissociable from the figure of the North Korean Leader. Originally
a loose and largely oral compilation of music, theater, and tales produced in Manchuria during the
1920s and 1930s that focused on the activities of local partisans, the new revolutionary classics
would be adapted to several media forms (such as revolutionary operas, cinema, or novels), and
their authorship, often uncertain, attributed to Kim II Sung himself (Kim 1994, 200-211; Shin and
Oh 2000, 290). Upholding the legacy of this new canon meant writing “Leader literature” (suryong
hyongsang munhak 573 8 74-3}) that represented the ruling Kim family and their historical role
in the resistance to the Japanese colonizer and the construction of a revolutionary Korea.

Kim Jong II's pronouncements redefined literary value—effectively pegging it to the figure of Kim II
Sung—and institutionalized it. Kim created a subgroup within the Writers’ Union called the April 15
Literary Production Unit (4.15 <=3} 2H e, hereafter April 15 LPU), which was tasked with produc-
ing a series of hagiographic novels depicting the revolutionary exploits of the North Korean Leader.
The unit was staffed with the country’s most talented writers, and being nominated to it constitutes,
to this day, the highest sign of literary recognition in the DPRK (Immanuel Kim 2016; Paek 2017).
While the unit’s writers are free to write on topics of their own choosing, they have an obligation
to produce works, and particularly full-length novels, on the lives of the DPRK’s ruling family.
These works are collected in a series called Immortal History for novels about Kim II Sung,
Immortal Guidance for novels about Kim Jong Il, and, recently, Immortal Journey for Kim Jong
Un. All of the works in these collections hold a canonical position in the DPRK’s literary pantheon.®

The cultural revolution of the late 1960s therefore seems to have rendered the issue of literary qual-
ity straightforward: good literature is Leader literature, and good writers are those who write it. But that
simplicity is misleading. That writers recognized as talented get tasked with writing about the Leaders
implies that the recognition of their literary skills is based on their output prior to their appointment as
specialized hagiographers—that is, on writings that may have little to do with the Leaders. More gen-
erally, the majority of North Korean literary production comprises texts that do not deal with the cult
of personality of the Kim family. How do we account for these works in the general economy of literary
value in the DPRK? Furthermore, equating quality with cult of personality tells us something about the
content of literature, but little about its form. How does the style of canonical hagiographical novels
compare with other forms of literary writing? Finally, as the “immortal” epithet of the collection of
Leader literature indicates, the North Korean canon presents itself as the embodiment of ahistorical,
immutable aesthetic standards. But this is an aspiration, a claim, rather than an observed reality.
One is reminded here of Andre Schmid’s (2018) observation about the risk of reproducing features
of North Korean propaganda within one own’s analytical framework by taking its normative claims
at face value. Rather than consider aesthetic standards to have been made immutable, is it possible
to historicize them and perhaps detect trends and changes in their application?

8Throughout the rest of the article, T use the expression “Immortal series” to refer to the works published in these collections,
while the term “Leader literature” is used to refer to the whole genre of writing about the Leaders’ lives (in novels, poetry, or short
stories). The term “canonical novels” is used later in the article to refer to a specific corpus of novels drawn from the Immortal
series, and it is used as a representative sample for statistical analysis. Put differently, “canonical novels” are a subset of the
“Immortal series,” which is itself a subset of “Leader literature.”
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A writer’s admission to the April 15 LPU gives us some potentially exploitable information. Like a
literary prize, it signals that a writer has achieved a certain level of recognition for the literary quality of
their work. While this fact, in and by itself, provides insufficient ground for analysis, it can nonetheless
be cross-referenced with a quantitative survey of these writers” outputs throughout their careers. Thus,
by leveraging a single marker of literary quality, one can trace the careers of writers who achieved lit-
erary fame, map the themes that brought them recognition, and question their propensity to conform
to or depart from the literary standards of their day.

Genre and Literary Recognition: Topic Modeling Forty Years of North Korean Literature

North Korean literary prose falls within a limited number of thematic genres, such as the produc-
tion novel dealing with workers and factory life, the agrarian novel about collective farming, or the
Leader literature depicting the deeds of the Kim family.” With the exception of Leader literature—
explicitly considered the highest form of art—genre is only a descriptive concept in North Korean lit-
erary criticism. The quality of a work is instead assessed through more abstract criteria such as “rel-
evance to contemporary times” (hyondaesong A7), “veracity” (chinsilsong 1 4d) or “party
spirit” (tan’gsong 343).'° This, in turn, would suggest that literary quality in the DPRK is agnostic
to genre and that works are evaluated solely based on the same ideological and aesthetic features
regardless of their thematic content. But these terms are far from unambiguous, and relying on
them to understand literary quality may tell us more about what some critics think literature should
be rather than what is actually valued.'' Following the methodology outlined earlier, I opt to overlook
critics” opinions in a favor of a more empirical approach. Instead, taking inclusion in the April 15 LPU
as a marker of literary quality, I compare the generic breakdown of the output of writers from the April
15 LPU over their careers with the production of other writers to see whether there are any discrep-
ancies that could hint at certain genres carrying more or less prestige than others.

To do so, I compiled a corpus of 1,492 short stories published in the DPRK’s main literary journal,
Choson Munhak, between January 1977 and December 2016. Short stories are an important element of
the North Korean literary field. They are the format through which writers make their literary debut
and account for the majority of writers’ early-career output. Senior writers, too, regularly produce
short stories for literary magazines or anthologies, even if they have already published several full-
length novels. The corpus was obtained from a DVD commercially sold in the DPRK that contains
digitized copies of the journal and a reader application.'” To break down the corpus by genre, I use
topic modeling, a set of algorithmic methods that can help “discover hidden thematic structure in
large collections of texts” (Blei 2012). Topic modeling generates topics, or clusters of words likely to
appear in the same context, without human supervision.'> The topics are simply automatically

*While genre certainly entails other features besides theme, the two are sufficiently linked in North Korean literature that the
latter can be used as a proxy for the former.

1%See, for instance, Kim Jong I's Theory of Juche Literature or Kim Il Sung University’s Treaty of Juche Literature, in which
most of the discussions focus on these concepts, some of which can be traced back to Soviet socialist realism. Only a few enu-
meratory paragraphs are dedicated to the question of genres (kallae)—save for Leader literature, “the supreme task of our liter-
ature” (Kim 1992a, 1; Ri 1996).

""Myers (1994, 41, 52, 81), for instance, describes how the critical vocabulary of Soviet socialist realism was mobilized to praise
or criticize the work of other writers along factional lines and with little relation to the actual content of the works.

>The content was extracted and decrypted using reverse engineering, Code for the extraction algorithm is available, along
with the rest of the code used for this article, at https:/github.com/anonymousjournalsubmission/nk_code.

PTopic modeling is an unsupervised machine learning method, meaning that its output categorization—topics—is not spec-
ified a priori but inferred from the data. Likewise, the words associated with each topic are extracted without prior human input.
By contrast, a supervised approach would require to manually annotate a subsample of the data set by associating each story in it
with one or several predetermined genres then use these examples to train a model to predict the genres of unseen stories.
Supervised approaches have the advantage of offering clearer evaluation metrics (one can, for instance, estimate the proportions
of misclassifications) but are less suited to the discovery of unknown patterns. Supervised methods also require the definition of
an a priori taxonomy and a necessarily subjective annotation process, which offer additional avenues for introducing biases com-
pared to an unsupervised approach. For a recent example of an approach mixing both supervised and unsupervised methods to
investigate the question of genre, see Antoniak, Walsh, and Minno (2021).
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generated collections of related words, as well as their associated probabilities, and it is up to a human
interpreter to determine their common underlying themes and give them appropriate labels. Running
the algorithm on the corpus produces the seven topics listed in table 1, along with their twenty most
representative words."'*

The topics generated largely map to genres manually identified in a previous survey of short stories
published in Choson Munhak during the 1980s (Choi 1994)."> They show little overlap, save for topics
2 and 4, which pertain to the DPRK’s ruling family and, for the rest of the present analysis, are merged
under the label “Leaders” (narratives about each Leader are distinctive enough thematically for the
algorithm to group them in separate clusters, but the distinction is of little relevance to our present
analysis). It must be noted that topics do not exactly correspond to literary genres per se. In topic mod-
eling, a document is always a mix of different topics. For instance, a short story about a soldier writing
to his family about his experience fighting alongside Kim Il Sung might be broken down as being 50
percent “Military,” 30 percent “Leaders,” and 20 percent “Family.” To get from topic to genre, I make
the assumption that the topic most prominently represented in a short story is its genre.

Having thus labeled the topics and assigned a genre to each story, one can plot the proportions of
each genre in the corpus (figure 1) as well as their diachronic variations over the period considered
(figure 2). This first overview of the corpus confirms some of the intuitions outlined earlier. The 20 per-
cent share of Leader literature highlights the importance of looking at North Korean literature beyond
the cult of personality in order to account for the remaining 80 percent of literary production. The most
common genre in the corpus, education, is almost entirely absent from academic research on North
Korean literature. Such a discrepancy may be explained by the scholarly practice of using North
Korean literature as source material for the study of internal and external politics. Stories that can be
used to directly illustrate Party directives, agrarian reforms, or military policies seem to gather more
scholarly attention than works about learning and studying. This, in turn, reinforces the idea that
North Korean literature is predominantly concerned with these themes. On the other hand, the signifi-
cant changes in generic trends over time underscore the need for historical perspective and proper con-
textualization. For instance, only a decade after the instauration of Leader literature, the genre was almost
dormant, but it regained a dominant share in the last three decades, with pronounced peaks at times of
national crises (the famine of the 1990s, the breakdown of the Agreed Framework and economic sanc-
tions in 2002, and the death of Kim Jong Il and transition of power to Kim Jong Un in 2010).

These insights, however, are merely quantitative and do not tell us anything about the different
degrees of literary prestige attached to each of the genres. That “Education” is the most commonly rep-
resented genre in the corpus may tell us something about its importance to Party officials who set pro-
duction quotas, but that does not necessarily imply that the genre is particularly highly regarded within
the literary field. In order to examine the relationship between genre and prestige specifically, I selected
twenty-six authors known to be members of the April 15 LPU (detailed list available in appendix 1)
and created a set of the short stories they published “pre-recognition” (i.e., before being admitted to the
group; 62 stories), as well as a set of stories published “post-recognition” (46 stories). The goal is to see
whether the thematic structure of their literary production evolves before and after they achieve literary
recognition and how it compares with that of non-LPU writers.'® To make sure these differences are
not products of random chance (as the proportion of each topic in the subset of short stories written
by recognized authors might actually be within the range of variation that could be expected of any

"“The words are ranked by their probability of occurring in each topic. Details of the preprocessing, algorithm, and hyper-
parameters are available in the article’s code repository. The number of topics was selected iteratively to avoid junk topics,
limit redundancy, and optimize granularity.

">The six main categories used by Choi (1994) in his taxonomy were “Kim II sung and his family,” “rural community devel-
opment,” “economic and industrial development,” “advancement of science and technology,” “civil-military relations,” and
“beautiful people.” Four other minor categories were mentioned: “overseas Koreans,” “history,” “South Korea,” and “unification”
(Choi 1994).

'] rely on the data compiled by Kang Chinho and Imha Yu (2009) for the admission dates. When no data were available for a
specific author, I used the publication date of their earliest known work published in one of the Immortal book series.

» «

» « » «
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Table 1. Topics and their most representative words

Topic # Topic Label First Twenty Keywords (in order of descending importance)

1 Education Father, teacher (honorific), teacher, young woman, husband, student, Korea, sea, youth,
Japan, motherland, school, research, school employee, university, university professor,
wife, tree, grandfather, letter
oA, A, A, AW, A, A, 24, ke, A, G 25 gkl AT, e,
o3, aLsE, Qbsl, v, Shob ], A A

2 Leaders (1) General, comrade (honorific), Kim Jong Suk, speak (honorific), Kim Jong Il, Kim Il Sung,
people, mother (honorific), commander, respect and love, best, army, Kim Jong Un,
give (honorific), revolution, liberation, factory, Japanese (derogatory), great, squad
A, A, A%, D, A8 Y, AU, AR, o, AFREH, Aol H a1, 9,
ARe, =9, g1, Y, 4, o, Ao, 5o

3 Family Mother, father, son, mom, husband, grandmother, hometown, village, uncle, kid, child,
mother (honorific), letter, little brother, big brother, female proper noun, grandfather,
male proper noun, kid, school
ojvlL], obm A, o} 5, Au}, W, Fviu], M, vk, obAM, 24, ofol, of v g

A4, 54, 2, %), Gojplx, Fo], o7}, ot

4 Leaders (2) Grand leader, speak (honorific), Kim Jong Il, parents, comrade (honorific), people, great,
leader, army, dear, comrade leader (honorific), dear, give (honorific), revolution,
committee leader, adjutant, motherland, history, car, administration
9, T, AAY, ol o], A, AW, Ho], AL}, A, e, AEAFA],
Aolshiz, =e, 41, A9, F 8, 27, DA}, 587, B9

5 Industry Manager, factory, workplace, technician, production, technic, comrade (honorific), plan,
Party secretary, coal mine, secretary, young woman, equipment, mine, crane, youth,
construction, blueprints, worksite, worker
AL, T, 2, 71AL, AR, 714, B, A, A, R, WA, A, A, A,
71571, Ad, A4, =9, ?ﬂﬂ AT

6 Agriculture Old man, group leader, agricultural sub-workteam, committee leader, administration,
agricultural sub-workteam chief, farm, workteam, young girl, farmwork, secretary,
tractor, seedbed, amateur art troupe member, farmworker, fertilizer, tree, manure,

village, corn
o]-\:l}o])tﬂ—z]— l-";__z 94 1};/] _‘\i_g:?g—) l(-)—xo]—, Ao vk ) }Lﬂ l-_/x]_ H]/\i u:g_]'— _\]:_{},
24, 549, W, BT, A, vk, el

7 Military Company leader, young girl, platoon leader, company, comrade (respectful), warrior,

squad leader, soldier, platoon, unit leader, battle, unit member, war, hill, division,
commander, frontline, officer, soldier, shock brigade

s, AU, A4, s, 54, 1“} fEHZP WAL A, g, A5, di, A4,
A, B, AE A, AA, 3 2O,

subset of the general corpus), I use a permutation test with a significance level of 90 percent because of
the small sample sizes (Bradley and Tibshirani 1994; Jockers and Mimno 2013).

The results are presented in figure 3 for short stories published before the writers’ admission to the
LPU and in figure 4 for short stories published afterward. The statistically significant differences are
the overrepresentation of Leader literature output post-recognition (after writers joined the April 15
LPU) and the overrepresentation of industrial production stories and military stories pre-recognition.
The high prevalence of the “Leaders” topic post-recognition is unsurprising: writers from the April 15
LPU are, after all, in charge of producing the full-length biographic novels of the Immortal series. The
data nonetheless show that this duty extends to the form of the short story, and that writers still pro-
duce a large amount of works that do not focus on the Kim family after being accepted into the group
(about 40 percent of their output). More importantly, this reveals that the writing of works praising the
Leaders is more a symptom of literary recognition than a way into it. The proportion of works ded-
icated to the Leaders is roughly the same for LPU writers pre-recognition than it is for writers overall,
meaning that one does not gain recognition by specializing in the production of cult of personality
stories. Rather, the specialization comes as a consequence of being a famous writer.
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Figure 2. Yearly number of short stories published in Chosén Munhak for each genre considered (three-year moving average
smoothing).

On the other hand, the fact that writers who were eventually admitted to the LPU published sig-
nificantly more stories about the military and the industrial working class indicates that these two gen-
res may be more highly regarded and more likely to lead authors to literary recognition. The valuation
of these genres intersects with cultural and ideological hierarchies of class and gender. At least half the
writers considered worked on industrial sites or served in the military prior to their literary career.
Furthermore, writers from the working class have historically enjoyed more opportunities to start a
literary career than agrarian workers or service sector employees. As social groups and professional
activities, both the military and the working class have been predominantly gendered as male in textual
and visual representations.'” The patriarchal structure of North Korean society may thus skew literary
capital distribution toward themes that are predominantly male in both their content and authorship
(every member of the April 15 LPU analyzed here is male).

For an exploration of these differences, see, for instance, https:/digitalnk.com/blog/2017/12/23/north-and-south-korea
-through-word-embeddings/ and https:/digitalnk.com/blog/2017/09/30/gender-distribution-in-north-korean-posters/.
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These findings, however, lack a diachronic perspective. The oldest members of the April 15 LPU
joined upon its creation in 1967, and the most recent member in the data set joined in 2015. While
literary standards have been shown to change slowly in other Western contexts (Underwood and
Sellers 2016), the same can not assumed to hold true in North Korea, where writers’ interconnected-
ness with politics may put them on a time scale closer to that of a quinquennial plan. To get a sense of
this change, I divide the group of prestigious writers into an “old guard” and a “young guard,” based
on the date they joined the April 15 LPU. I set the threshold date for the separation between the two
groups at 1991, as the end of the Cold War outside the Korean peninsula marked the beginning of a
period of radical change for the DPRK (Lankov 2014, 77-111). Like before, only their output prior to
their admission to the April 15 LPU is considered.

Comparing the two groups (figures 5 and 6), two genres—agrarian and military fiction—show stat-
istically significant differences. While some of the younger generation of elite writers tried their hand at
agrarian fiction in their early careers, the genre was completely ignored by the older generation. Both
groups still produced less agrarian fiction (although the difference lacks sufficient statistical
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significance to be considered conclusive) than regular writers, suggesting that the genre could carry less
prestige—perhaps a reflection of the traditionally low status accorded to the peasantry in the DPRK.'®

The difference in the proportion of military fiction, higher by a factor of two among younger writ-
ers, shows the rising value of the genre over the last three decades. Young writers admitted to the April
15 LPU produced significantly more military fiction than writers who never joined the LPU, indicating
that more literary prestige is attached to this particular genre. The rise of the military genre can be
explained by the advent of “military first” (son’gun A=) politics in the 1990s. Following the tremen-
dous social, economic, and political upheaval caused by the combined events of the dissolution of the
USSR, the death of Kim Il Sung, and the famine, Kim Jong II ushered in a new ideological line prior-
itizing defense and the military to ensure the survival of the regime (Smith 2015, 235). The new policy
made the military a demographically larger and politically crucial social class, eventually supplanting
the working class as the “main force of the revolution” (Kim 2007, 1).

The declining political weight of the working class seems to be reflected in the decreasing volume of
industry-themed short stories from the end of the 1980s onward. Yet despite this quantitative slump,
there is still a hysteresis effect in the amount of literary prestige associated with the genre. Indeed,
young writers admitted to the April 15 LPU still wrote industrial production stories on a much larger
scale than regular writers. While they did write less industrial fiction compared with older members of
the April 15 LPU, the difference, although sizable, is not statistically signiﬁcant,19 which makes it
impossible to confidently conclude that the stock of the genre may have eroded between the two
generations.

That so much of the relationship between literary genre and prestige revolves around social classes
raises the question of whether class is really just a confounding variable. As previously noted, most of
the April 15 LPU members came from either the working class or the military. And, more generally,
because of the realist framework governing literary production in the DPRK, writers tend to produce
stories that reflect their social background. As both the military and the working class have historically
been politically key social groups in North Korea, the higher prestige conferred to military and indus-
trial fiction in the literary field may simply reflect the privileges enjoyed by these two classes. One

'8 Although in theory, the North Korean juche ideology emphasizes that, unlike Marxism, it does not consider the working
class as the sole leading agent of the revolution, but rather the popular masses (inmin taejung 2171t ) as a whole, in practice,
the country has always relied on a hierarchical class system. While this hierarchy has changed throughout history, with the army
taking over the working class’s leading role in the 1990s, the peasantry, as a class still needing to be “working-classized” (rodong
kyegiiphwa =5 75 3}) or “revolutionized” (hydngmonghwa ] ™ 3}, has consistently remained at the bottom (Kim Chaeung
2012; Kim Chinhwan 2016, 241).

The statistical significance of a difference (whether it is due to chance or not) is different from its magnitude.
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might see this as yet more evidence of the heteronomy of the North Korean literary field and its lack of
purely literary standards. But social determinations weigh upon all literary fields, even those tradition-
ally considered autonomous, and the brokers of literary value (critics, publishers, or prize committees)
that inhabit them. For instance, as Richard Jean So (2020) has demonstrated, the simple factor of
whiteness remains the best predictor of literary success in postwar American literature, despite an
allegedly autonomous critical apparatus. What seems more necessary, therefore, is to highlight the
institutional, systemic mechanics by which social forms of discrimination are translated into the
language of literary standards.

Modeling Stylistic Originality

Literary consecration through admission to the prestigious April 15 LPU comes with a mandate to
produce works featuring the Leaders. This task has been described as forcing writers to “sacrifice their
creativity as artists” (Immanuel Kim 2016) since it imposes a subject matter and requires them to fol-
low specific conventions: ways of describing the Leaders, grandiloquent metaphors, plot conventions,
or stock characters. It would then seem that the North Korean literary field operates in a manner that is
diametrically opposed to the paradigm of modern Western literature. Whereas in the latter, originality,
or the ability to distinguish oneself from the rest, is essential to the logic of aesthetic evaluation
(Bourdieu 1979), in the former, it appears that quality is determined by conformism to existing writing
patterns. This would conform to the characterizations of North Korean literature by foreign readers as
boring and repetitive. Yet such a hypothesis cannot be taken at face value without being tested and
investigated. That North Korean literature operates according to a different system of literary value
does not necessarily imply that this system is a perfect negative image of the modern Western literary
valuation system. The importance of conformity, for instance, does not necessarily prevent some cre-
ativity from being valued under certain modalities.

That all novels from the Immortal collections share roughly the same theme would certainly make
them more homogenous than general literature and its multiple genres. But does this homogeneity
extend to style? Are the canonical cult of personality novels of the Immortal collections really less sty-
listically innovative than the rest of North Korean literary production? As noted previously, Leader lit-
erature may represent the pinnacle of literary value, but it is not necessarily what writers are evaluated
on before their consecration. To account for this, it is also necessary to consider the literary output of
April 15 LPU writers besides their contributions to the Immortal collections and try to infer whether
these works, too, exhibit a higher degree of conformity.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50021911821002278 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021911821002278

280 Benoit Berthelier

To answer these questions, I begin with a formal definition of literary creativity as a deviation from
a syntactic or lexical norm. This differential perspective is often used to define literary language in
computational research (Louwerse, Benesh, and Zhang 2008; Van Cranenburgh, van Dalen-Oskam,
and van Zundert 2019) and formalist theories of literature such as Roman Jakobson’s (1960) poetic
function or the concept of “foregrounding” (Fricke 2008). Such a definition is limited in that it
does not account for narrative aspects of literary singularity, but it still offers a way to model and
potentially measure the originality of writing style.

How to measure a text’s deviation from linguistic norms? I propose a solution based on a proba-
bilistic way to represent language known as language modeling. Language models are used to predict
the probability that a certain word will appear based on the words that precede or (in so-called masked
language models) surround it. For instance, a language model can assess that the word “literature” is
more likely than the word “car” to follow the sequence of words “I want to read Korean” (Jurafsky and
Martin 2019). Likewise, the same language model could tell us that the whole sentence “I want to read
Korean literature” is more likely to be said by an English speaker than the sentence “I want to read
Korean car.” Traditional language models learn these probabilities by counting the frequencies with
which words appear alongside each other within a very large corpus of texts.” These probabilities
thus approximate likelihood that a sequence of words will be uttered by an “average” speaker of the
language.”' For the purposes of the present study, I used the deep-learning-based BERT language
model (Devlin et al. 2019),** which I trained®® on a corpus of roughly 4.5 million sentences extracted
from various North Korean language sources (a general description of the corpus’ content is given in
appendix 2).

I posit that language models’ ability to assign probabilities to sequences of words is similar to the
concept of a norm against which to measure the deviations of literary language. Indeed, the probabil-
ities returned by a language model line up with a basic model of literary creativity: they reflect lexical
sophistication (given two synonyms, the rarer one will receive a lower probability) as well as the unex-
pectedness of word associations common in literary language. BERT has been shown to capture both
semantic and syntactic aspects of language (Clark et al. 2019; Jawahar, Sagot, and Seddah 2019). One
might say, following Jakobson, that its probabilities are computed following paradigmatic (predicting a
word over others) and syntagmatic (based on its context) axes, which the poetic function subverts.

To illustrate this premise, let us take a sentence from a North Korean novel with a literary simile: “It
was the jewel-like voice of little girls” (1] o}o] 5 9] & &2 5 42| 31 42). A language model can
predict the probability of the word “jewel” appearing given the words that surround it (a sort of
fill-in-the-blank exercise). Doing so returns a certain probability for the word “jewel,” and that prob-
ability will be higher compared with almost all other words in the Korean lexicon. Some words, such as
“fire” (£), “storm” (¥), or “iron and stone” (4 4]), would be assigned slightly higher probabilities.
This, however, is a feature, not a bug: expressions such as “a voice like iron and stone” or “a voice like
fire” are simply more common clichéd similes in North Korean literature. A word producing an orig-
inal, unique simile, on the other hand, would have be assigned a much lower probability. Instead of

**This description is meant to offer a basic intuition of how language models work, but it only applies to traditional language
models. More recent models such as BERT rely on a more sophisticated attention mechanism that helps the model focus on
important parts of the input data.

*'The use of “average” here is, of course, highly contentious—a language model is ultimately a reflection of the texts it was
trained on. These texts, typically Wikipedia entries, newspaper articles, websites, are really a subset of a written language deter-
mined by class, gender, and access to technology. For an overview of how these various biases become embedded in language
models, see Blodgett et al. (2020).

22BERT can also be trained on a “next-sentence prediction task,” and the probabilities given by the model that a certain sen-
tence follows another have been used to experiment with assessing the predictability of fiction at the narrative level (Underwood
2020; Wilmot and Keller 2020). My approach derives from this insight but seeks to work at the level of sentences and style
instead.

*The process of training an artificial intelligence model involves providing it with data to learn from. For instance, if one
wanted an artificial intelligence model to distinguish between pictures of dogs and cats, one would need to compile a data
set of pictures of both animals and then train the model to learn the differences between the two based on the examples provided
in this data set.
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simply evaluating a single word, I aggregate the probabilities of different words within a sentence to
compute an “originality score” for that sentence.**

The advantage of the method is not only that it provides a quantifiable measure of originality, but
also that it allows us to avoid the subjectivity and biases that may come with having individual readers
evaluate the originality of a sentence. The issue of bias is, of course, all the more complex in the case of
North Korean literature, for which North Korean assessors would be hard to find. A reader familiar
with South Korean language and culture but unfamiliar with North Korean literature may judge a sen-
tence to be original simply because it is linguistically different from what they are used to. Or, con-
versely, they could judge a sentence to be overly trite because it sounds more stilted than what is
common in South Korean literature. Furthermore, evaluations would differ because of individual pro-
clivities, requiring the use of several readers and a way to aggregate their responses. On the other hand,
a large language model acts as a “model reader” that would, thanks to its training corpus, be familiar
with the North Korean language, but also with a good portion of its literary output.

Having thus constructed a way to estimate the stylistic originality of a sentence, it is now possible to
attempt to score sentences taken from books of different levels of literary prestige to investigate the
relationship between literary quality and creativity in the DPRK. To do so, I take three corpora of
fiction:

1. Novels taken from the Immortal History (22 titles) and Immortal Guidance (16 titles) collections,
hereafter referred to as canonical novels.

2. Novels written by members of the April 15 LPU on themes of their own choosing. These works
do not depict the lives of the North Korean Leaders and therefore do not have the same canon-
ical status as works from the Immortal collections. Their symbolic status is nonetheless still dif-
ferent from that of other regular novels due to the prestige of their authors. I will refer to these
texts as prestigious novels.

3. Novels published by literary publishing houses in Pyongyang. These works are not of low qual-
ity, but their authors have not achieved the same level of recognition as the authors of the two
previous corpora. I will refer to these texts as regular novels.

I also include a corpus of poetry and a corpus of articles from the Korean Central News Agency
(KCNA) from the year 2000 to provide elements of comparison. None of the data were included in
the data set that the language model was trained on. I sample 10,000 sentences from each of these
five corpora and give every sentence an originality score. A low score means that the words in a sen-
tence are highly predictable and therefore unoriginal. A high score means a less predictable and more
original word choice. The results are given in figure 7 and table 2.>°

That there would be little literary originality in KCNA articles compared with literary writing might
seem unsurprising, but it nonetheless tells us something about literary language in the DPRK. Namely,
even if conformity were valued in Leader literature, it is still conformity to literary standards—that is,
to a language that differs significantly from the everyday language of a news dispatch. The poetry cor-
pus, on the other hand, displays the highest average level of originality among the four literary corpora.
However, one needs to distinguish here between the mean and median. While the mean score of poetry
is comparatively extremely high, the median is roughly equal to that of prestigious novels.
Furthermore, the 25th percentile of the poetry corpus is lower than two of the fiction corpora. This

**Because BERT is a masked language model, rather than a language model in the traditional sense, I rely on a pseudo-perplexity
score based on the work of Salazar et al. (2020) with adaptations for the task at hand. For more technical details on the training of the
model and the calculation of this measure, see https:/digitalnk.com/blog/2020/10/01/language-models-literary-cliches-analyzing
-north-korean-poetry-with-bert/.

*>Pairwise differences in means are all significant at the 0.001 level except for the regular novels and canonical novels pair
(significant at the 0.05 level). Pairwise differences in medians are all significant at the 0.001 level except between poetry and
prestigious novels (p=.5). I use a t-test to assess the significance of pairwise differences in means and Mood’s median test
for differences in medians. The data are highly skewed and violate the t-test’s normality assumption. However, Lumley et al.
(2002) show that the t-test is “valid for any distribution” when the sample size is large, as in the present case.
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Figure 7. Boxplots of the originality scores for 10,000 sentences from each of the five corpora. The green solid lines are the
medians and the red dotted lines the means.

indicates that while North Korean poetry does have some very original verses, it also contains a large
amount of highly predictable ones.

Looking at the fiction corpora, one can see that the writing style of novels from the Immortal col-
lections (canonical novels) is, on average, less original compared with other types of novels. The mean
score is only slightly lower than that for regular novels, but the median is much lower and the overall
distribution skews more heavily to the left, indicating that the corpus has fewer original sentences and
more clichéd expressions. The corpus of prestigious novels, on the other hand, displays a significantly
higher level of originality than the two other corpora of fiction. The writers are all members of the
April 15 LPU and have published titles in the Immortal collections, but when freed from the stylistic
and thematic constraints imposed by the collection, their writing style becomes more creative. These
writers are also more creative than regular writers. This could mean that admission to the April 15
LPU is predicated upon literary creativity rather than a propensity to write on the themes favored
by the Party. If this were true, the structure of the North Korean literary field might not be so different
from that of many other literary cultures where creative avant-gardes eventually petrify into rigid acad-
emies (Bourdieu 1992). Another possibility, however, is that acceptance into the April 15 LPU gives
writers more leeway to experiment, a phenomenon that has previously been observed in the realm
of visual arts (De Ceuster 2011).

As almost all of the novels available in the corpus were published after their author’s admission to
the April 15 LPU, I am unable to test which of these hypotheses might be correct. Nam Taehyon’s
Hymn of Youth (3 =< 7}) is the only novel in the sample to be published before its author’s insti-
tutional consecration, but Nam’s “bright and light” (Choi 2005), plain writing style did not change
much after he achieved recognition. Scoring the book individually and comparing it with the score
of his later novel Unification Love Song (‘&4 @ 7}), for instance, shows that both works fare low
on the originality scale.

Hymn of Youth’s low score is a reminder that the present estimation of literary originality is limited
to writing style and does not extend to plot, themes, or even context. The book’s romantic storyline was
considered radically innovative at the time of its publication—but that novelty was about what was
being said rather than how it was being said. Likewise, Nam’s Unification Love Song scores low despite
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the five corpora

KCNA Poetry Regular Novels Prestigious Novels Canonical Novels
Count 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000
Mean 98.0 3,661.4 638.5 764.9 583.7
Standard deviation 354.1 29,200.8 1,877.7 2,363.0 2,064.0
Min 11 1.0 1.2 1.9 1.2
25% 8.5 62.8 100.4 106.9 61.5
50% 24.2 298.8 252.9 292.6 182.8
75% 75.8 1,375.8 643.2 723.9 498.7
Max 13,164.3 1,808,681.5 122,895.7 126,058.1 98,007.0

dealing with the same subject—unconverted long-term North Korean prisoners in the South—as Ri
Chongnydl’s Sons of the Motherland (%77 2] ©}), the novel with the highest individual originality
score in the corpus. Relying on a single feature (style) to judge originality is certainly a limitation but
could be augmented as new methods are developed to gauge the predictability of plot (Underwood
2020; Wilmot and Keller 2020). There are, of course, other limitations to the present approach. For
one, other forms of literary distinctions in the DPRK, such as literary prizes, critical acclaim, or insti-
tutional appointments were disregarded. Kim Taesong, the author with the highest originality ratings
among the writers of “regular novels,” for instance, was chair of the North Korean Writers’ Union—
which would suggest that other forms of literary recognition might also correlate with literary origi-
nality. Scarcity of data also currently makes deeper analysis at the individual and historical levels
impossible, but as digitized North Korean texts become easier to acquire, such limitations could
soon be overcome.

Conclusion

The thematic analysis conducted using topic modeling has shown the importance of genre distinc-
tions for the study of the relationship between politics and literary value in North Korea. Writers who
received the highest level of literary distinction usually had careers as authors of military or industrial
production novels. The relative value attached to each theme shifted over time, depending upon which
social class the Party sees at its base. The lower proportion of agricultural short stories in the produc-
tion of writers who achieved literary consecration might also indicate that the genre does not carry
much prestige. There was no other statistically significant relation to literary value for other topics
in the sample, but this does not necessarily imply that such other relations are nonexistent. Finally,
while politics directly influences the level of prestige achieved by individual authors, it does not pre-
clude the existence of other factors of literary evaluation.

The second part of the article analyzed one such factor, stylistic originality. Using the probabilities
returned by a masked language model to estimate how original a sentence’s writing is, I find that novels
of the Immortal collections are stylistically less creative than other types of fiction. A more surprising
finding, however, is that when the authors of these novels write on other topics, they exhibit higher
literary originality than their peers. This suggests that originality has a dual status in North Korea.
Where the pinnacle of literary value is concerned, conformity is more valued than creativity.
But one step below in the literary hierarchy, stylistic originality does correlate with literary recognition.
Either because consecrated writers are able to write more freely than their peers or because the state is
selecting the most creative writers to produce its cult of personality.

Regardless of the causal direction, this nonetheless shows that creativity is valued in the North
Korean literary system, although not necessarily in the same proportions as in other literary systems
and in negotiation with political imperatives. Whereas conformity is more important than originality
for the production of the most highly valued literary texts that deal with the personality cult of the
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Leaders, stylistic creativity does act as a distinguishing factor between writers of different prestige lev-
els. The relationship between politics and creativity in the North Korean literary field can thus not
simply be reduced to one of opposition. Whether writers accumulate political capital to gain a right
to creativity or their literary capital gives them the possibility to accumulate political capital by gaining
a monopoly on the production of a specific part of political discourse, what is at stake is a process of
arbitrage, negotiation and trade between different forms of capital. It is therefore this fungibility of
political and symbolic capitals rather than the antagonism between literature and politics—or between
ideological and autonomous writing—that constitutes the core of literary activity in North Korea.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. The 24 writers from the April 15 LPU used for analyzing the output of canonized writers before and after they
achieved recognition

Admission Texts in Admission Texts in

Name Date Corpus Name Date Corpus

Kwoén Chéngung 1967 4 An Tongch’un 1990 11
473% EE

Kim Pydnghun 1967 4 Yun Kydngch’an 2013 8
AR E #7473

Kim Sambok 1998 4 Yun Chdnggil 2014 1
248 %37

Kim Sugydng 1989 1 Chdn Hungsik 2012 5
A7 AE2

Nam Taehydn 1992 4 Chdng Kijong 1992 7
o) B71%

Ri Tonggu 2002 2 Cho Kwonil 2018 1
5T EX D

Ri Sinhyon 1998 5 Chin Chaehwan 1984 2
2ad 2 A

Ri Chongnyodl 1981 2 Choi Yongjo 2011 2
254 HP=

Rim Pongch’ol 2015 7 Choi Haksu 1976 3
Ch ks

Pak T’aesu 2000 3 Tak Sukbon 2013 10
el e

Paek Namnyong 1985 10 HO6 Ch’unsik 1997 1
EE 3%

Paek Pohliim 1989 8 Hyon Stlinggol 1976 3
ATk ds4
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Appendix 2. Proportion of the publications in the corpus used for the training of a North Korean BERT. The final corpus
corpus is 1.2 gigabytes, containing 4,428,438 sentences and 208,638,834 words. The data were scraped from the web or
extracted from electronic books obtained in the DPRK

Magazines 25.1%
— Kim Il Sung chonghap taehakkyo hakpo (7 €73 %3t et w1 ) - 16.9%
— Chosén Munhak (%7153} — 16.9%
— Kyongje Yon'gu (7 A1) - 7.7%
— Rydksa Kwahak (2 AF}-38} —11.2%
— Adong Munhak (°}-&+-3}) — 9.6%
— Chosén Yesul (41 9| <5) - 11.1%
— Chellima (K27 - 16.3%
— Ch’6ngnyén Munhak (73353} - 10.2%
Fiction 3.0%
Complete works of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il 4.5%
Nonfiction books 1.1%
Korean Central News Agency articles (2001-2018) 25.3%
Rodong Sinmun newspaper (2000-2018) 41.1%
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