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Between the ‘Professional Revolutionist” and
‘Unbelievable Intelligentisa’

—The Images and Sociceconomic Status of Teachers in North Korea

Jeong Ah Cho(Education Research Institute of SNU, Euducation)

The aim of this study is to analyze the desirable images and social
status of teachers, and the common opinion about the teaching
profession in North Korea. Especially, I focused on the change of
teachers’ socio-economic status and view of teaching profession in the
1990s’ in order to estimate the durability and the change in North
Korean education.

In North Korea, teacher is regarded as not a person who only
transmits knowledge but a ‘professional revolutionist’ who guides
students’ political ideas. Teacher is also regarded as a ‘mother’ who
understands and cares students’ whole life. The teaching profession is
considered as a kind of religious vocation which has the call of training
the next revolutionary generation. The unconditional devotion is
emphasized rather than the professionality, autonomy and labor right
of teachers. In this official discourse, teachers have performed the

function of social reproduction. At the same time, the teacher has been
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classified as double-faced intelligentsia who has progressiveness and
conservativeness.

Since the late 1980s’ there has been a change in the socioeconomic
status of teachers. The teacher was a traditionally much respected
social group in North Korea. But in 1990s’, the rationing was
discontinued, and the schooling was crippled because of the economical
hardship. The socioeconomic status of teachers fell off, and the social
respect and self-esteem of teachers faded away.

For the normalization of schooling, the state endeavors to increase
teachers’ teaching ability and the special knowledge on the subject
matter one the hand, and emphasizes the image of ‘professional
revolutionist” on the other hand. But it is yet to be known whether
it is effective as the past days. It is not the revival of teacher’s image
or the emphasis on the functional professionality, but the restoration of
teachers’ autonomy and ability of critical reflection which is helpful to

the national reconstruction through education.

Key Words : North-Korean education, the image of teacher, socioeco-

nomic status of teacher
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