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“Leave or Remain?”

Voices of North Korean Factory Workers
Who Are Floating in a Closed World

Kim, Wha Soon (Sungkonghoe University)

This study aims to reveal the choices and adversities faced by North
Korean workers who left their factories after 2010, as well as the
dilemmas, conflicts, and affection they experience during this process.
In-depth interviews were conducted with 18 factory workers in two
stages. The results showed that workers in regional industrial factories
transitioned into the labor market workforce through the mediation of
the 8.3 Worker System during their careers. These workers bribed
officials of their own factory and exhibited various movement patterns,
such as moving between factories, entering the labor market, and
returning to their original factory. This highlights the national policies
of labor mobility repression, the interdependence between formal and
informal sectors, and the downward spiral of livelihoods from ‘formal
— 8.3 — informal.” Consequently, this research proposes calling these

workers, who exist simultaneously or fluidly on both sides of the formal

256 OISO 2024 - 27T 1S



and informal sectors, ‘survival job workers’. Through the study of
real-life cases, the significance of this study lies in exposing the work
lives and inner worlds of workers who, trapped within a neopatrimonial

labor world created by political power, swim like fish in an aquarium.

Keywords: North Korean factory workers, labor market, survival job
workers, local industries, labor mobility, ilgong, 8.3

workers, peripheral labor
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