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The Chronicle of Predicament and

the Quilting Point of Fiction
Focusing on Seo Cheong-song’s Short Story

“Walk First”(2023)

Yee, Jisun(Korea Institute for National Unification)

In his short story “Walk First” (2023), Seo Cheong-song employs the
framed novel technique to depict the process of overcoming economic
hardship amid sanctions, blockade, and international isolation. The
protagonist, Su-hwan, is an honorary soldier who has sustained injuries
to his eye, arm, and leg. He serves as a representative figure for the
theme, employing metaphorical language to illustrate the debilitating
circumstances and coping strategies characteristic of North Korea.
Su-hwan’s ability to overcome the blockade by transforming waste into
resources, operating a factory with optimal efficiency, and eschewing
pity in favor of resilience aligns with the North Korean ideal. While the
novel portrays the mental strength and determination of the protagonist,
an honorary soldier, as the driving force behind North Korea’s

self-reliance and overcoming the crisis in international isolation, this is
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at odds with the beleaguered situation and reveals a deepening sense of
deprivation. The ongoing pandemic and sanctions have rendered the
initial agenda of Kim Jong Un’s rise to power, namely modernization, an
empty signifier. The narrative of self-reliance and localization in
response to sanctions indicates that the discourse of self-reliance and
self-renewal is a desperate survival strategy that North Korea has no
choice but to adopt in the face of overlapping predicaments. This
represents a variant of self-governance in North Korea, whereby the
country assumes responsibility for its own affairs and provides for its

own needs.

Keywords: North Korean literature, Kim Jong-un era, sanctions, COVID-

19, emotions of shame, empty signifiers, modernization,

rematerialization, self-governance, self-improvement
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