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221 (In pictures: North Korean
mass games)
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Abstract

Transformations in the Modes of Representation of
North Korean Political Festivals in the Kim Jong-un
Era: A Focus on Media-Based Outdoor Performances

Baek Yung Kim seoul National University
Min Ju Cho Lee Ungno Research Center

Collective rituals such as festivals have long been recognized as power-
ful social mechanisms for the production of collective identity. In the case
of North Korea, in particular, mass performances and festivals have been
staged on an extraordinary scale and with a level of precision that often
appears “surreal” to outside observers, evoking both awe and bewilder-
ment. This article conceptualizes political festivals as a distinctive mode of
self-representation devised by North Korea as a “theater state,” and exam-
ines how their representational forms have evolved under the Kim Jong-un
regime along three analytical dimensions: media, subjectivity, and space.
The main findings can be summarized as follows.

First, the emergence of new modes of self-representation mediated by
new media technologies has become apparent. Following the introduction
of technologically advanced performances such as The Glorious Fatherland
(2020), the iconic Arirang mass games have effectively receded into the
past. Light festivals such as Harmony of Light, which visualize nationalist
ideology and advanced science and technology through illumination, have
transformed Pyongyang’s nightscape via media facade projections and the
widespread use of smartphones among citizens. This shift indicates a tran-
sition from the labor-intensive, large-scale mobilization characteristic of ear-

lier mass gymnastics to technologically mediated events centered on new
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media.

Second, a new generation of subjects endowed with distinct cultural
sensibilities has emerged. Recent New Year’s celebrations in North Korea
have gradually evolved from solemn, leader-centric ceremonies into more
open and festive events that allow for increased active participation by the
general populace. The mediatization of these celebrations is closely linked
to the rise of what is known as the “jangmadang generation,” who are ac-
customed to smartphone-based media environments. This transformation
reflects broader socio-economic changes associated with marketization,
which have in turn reshaped the attitudes and affective dispositions of par-
ticipants toward such state-sponsored events.

Third, the primary spatial setting of political festivals has shifted from en-
closed venues to open, urban spaces. Since 2018, there has been a notable
increase in outdoor performances, many of which utilize the rapidly recon-

structed urban landscape of Pyongyang—promoted under the Kim Jong-un

regime as a model of a “socialist paradise”™—as their principal stage. New
media spectacles such as Harmony of Light not only function externally
to rebrand Pyongyang as a modern, globally recognizable city through ad-
vanced artistic media, but also operate internally as strategies of self-repre-
sentation that visually and spatially engage the aspirations and sensibilities
of urban populations and the younger generation.

In sum, the modes of self-representation in political festivals during
the Kim Jong-un era are characterized by (1) an intensification of visual-
ity through the use of new media, particularly lighting technologies; (2)
transformations in participatory forms driven by the emergence of a new,
active generation with distinct cultural sensibilities; and (3) a spatial shift
from closed, controlled environments to open, symbolically charged urban

spaces. Political spectacle, in this sense, no longer relies primarily on the

choreography of disciplined bodies but increasingly operates through the
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orchestration of images, spaces, and effects.

Keywords | North Korea, Kim Jong-un era, Political Festival, Outdoor
Performance, Theater State, Self-representation, Pyongyang, New

Generation, Andreas Gursky



