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Abstract

This research note scrutinises the degree to which the Korean Wave – South Korean cultural 
exports, for example of pop music and television shows – has impacted North Korea. Hallyu, 
as the Korean Wave is also called, has reached the North through illegal trade, despite restric-
tions put in place by the regime, and has triggered a growing demand for South Korean produc-
tions. The South Korean government creates a presence in its northern neighbour by using 
Hallyu as a soft power tool that has become part of its foreign policy arsenal. The North has 
reacted to the influence of the Korean Wave with crackdowns and arrests, for example of gov-
ernment officials. Yet Hallyu may also serve the North Korean government’s aim of prolonging 
its authoritarian rule, by using the South Korean cultural presence as a justification for feeling 
threatened by foreign intervention. 
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1. Introduction

The Winter Olympics held last February in Pyeongchang, in which a total of 
92 countries participated, propelled South Korea into the focus of internation-
al media and sport fans alike. Although South Korea was the host country, 
North Korean participation in the event attracted as much attention as on 
previous occasions, for example when “[t]he two Koreas marched together 
under one flag at both the 2000 and 2004 Summer Games, as well as the 2006 
Winter Games” (Calamur 2018). 

The Winter Olympics, although a sporting event, showcased a cautious 
rapprochement between the two countries. The announcement that a Korean 
unified women’s hockey team would compete in the Olympic tournament be-
came the symbol of a possible future unification (Watson et al. 2018). In line 
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with that development, North Korea’s political elite was also represented at 
the event, for example through the presence of Kim Jong-un’s sister, Kim Yo-
jong (Lim / Kim 2018).

Given the complicated relationship between the two countries, which in-
cludes on the one hand a continuous series of threats and such actions as 
South Korean propaganda music being broadcast towards the border between 
the countries (Berlinger / Soo 2018),1 and on the other hand repeated efforts 
to broker a peace deal, with Kim Jong-un even recently visiting Seoul for a 
historic bilateral summit (Haas / Mccurry 2018), it is worth asking why the 
two sides would try to use such a public event to showcase a rapprochement. 
Several questions come to mind. Might the North Korean government’s charm 
offensive towards its neighbour be the result of South Korea’s appeasement 
efforts? Could these astonishing developments be seen as evidence that soft 
power has the potential to help overcome one of the longest-running conflicts 
in the world? 

The present article focuses on the issue of South Korean soft power inroads 
into the North. The following sections map the intrusion of South Korean 
cultural soft power into North Korea, predominantly through the Korean 
Wave, and analyse the degree to which this foreign policy tool has been able 
to impact North Korean society.

2. Soft and hard power

The concept of hard power, an approach fitting the realist theory of interna-
tional relations, describes the importance of a country’s use of the military, of 
weapons and in general of aggressive politics to achieve its goals (Jackson / 
Sørensen 2007: 103). Coercion is its main component (Nye 2004: 2). Past ex-
amples of its use, in the context of international conflicts, were the military 
involvement of the US in Vietnam or the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. 

The opposite concept, known as soft power, means “the ability to get what 
you want through attraction rather than coercion or payments. It arises from 
the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideology and policies. When 
our policies are seen as legitimate in the eyes of others, our soft power is en-
hanced” (Nye 2004: x). While coercion defines hard power, co-optation de-
fines soft power. Soft power’s aim is to make others, in this case states, change 
their behaviour, so that goals can be reached without the need for weapons or 
other types of pressure. “Ultimately, nations with the greatest soft power find 
that citizens of other countries aspire to share their values and institutions, 

1  Such broadcasts have recently been discontinued, due to the detente between the two countries (Ber-
linger / Soo 2018).
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and leaders of foreign countries view their policies as legitimate and want to 
follow their leads” (Kurlantzick 2005: 420). 

One example of soft power is Hollywood’s ability to influence local popu-
lations all over the world into seeing the US – its culture, its way of life – in a 
positive light. That type of projection has helped the US sustain an image such 
as the “American dream”. Another type of soft power is the one China has 
achieved in regions such as Latin America (Milanowitsch 2018). Because its 
economic policies differ from the traditional neoliberal ones, for instance 
through trade deals signed with “no strings attached”, China has already be-
come the main commercial partner for several countries on the Latin Ameri-
can subcontinent (cf. Milanowitsch 2018: 52–55)

Soft power consists of different elements, which include but are not limited 
to ideology, political systems and culture (Nye 2004: 11). As will be seen 
through this article, and as is the reality when foreign policy is implemented, 
there exists a complex web of various aspects and elements that could be con-
sidered part of soft power and that were not included in Nye’s initial defini-
tion of the concept. Culture, for instance, can also refer to education, lan-
guage, clothing, music and media, depending on the country that is being 
analysed. This broader understanding of that concept is applied here. While 
theory clearly defines how to differentiate between soft and hard power, in 
research practice both concepts can be applied to the same type of action, de-
pending on the perception by the receiving actor.

Broadening the definition of that concept to include that extended concep-
tualisation has only been explored by some authors and has not yet become 
part of mainstream theory. Among the exceptions is Geun Lee (2009a), who 
analyses the role of soft power in South Korea by applying Nye’s theory to a 
case study. Lee “extended Nye’s theory in terms of definition and categoriza-
tion, by attaching the nature of power to its sources as a solution to the prob-
lem of distinguishing hard and soft powers” (Vasilevskytė 2013: 146). Sheng 
Ding (2010) combines the concept(s) of soft power with rising power, choos-
ing China as a case study. The two concepts are seldom fused, because soft 
power is scarcely considered an element that promotes a country’s rise 
(Milano witsch 2018: 113). Pinar Bilgin and Berivan Eliş widen the definitions 
of both soft and hard power which, according to them, have remained too 
closely attached to Nye’s initial definition and to the perspective of realism 
(Bilgin / Eliş 2008: 6). Massimo Di Ricco discusses migration as a soft power, 
showing how Colombia, a country that has many descendants from Arab 
countries, makes use of this circumstance in its foreign policy towards the 
Middle East (Di Ricco 2015: 32).

Soft and hard power are a reflection and a consequence of how North and 
South Korea have positioned themselves on the regional and world stage. 
North Korea’s position within its own region is not easily defined by interna-
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tional theory standards. It can best be considered a case sui generis (Tan 2015; 
Branigan 2011), especially since the presence of nuclear weapons, the coun-
try’s relative isolation and other aspects further complicate its classification. 

South Korea, in contrast, is a classical “middle power” – a term that can 
also be applied to its geographical position as a country surrounded by the 
stronger actors Japan and China (Kim / Jaffe 2010: 64). The country has been 
focusing on creating influence via means such as niche diplomacy. That type 
of diplomacy is how middle powers are able “to increase their global influence 
and acceptance through the employment of their specific capabilities” (Flemes 
2007: 11). As an example of the implementation of niche diplomacy, the 
country has hosted G20 meetings and other international events, such as the 
2018 Winter Olympics in Pyeongchang. Being a middle power also means it 
has limited leeway within its own region, which is why soft power has become 
part of this middle power’s tool arsenal, and the Korean Wave one of its main 
representatives (Milanowitsch 2018: 36; Wong 2016).

3. The Korean Wave

The Korean Wave has existed for more than two decades. The term, also 
known as Hallyu, was first used in China in the 1990s (Kim / Jaffe 2010: 152) 
when Korean television shows started reaching the local population. Soon 
after wards, the Korean Wave became a regional success when it spread to 
neighbouring countries. During its next phase, the movement grew into an 
international trend (Kim / Marinescu 2015), when Korean cultural exports 
reached Central Europe, the Middle East, the US, Latin America and other 
regions. Hallyu is connected to several other elements of South Korea’s export 
strategy and nation-branding, including business endeavours of conglomer-
ates such as Samsung and LG. The Korean Wave should thus not be under-
stood as an exclusively cultural phenomenon. The most important elements of 
Hallyu have been K-dramas (Korean TV dramas) and K-pop (Korean pop).

While South Korea had long produced television series and shows, mainly 
for domestic consumption, it was only in the late 1990s that they started to 
attract international attention. One particularly path-breaking drama was 
Korean Broadcast System’s (KBS) Winter Sonata2 (2002) (Russell 2008: 118–
119), which swept across East Asia and opened the door for further produc-
tions to be acknowledged internationally. Other series followed, such as Boys 

2  This love story portrays the relationship between two people, called Joon-sang and Yoo-jin. Soon after 
they fall in love, Joon-sang is involved in a car crash, which leaves him an amnesiac. He and his family then 
move to the US, where he gets a fresh start, while his friends in Korea believe he has died. One decade later, 
he returns to South Korea, where fate reunites him with Yoo-Jin. They fight for their love, against all odds, 
with plot twists including illness and Yoo-Jin’s engagement to another man (Russell 2008: 118; Han / Lee 
2008: 120–122).
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over Flowers (2009, KBS), Secret Garden (2010/2011, Seoul Broadcasting 
System [SBS]) and most recently Descendants of the Sun (2016, KBS2) and 
Goblin (2016/2017, Total Variety Network). Their topics vary from romance 
to fantasy, thrillers and other genres.

 K-pop followed K-drama onto the world stage, even though the genre had 
already existed before K-dramas became successful internationally. It devel-
oped from Japanese pop influences, western boy and girl groups (Kim / Jaffe 
2010: 169–170) as well as Hip-Hop and has itself become a music genre. Its 
performers have managed to rise to the same level as American or British art-
ists. One example is the boy group BTS, which has not only won international 
awards and even performed on American award shows (Herman 2017), but 
became the first K-pop act to reach the number one spot on the Billboard Art-
ist 100 chart in the US (Zellner 2018). 

 Among other performances, including rock singers and dancers, K-pop 
artists such as the boy group EXO and singer CL (who herself used to be in a 
girl group, 2NE1) led the closing ceremony of the Pyeongchang Winter Olym-
pics (Ducharme 2018), which underlines their importance to the country’s 
image. Both acts are as famous internationally as they are in South Korea it-
self. For instance, EXO’s “[f]ans say the K-pop band were chosen to perform 
at the ceremony not just because of their current popularity, but in part be-
cause of the unity they have represented in the region. [Their] achievements 
have placed them in the higher echelons of South Korean pop history, having 
sold more than 8m albums” (Belam 2018a).

4. Hallyu and North Korea

While Hallyu, with its music and television shows, as well as aspects such as 
makeup, brands and movies might be considered a harmless cultural phenom-
enon, it has in fact incited reactions throughout the East Asian region that are 
not entirely welcoming. “Korean government efforts and the massive influx of 
Korean cultural products have created in East Asia what could be dubbed as a 
‘Korean threat’. Japan and China have already started to limit the presence of 
K-dramas or movies in their markets, out of fear of a cultural domination” 
(Milanowitsch 2018: 66). While some actions had already been taken, such as 
imposing quotas (Russell 2008: 130) or reducing screen time for foreign pro-
ductions, it was only in recent years – roughly from 2015 to 2017 – that China 
imposed a complete ban on South Korean products, which included K-dramas 
as well as K-pop. China proceeded to block Hallyu and the Korean cultural 
industry in general from entering one of its main markets as a reaction to the 
planned establishment of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defence (THAAD) 
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in South Korea (Jun 2017: 159–164; Kim / Blanchard 2017). The Japanese 
reaction, of limiting Korean products’ inroads out of fear of cultural domina-
tion, is astonishing – at least in light of the fact that K-dramas and especially 
K-pop in their beginnings had been heavily based on Japanese television and 
pop music (Russell 2008: 102–103).3 

As a highly isolated country in the hands of a dictatorial regime that has 
lasted for more than 50 years, North Korea has succeeded in limiting the 
popu lation’s contacts with the outside world. While for other countries Kore-
an productions might mean competition with local ones, in the North Korean 
case they also mean an infiltration of information from the outside (Lee 2016). 
The main difference between Hallyu in North Korea and Hallyu in other coun-
tries is that the products mostly enter the former illegally (Kang 2011; Lee 
2015). The population is, with some exceptions for high-ranking officials, not 
allowed to watch K-dramas or to listen to K-pop (Lee 2015). “Kim Jong Un 
has interpreted the continued expansion of South Korean media to be a seri-
ous threat, therefore ordering strong crackdowns and punishments and urging 
[…] surveillance units to double down on their duties” (Lee 2016). 

The internet, which is Hallyu’s main channel of interaction with the outside 
world, is also restricted for North Koreans (Asher 2016), although it is is the 
main device that can be credited with the long duration and for the success of 
the Korean Wave (Kim 2011: 16). Social media and especially the online plat-
form “Naver”, which administrates its own online live video platform (VLIVE), 
search engine, online café and even web drama broadcast network, are being 
used strategically by artists to interact with their worldwide fans. Except for the 
North Korean elite, using the internet is not an option for North Koreans (Ash-
er 2016). This might be one of the reasons why there is so much fascination 
with South Korean cultural products: the lure of the forbidden. 

North Korean history, its commonalities and differences with South Korea, 
the Kim regime and its isolation have also intrigued the South Korean public – 
as well as producers, writers and directors. For decades, the North has been an 
inspiration for K-dramas and movies. When the Korean Wave started, North 
Korea automatically became part of it, as a frequent topic. Examples include the 
movie Shiri (1999, Kang Je-gyu) about North Korean agents present in South 
Korea and the possibility of a future reunification, JSA (2000, Park Chan-wook) 
an award-winning movie about the friendship between North Korean and South 
Korean soldiers at the Korean Demilitarized Zone, As One (2012, Moon 
Hyung-sung), The Berlin File (2013, Ryoo Seung-wan) and Secretly Greatly 
(2013, Jang Cheol-soo). 

3  The same can be said for Korean entertainment shows, which have themselves become role models for 
other productions in East Asia. There are e.g. Chinese remakes of long-running South Korean entertain-
ment shows like Infinity Challenge (MBC, Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation) or Running Man (SBS).
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Apart from movies, several South Korean dramas also focus on North Korea. 
To name but a few: Iris (2009, KBS) and spin-offs as well as sequels related to 
it, City Hunter (2011, SBS), The King 2 Hearts (2012, MBC) and Doctor 
Stranger (2014, SBS). Most of the plots are related to espionage (by defectors 
as well as by government agents posing as South Koreans) or to murder plots, 
which is why they do not necessarily reflect daily life in North Korea. Shiri was 
one of the few Korean Wave products to touch upon a future reunification.

The cultural ties between the two Koreas, as restricted and as influenced by 
popular opinion as they may be, have also begun to raise attention in North 
Korea. Korean movies, music and television series are smuggled into the coun-
try on a continuous basis (Voice of America 2009). The existing black-market 
trade is a consequence of the lack of access to the internet and other commu-
nication channels that would enable the population to obtain Korean Wave 
products. For instance, it is illegal in the North to listen to anything other 
than state-run radio (Kang 2010). Still, some channels for interaction remain 
available. One example is that border guards, with very low salaries, are open 
to bribery (Hajek 2017). While it is difficult to establish what came first – 
South Koreans smuggling cultural products into North Korean for profit or 
North Koreans buying Hallyu products due to their interest in South Korea – 
the fact is the Korean Wave has been able to enter North Korea (Kang 2010; 
Voice of America 2009).

There are different reactions to the growing presence of Hallyu in the 
North. On the one hand, there is the population, especially the younger gen-
eration, which watches and listens to Korean Wave products on illegal playing 
devices or on Notels4 that have been adapted so that they cannot be traced 
back (although they must be registered officially). On the other hand, the 
North Korean government reacts with repression: due to the fear of infiltra-
tion of society and of word-of-mouth propaganda, consumption of Hallyu 
products is punishable by death (Radio Free Asia 2017). As an example, in 
2014 “North Korea […] reportedly publicly executed up to at least 50 people 
[…], including several party officials for watching soap operas. Pyongyang […] 
purged about 10 officials from Kim Jong-un’s Workers’ Party for watching 
[them]” (Dearden 2014). According to media sources, since there is so much 
secrecy surrounding North Korean internal affairs, “viewing or listening to 
South Korean programs or broadcasts” has become part of the country’s crim-
inal code of actions punishable by death (Death Penalty Worldwide 2014).

There is a third reaction, which is that of the South Korean government. It 
has used Hallyu as a method to taunt the other country. In response to con-
stant provocations by the North Korean government, South Korea experi-
mented with exerting pressure on North Korean soldiers and government offi-

4  A Notel is a type of portable media player, which can be used to watch, for example, DVDs or videos 
on USB sticks. It is a device that has been approved by the government (Hajek 2017).
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cials at the Demilitarized Zone by installing loudspeakers and uninterruptedly 
broadcasting K-pop music, as well as government slogans and radio broad-
casts (Choi 2015). Famous boy and girl groups such as Big Bang and Apink 
saw their music and songs repetitively broadcast towards the other side. This 
led to reactions by the North that included the threat to destroy the South 
Korean loudspeakers – and to the same technique being applied by the North 
Korean side, albeit with less success due to the lack of modern technology 
(Paterson 2016). While this phase has now passed, K-pop is still being used 
for “propaganda” reasons and for the projection of soft power in situations in 
which there is contact with North Korea (Herman 2018).5 

Another aspect that should be analysed is whether cultural soft power, and 
in this case the Korean Wave, has the potential to trigger regime change. To ac-
cept this assumption would be an overstatement. Nonetheless, Hallyu’s broad-
casts into North Korea proved for instance that “popularity trickles down to 
ordinary residents and is especially favoured by younger generations. […] Pro-
longed listening of these broadcasts day and night typically has a gradated and 
ultimately transformative effect […]. The North Korean government’s enraged 
response is proof positive of the threat these broadcasts pose to its grip on 
power” (Paterson 2016).

One of the most important arguments against the Korean Wave being able 
to transform into a type of Trojan horse for South Korean interests, is how it 
is already affecting the North Korean population. Each crackdown by the gov-
ernment serves as a justification for the North Korean regime to distrust South 
Korea and allows it to continuously perpetuate the threat narrative. Thus far, 
Kim Jong-un’s regime has repeatedly taken drastic actions again its own peo-
ple, has jailed many and executed others (Radio Free Asia 2013; Lee 2016) 
who allegedly smuggled or consumed cultural products stemming from South 
Korea. 

The Korean Wave portrays a specific image of South Korea. Be it K-pop, 
K-dramas, movies or other products, the fact is that they tend to “beautify” 
life in that country. Cultural industries, as is also the case with Hollywood or 
Bollywood, create an imagery that does not reflect reality. This is what North 
Koreans who watch or listen to Korean cultural products are confronted with. 
Many defectors are initially inspired to flee, lured by what is perceived to be a 
better life (Reuters 2011), but might become disillusioned by life in South Korea 
when they discover the difference between idealised and real-life conditions. 

Changing the mentality and ideology from within works better if people’s 
mindsets are impacted with images that show a better life and an alternative, 

5  The South Korean government has been deliberately present in the growth of the Korean Wave (Milano-
witsch 2018: 42–45). It has done so by using several channels. One of them is financial support, as well as 
through the creation or remodelling of institutions centred on Korean culture and on Hallyu such as the 
Korea Foundation, the Korea Cultural Information Center, the King Sejong Institute, the Korea Foundation 
for International Culture Exchange, international film festivals and others (Milanowitsch 2018: 36–43).
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such as those offered by Hallyu. They might not necessarily want to defect or 
flee to South Korea but will still be more open towards change, and towards 
growing closer to that country than those who do not have any contact with 
Hallyu. If hard power were used instead, for example by attacking North Ko-
rea, then that is the image that would stay with people and that could remain 
as a collective memory. The direct use of hard power methods might also up-
set the existing balance, on which all actors have agreed for the past half-cen-
tury. Furthermore, military deterrence has not worked thus far. The North 
Korean regime has either refrained from taking any action at all or has re-
sponded with threats and missile launches (Kim 2018). With this in mind and 
considering that other angles of the bilateral relationship are strained or lim-
ited (economic pressure, etc.), soft power is a policy option with considerable 
potential to effect political impact. 

5. Concluding thoughts

This research note started by illustrating the use of soft power via the sports 
diplomacy witnessed during the Winter Olympics of 2018, an event that boost-
ed the international images of both North and South Korea and raised the 
topic of a future reunification. Subsequent sections noted the penetration of 
the Korean Wave into North Korea, specifically through K-pop and K-dramas, 
which have reached that country through a mixture of factors, such as a grow-
ing demand for South Korean productions that is met through a flourishing 
illegal trade. 

The considerable impact of Hallyu on North Korea is evidenced by the re-
gime’s reaction to it as if it were an existential threat. For an isolated country 
such as North Korea, which tightly controls ideology and its own population, 
attractions emanating from other countries, and in particular from its south-
ern neighbour, can be considered dangerous to the survival of the regime. The 
possession of DVDs and other activities related to the Korean Wave are pun-
ishable by death, and Kim Jong-un’s regime uses arrests and crackdowns for 
propaganda reasons to demonstrate to the population how much South Korea 
is trying to harm the country. 

 While it can be assumed that productions from other countries are also 
entering the country, the interest shown towards the Korean Wave might be 
related not only to geographical proximity, but also to the cultural connec-
tions between both countries – including, of course, the common language, 
which makes the contents easier to understand. Joseph S. Nye (2004: 16) con-
firms this by affirming that “popular culture is more likely to attract people 
and produce soft power in the sense of preferred outcomes in situations where 
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cultures are somewhat similar rather than widely dissimilar”. The argument 
about similar cultures might also explain why there is a reciprocal bilateral 
fascination from each Korea toward the other. While Hallyu has been quite 
successful, albeit with limits due to the restrictions in North Korea, the North 
has also inspired several productions in South Korea. 

 Whereas the Korean Wave has been able to capture the attention of fans in 
many countries due to its strong presence on social media and online portals, this 
does not apply to isolated North Korea, which is why this case is unique within 
the analysis of Hallyu’s development and the reasons for its success. Finally, one 
key issue that requires further research is the extent to which the South Korean 
government could potentially encourage change within North Korea through 
soft power alone. As has been shown, any such effort could well backfire, with 
Hallyu ultimately reinforcing persistence of the North Korean regime. 
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