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Abstract 

Spectacles stage North Korean refugees as escapees from the draconian North Korean state and permanent 
outsiders of a North Korean society that is yet to join the free modern world. My talk challenges this divide of 
North Korean migrants in China (and South Korea) and North Korean society. Instead it discusses the process of 
primitive capital accumulation that entails the border-crossing migration as its constituent. Primitive capital 
accumulation in North Korea draws on socialist institutions and unfulfilled ideals of the past, while 
simultaneously departing from them. I take the everyday lives of North Korean migrants as a site for exploring 
their practices and ideals of capitalism that are mediated through their historical memories. I especially consider 
the ways that their labor separates them from NGOs on the issue of how to become human. I will explore 
historical moments that paradoxically produce labor as a source of capitalist discipline and a source of one's own 
humanity. 
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