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Working for Oneself 

North Korean propaganda organs teach that if people are boundlessly loyal to the party and the leader, they can even "grow flowers on rocks if the party wishes them to." It turns out that people who ignore the party line and go to work for themselves are the ones who can perform economic miracles. Yet, even though most factories are not operating and the distribution system is bankrupt, people are still supposed to show up for work. 

A partial exception to this work regime is the case of women, who, as mentioned earlier, are less likely than men to be assigned full-time jobs. Thus, they have more opportunity to work outside the socialist economy as small traders and merchants, selling household goods and homemade articles. Women also take jobs as waitresses or maids (because householders in a communist economy are not supposed to have servants, employers may introduce their maids as "distant relatives"). Some women become mistresses of the newly rich, and others engage in prostitution. 

In the absence of a functioning domestic manufacturing sector, most of the goods in the market are imported from China by big traders, who then export North Korean antiques, narcotics, counterfeit pharmaceuticals, and natural resources such as ginseng, mushrooms, and herbal medicine. Traders who work for themselves must have access to hard currency, usually through family connections in China or Japan. Other traders work for state, party, and military organizations, who enlist their own employees or hire outsiders to purchase manufacturing resources and food for the organization. If an organization hires a trader or manager who provides his own operating capital, he is registered as an "honorary" employee and pays the organization a portion of the profits. Traders, whether they work for themselves or for an organization, also end up paying a sizeable portion of their profits as bribes to border guards and security personnel who intercept deliveries along the way. Whatever the trading or business endeavor, the important principle for earning money is to keep one step ahead of the competition — and the police — by discovering new businesses or new ways to do business. 

To get out of their useless job assignments, men often buy out their work contracts, so to speak, by paying the workplace management a nominal fee to keep their absence from being recorded. Some organizations that have no work for their employees simply permit workers to sign in for work in the morning and then go out and produce something of value for the organization, such as homemade consumer goods. Workers are even permitted by their workplace managers (but not by the central government) to sell the organization's assets, such as machinery salvaged from a factory that is no longer operating. The most notorious case of factory-stripping occurred at the Hwanghae Steel Mill, where, according to what Kim Jong-il told members of a visiting delegation from Japan's North Korea organization, "Some bad elements of our society in cahoots with the mill management began to dismantle the mill and sell its machines as scrap metal to Chinese merchants. . . . [The bad elements] bought out party leaders and security officers, and consequently, no one had informed us about their thievery. Everybody was on the take at the mill and we had to send in the army to retake it." 

Even those who do not engage in marketing or trading as a full-time business have become part-time small-scale merchants and traders, producing handmade goods at home, growing vegetables, collecting firewood to sell on the street or at the market, or buying goods in one place and selling them in another. For example, cheap consumer goods purchased in China or along the border are transported in bundles to the southern part of the country, rice grown in the south is sold in the north, and fish from the seashore is sold inland. There is no evidence that the economy is actually producing more goods (other than homemade goods); rather, more people are trying their hand at trading. 

Selling goods in a local market is a popular way to make money. Almost anything can be purchased there, although most vendors sell inexpensive articles such as soap and homemade food. The markets also attract criminals, including the kotchebi, or "swallows" — orphaned children who work alone or in small gangs picking pockets and swiping bags and merchandise.
The authorities have relaxed the ban on street vending. In Pyongyang and other cities, food stalls sponsored by party, government, and military organizations sell snacks. On the back streets, women squat on the sidewalks with a few articles for sale: a couple of chickens, a half-dozen fish, some knitted socks, a few bottles of homemade liquor, herbal medicines, and so forth. The scene is reminiscent of South Korea in the 1950s and 1960s, and the variety of goods is so vast that it is said, "You can buy everything except cat's horns." Merchants also conduct business in houses and apartments located near the markets, especially when they have been chased off the street by the police. 

Workers also sell their labor. Referred to variously as ppolppori ("people who sweat for a living"), sakbari ("people who receive small wages"), and ilkkun ("ordinary workers"), these individuals assemble at informal day-labor sites and hire themselves out for 1,000 to 2,000 won a day, far more than the official government wages of 4,000 to 6,000 won a month. 

Because private enterprise is antithetical to socialism, people who engage in business activities are walking on thin ice, politically and legally, and thus are easy prey for those in a position to demand bribes. Small businesspeople bribe local officials; big businesspeople bribe higher-level cadres. Whether sitting on the sidewalk, standing in a street stall, or selling in a market, people must bribe police officers and market officials for permission to sell, and (at least in the markets) it is also necessary to share a portion of the profits. Raids conducted by inspectors sent down from Pyongyang temporarily disrupt business. While the visiting inspectors are in town, merchants lie low, hence the term "locust markets," referring to markets whose vendors flee like locusts at the sight of inspectors. If the visiting inspectors stay for long, the merchants become acquainted with them and buy them off just as they do the local officials.
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