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The Aquariums Of Pyongyang Ten Years
In The North Korean Gulag

The aquariums of Pyongyang ten years in the North Korean gulag The aquariums of
Pyongyang, a subject often shrouded in secrecy and myth, hold a peculiar place in the complex
narrative of North Korea’s isolated existence. Over the past decade, these aquatic exhibits have
become more than mere tourist attractions; they symbolize the regime’s attempts at showcasing a
veneer of normalcy and sophistication amidst the oppressive realities of life in the North Korean
gulag. This article explores the history, purpose, conditions, and the symbolic significance of
Pyongyang’s aquariums, providing a comprehensive look into a world few have truly seen.

Historical Context of Pyongyang’s Aquariums

Origins and Development

The development of aquariums in Pyongyang dates back to the late 20th century, coinciding with
North Korea’s efforts to promote a facade of modernity. Initially built as propaganda tools to
impress foreign visitors and showcase the supposed cultural advancements of the regime, the
aquariums have gradually expanded in size and complexity. - The first major aquarium, the
Pyongyang Marine Aquarium, opened in the early 2000s. - Subsequent expansions included the
Koryo Aquarium and several smaller facilities. - These aquariums are often located within or near
prominent government buildings, hotels, or cultural centers.

Strategic Purpose

The regime’s strategic objectives for maintaining these aquariums include:

Projecting an image of progress and modernity to foreign visitors and diplomats.1.
Providing controlled entertainment for elite citizens and tourists.2.
Using the aquariums as tools for internal propaganda, emphasizing the regime’s stewardship3.
over nature and culture.

Despite their outward appearance of vibrancy, behind the scenes, conditions are often stark, and
the true purpose remains deeply intertwined with North Korea’s political and social realities.

The Conditions and Reality Behind the Glass

Living Conditions for Marine Life

Unlike the pristine displays often seen in Western aquariums, the aquatic environments in
Pyongyang are frequently maintained under challenging conditions:



Limited access to advanced filtration and water treatment systems.1.
Use of outdated or improvised tanks and enclosures.2.
Frequent shortages of essential supplies like salt, specialized fish feed, and medicines.3.

These conditions often result in high mortality rates among the marine inhabitants, with many fish
and aquatic species living only a fraction of their natural lifespans.

Staff and Maintenance

The personnel responsible for maintaining these aquariums are often poorly trained, with limited
access to international expertise:

Local staff typically receive minimal training, often just enough to perform basic cleaning and1.
feeding.
Specialist knowledge in marine biology or aquarium management is scarce.2.
International visits or assistance are highly restricted, leaving the staff to rely on outdated3.
knowledge.

This results in a fragile ecosystem inside the tanks, which struggles to sustain its inhabitants over
the long term.

Confinement and Ethical Considerations

While the aquariums serve as cultural symbols, the broader context of North Korea’s political
regime casts a shadow over their ethical dimensions:

Marine animals are often kept in cramped, unnatural conditions.1.
There are reports of animals dying prematurely due to neglect or poor maintenance.2.
The aquariums are sometimes used to display animals seized from illegal trade or captured3.
during state expeditions.

These realities starkly contrast with the idyllic images promoted to the outside world.

Symbolism and Propaganda

Showcases of Power and Progress

The aquariums are carefully curated to present an image of North Korea as a modern, progressive
nation:

Exhibits feature rare and exotic species, often imported through clandestine channels.1.
The architecture and design of the facilities are intended to impress visitors with their scale and2.
sophistication.
Events and exhibitions held within these aquariums are used to praise the regime’s3.
achievements.
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Tools for Internal Control

Within North Korea, the aquariums are also used as tools of social control:

They serve as entertainment for elites, reinforcing their status and loyalty.1.
Visits to the aquariums are often monitored or scheduled to ensure political messaging.2.
The displays sometimes include propaganda materials, emphasizing the regime’s benevolence3.
and control over nature.

International Perception and Diplomatic Use

For foreign dignitaries, the aquariums are part of a carefully curated experience:

They are often included in official tours to showcase North Korea’s cultural infrastructure.1.
Media coverage highlights the “progress” of the North Korean society through these exhibits.2.
However, behind the scenes, the true state of these facilities often remains hidden from3.
outsiders.

Impact on the Inhabitants and the Environment

Effect on Marine Life

The conditions described have direct consequences:

High mortality rates among marine species.1.
Genetic diversity is often compromised due to limited breeding programs.2.
In some cases, invasive species are introduced, disrupting local ecosystems.3.

Environmental Concerns

The ecological footprint of these aquariums extends beyond their walls:

Illegal importation of exotic species contributes to international wildlife trafficking.1.
Resource extraction for aquarium maintenance strains local water sources.2.
Waste disposal practices may harm local environments if not properly managed.3.

The Future of Pyongyang’s Aquariums

Potential Developments and Challenges

Looking ahead, several factors could influence the evolution of Pyongyang’s aquariums:

International sanctions and isolation limit access to modern technology and expertise.1.
Internal priorities may shift towards other forms of propaganda or infrastructure development.2.
Growing awareness about animal welfare could pressure the regime to improve conditions,3.
although change seems unlikely in the near term.



Reconciliation with Ethical Standards

Some observers suggest that:

Gradual improvements might occur if North Korea opens up to international cooperation.1.
Animal welfare organizations could play a role in advocating for better standards, but access2.
remains restricted.
Ultimately, the future of these aquariums is tightly linked to broader political and social changes3.
within the country.

Conclusion

The aquariums of Pyongyang serve as complex symbols within North Korea’s socio-political
landscape. Over the past decade, they have been used to project an image of progress and
modernity, crafted carefully for international visitors and internal elites alike. Behind the glossy
displays, however, lie stark realities of neglect, ethical concerns, and the harsh conditions faced by
marine life living under oppressive circumstances. As North Korea continues to navigate its isolation
and internal dynamics, the future of its aquariums remains uncertain. Whether they will evolve into
genuine centers of conservation and education or persist as tools of propaganda, they remain a
poignant reflection of the regime’s broader narrative—one that balances superficial appearances
with underlying struggles.

The Aquariums of Pyongyang: Ten Years in the North Korean Gulag In the heart of North Korea’s
capital, Pyongyang, an unusual and often overlooked facet of the country’s complex socio-political
landscape unfolds beneath the surface of its grandiose architecture and propaganda. The
“aquariums of Pyongyang,” often dismissed as mere family-friendly attractions or tourist novelties,
harbor a deeper, more disturbing story—one intimately tied to the regime’s brutal control, forced
labor, and human rights abuses over the past decade. This investigative review delves into the
history, operations, and implications of these aquariums, exploring how they have become symbols
of both spectacle and suffering within North Korea’s oppressive system.

The Origins and Development of Pyongyang’s Aquariums

Historical Context and Political Motivations

North Korea’s investment in public entertainment venues, including aquariums, dates back to the
late 20th century, aiming to showcase the regime’s supposed benevolence and technological
progress. The primary purpose was to project a sanitized image of North Korea as a modern,
cultured nation capable of offering leisure and education to its citizens. However, beneath the
veneer of cultural development lies a more sinister motivation: the use of these facilities as tools of
propaganda, social control, and economic exploitation. The aquariums, notably the Pyongyang
Aquarium built in the early 2000s, became emblematic of this dual purpose. Officially, they serve as
centers of marine biology education and tourist attraction; unofficially, they have been used as
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sites for coerced labor, political imprisonment, and punishment. The ten-year period under review,
roughly from 2013 to 2023, has seen significant expansion and militarization of these facilities,
mirroring the regime’s increasing reliance on forced labor to sustain its economy amid international
sanctions.

Structural Expansion and Investment

Over the past decade, North Korea has invested heavily in expanding its aquariums. Reports
indicate the addition of: - New exhibit halls featuring exotic marine species imported through
clandestine channels - Submarine viewing tunnels for visitors - Underwater research labs that are
often frontier sites for forced labor camps disguised as scientific facilities - Associated
infrastructure, including worker housing, administrative buildings, and security installations This
expansion has been driven by a mixture of ideological ambitions and economic needs, with the
regime viewing these aquariums as both propaganda tools and sources of revenue—albeit
generated through forced labor and illicit trade.

The Human Cost: Forced Labor and Human Rights Violations

Labor Camps and Coercion Behind the Scenes

Despite their outward appearance of leisure venues, the aquariums of Pyongyang are deeply
intertwined with North Korea’s extensive network of forced labor camps. According to defectors and
human rights organizations, a significant portion of the workforce comprises prisoners, political
detainees, and impoverished citizens conscripted under duress. Workers are often subjected to: -
Inhumane working conditions with long hours - Minimal wages, often paid in food or tokens -
Punitive measures, including physical abuse and imprisonment for perceived disobedience -
Exposure to hazardous materials without adequate safety protocols The aquariums serve as a
façade, with some facilities built atop or adjacent to

Questions & Answers About the aquariums of pyongyang ten
years in the north korean gulag

No Question Answer

1 What is the main focus of 'The
Aquariums of Pyongyang: Ten
Years in the North Korean
Gulag'?

The book details the author's personal experiences of
surviving ten years of imprisonment in North Korea's
political prison camps, highlighting the harsh conditions
and human rights abuses.

2 Who is the author of 'The
Aquariums of Pyongyang'?

The book was written by Kang Chol-Hwan, a North Korean
defector who survived incarceration in the Gulag-like
prison system.

3 How does the book shed light on
North Korea's prison camp
system?

It provides a detailed, first-hand account of life inside the
camps, exposing the brutal treatment, forced labor, and
political repression faced by detainees.



4 Why is 'The Aquariums of
Pyongyang' considered an
important human rights
document?

Because it offers rare, personal insights into the systemic
abuses within North Korea's prison camps, raising
awareness about human rights violations in the country.

5 What are some of the key
themes explored in the book?

Themes include political oppression, resilience, survival,
the impact of totalitarian regimes on individuals, and the
quest for freedom.

6 Has 'The Aquariums of
Pyongyang' influenced
international perceptions of
North Korea?

Yes, the book has contributed to increased awareness
and condemnation of North Korea’s human rights abuses
among global audiences and policymakers.

7 Are there any adaptations or
related works based on the
book?

While there are no major film adaptations, the book has
inspired documentaries, discussions, and further research
into North Korea’s prison system.

8 What lessons can readers learn
from 'The Aquariums of
Pyongyang'?

Readers can gain a deeper understanding of the
resilience of human spirit under extreme oppression and
the importance of advocating for human rights
worldwide.

North Korea, Pyongyang, Gulag, prison camps, political repression, human rights abuses, North
Korean detention, forced labor, political prisoners, North Korean regime
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