
North Korea’s sinking
of the South Korean naval vessel Cheonan in March 2010 has been described as
South Korea’s 9-11 moment. Eight months after the sinking, North Korean ar-
tillery ªre killed two South Korean marines and two civilians and wounded
eighteen others. That event was characterized as “the most serious incident
since the Korean War.”1 Both incidents followed a November 2009 skirmish in
which South Korean naval vessels opened ªre on a North Korean patrol ship
that had crossed the disputed Northern Limit Line, “damaging it badly,” with
suspected heavy casualties on the North Korean side.2 Combined with revela-
tions in November 2010 of a North Korean uranium nuclear program, nuclear
tests of a plutonium-based weapon in 2006 and 2009, and continuing fears of
missile and nuclear proliferation, the peninsula has entered a new Cold War.3
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Deterrence, isolation, and symbolic shows of force and determination are the
current strategies for dealing with Pyongyang, but the “North Korea problem”
remains as intractable as ever.

The scholarly literature about North Korea tends to cohere around three en-
during and interrelated questions. First, to what extent is North Korea’s for-
eign and domestic policy motivated primarily by internal versus external
factors?4 That is, what motivates the behavior of its leaders and people? Is
it domestic factors such as the country’s economic situation or ideology? Or
could it be situational and external pressures such as North Korea’s geo-
graphic or strategic position relative to those of other countries? Second, is
North Korea strong or weak? Put differently, does the regime pursue militant
and destabilizing foreign policies and repression at home because of fear, ag-
gression, or greed?5 Third, to what extent is North Korea’s behavior predict-
able or unpredictable?6 On the one hand, North Korea continues to defy
outsiders’ expectations about its survivability and to pursue seemingly ran-
dom belligerent foreign policies. On the other hand, some observers argue that
its behavior follows a particular pattern or cycle. In short, the regime has sur-
vived long beyond most expectations, despite obvious internal weaknesses
and external pressure, and it continues to pursue policies that often appear
puzzling or at least contradictory to the outside world.7

Depending on how one answers the questions above, the policy implica-
tions that follow are fairly straightforward. For policymakers, the question has
always been whether to engage and interact with North Korea, or whether to
contain it and attempt to isolate the people and the leadership. If one sees
North Korea as fundamentally insecure, predictable, and concerned about its
external relations, then engagement and carrots are the best way to lure the
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leadership into accommodating outside powers. If, however, one sees the re-
gime as fundamentally aggressive, unpredictable, and motivated by internal
factors, then pursuing deterrence and isolation is the most effective way to
deal with it.8

North Korea is both an intellectual puzzle and a practical problem beyond
the issues of nuclear proliferation and international security. Another set of
questions motivates debate about its economy and deplorable record of hu-
man rights abuses. How can North Korea survive with an economy that is so
poor, so backward, and so isolated compared with those of its rapidly develop-
ing neighbors? Why has it not pursued economic reforms and opening?
Should foreign countries promote marketization, economic reforms, and capi-
talism in North Korea, or should they limit or prohibit foreign economic inter-
actions altogether? Regarding human rights, profound ethical questions face
both scholars and practitioners of international relations: How can we im-
prove human rights in North Korea and the lives of its people? Should exter-
nal actors—governments, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and other
groups—work with a regime that is so repugnant if it helps to improve the
lives of innocent citizens? Or do we isolate the regime and subject it to external
pressure and embarrassment over its human rights record until it decides to
change?

A wave of scholarship on North Korea, built on rich empirical research, pro-
vides new perspectives on these questions. Three books are particularly note-
worthy for their careful analysis and attention to detail. When read together,
they present a comprehensive and panoramic vision of North Korea today.
Patrick McEachern’s Inside the Red Box: North Korea’s Post-Totalitarian Politics
examines the country’s government and institutions, arguing that institutional
politics are both evident and inºuential on North Korean policy. Stephan
Haggard and Marcus Noland’s Famine in North Korea: Markets, Aid, and Reform
explores North Korea’s economy, explaining the structural causes of the “great
famine” of the mid-1990s and the limits of partial economic reforms. Finally,
relying on interviews with North Korean refugees and an extensive use of pri-
mary documents, Suk-Young Kim’s Illusive Utopia: Theater, Film, and Everyday
Performance in North Korea is one of the ªrst books to offer an in-depth explora-
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tion of the lives of “ordinary” North Koreans; to ask why the regime invests so
much time and effort in ªlm, mass games, and other ritualized performances;
and to consider the effects of such activities on the daily lives of the country’s
citizens.9 According to the conventional wisdom, information about North
Korea is strictly limited. In the past decade, however, access to, and knowledge
about, North Korea and its citizens have been greater than ever before, as both
continue to expand. As Kim notes, “The real challenge in researching North
Korea emerges not from the dearth of available materials, but from the over-
abundance of primary sources begging for researchers’ attention” (p. 319).

This essay reviews these three books against the backdrop of the questions
raised above and makes two overarching arguments. First, North Korea is
more “normal” than often thought, and its domestic politics, economy, and so-
ciety function in ways familiar to other countries. When viewed from the in-
side out, North Korea’s institutions, economic life, and people act in ways
similar to those of others around the world. What is “normal” is by no means
an absolute concept, and no matter how bizarre outside observers consider
North Korea, its people think of themselves as normal and take the circum-
stances of their lives for granted.

The second overarching argument is that North Korea’s continuing nuclear
and military challenge is only one aspect of its overall relations with the rest of
the world, and policies designed to minimize its threatening military behavior
may work at cross-purposes with policies designed to improve its economy
and the lives of its people. That is, North Korea is both strong and weak, and it
reacts to both external and internal pressures. Outside governments, NGOs,
activists, and policymakers face difªcult trade-offs in crafting policies toward
both the North Korean regime and its people. The complexities that arise in
dealing with North Korea create a number of contradictory policy choices, and
making progress on one issue has often meant overlooking other problems or
even allowing them to fester.

The remainder of this essay is organized into four sections. The ªrst section
examines North Korea’s domestic political institutions with a focus on
McEachern’s Inside the Red Box. By disaggregating the main political institu-
tions in North Korea, it is possible to discern the play of bureaucratic and do-
mestic politics that inºuences North Korea’s foreign policy behavior. The
second section examines the North Korean economy. Marshaling evidence
from Haggard and Noland’s Famine in North Korea, it argues that North
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Korea’s economy, though far from following a path to capitalist reform, is
much more open and penetrated than it was a decade ago. The third section
uses Kim’s Illusive Utopia to examine the lives of the North Korean people. A
wealth of evidence suggests that, far from being brainwashed robots, North
Koreans consider themselves normal. The ªnal section examines both schol-
arly and policy implications emerging from this new research on North Korea.

Competing Political Institutions in North Korea

There are two prevailing views of North Korean domestic politics: either
they embody the whims and needs of the Kim dynasty, which has ruled the
country since its inception in 1945, or they reºect the desires of a relatively
unchanging—or even unchangeable—totalitarian monolith.10 Given the im-
portance of the Kim clan, its origins in the communist bloc, and the self-
imposed isolation of the country, these two perspectives are unsurprising. Yet
even totalitarian leaders rule through institutions and bureaucracies. Accord-
ing to principal-agent theory, inºuence and pressure travel up as well as down
the institutional ladder. Thus, even though Kim Jong-il may set the overall
tone and direction for North Korea’s foreign and domestic policy, he must
work through various agents and their institutions, which can delay, modify,
or even resist his orders.11 These institutions and their leaders may make sug-
gestions, offer policy options, and lobby Kim himself. Principals may have the
ability to impose steep costs on agents who circumvent their directions, but
even penalties do not change the fundamental fact that agents must still inter-
pret and implement orders from above, and these orders may be clear only in
the most speciªc or detailed of commands.

These observations raise two questions. First, what details can we learn
about the inner workings of the North Korean government and its institu-
tions? Second, does this knowledge provide insight into North Korea’s foreign
policy behavior? Patrick McEachern’s Inside the Red Box: North Korea’s Post-
Totalitarian Politics uses modern social science methods and careful empirical
research to attempt to answer these questions. McEachern’s is one of the few
works that takes the North Korean regime and its institutions not as a sui
generis and unknowable “other,” but rather as a set of institutions, leaders,
and stakeholders open to systematic scholarly inquiry like any other govern-
ment or institution.
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McEachern’s basic thesis is particularly blunt: “Kim cannot rule by ªat; indi-
viduals and institutions below him matter. At the very least, they inform and
execute strategic-level decisions and make operational decisions based on
their understanding of Kim’s wishes” (p. 2). The bureaucracy is routinized and
stable, and attempting to discern the institutional context of speciªc policy ac-
tions is critical. McEachern identiªes three key institutions with enduring pref-
erences that are stable beyond the goals of individual leaders: the Korean
People’s Army (KPA), the Korean Workers’ Party (KWP), and the cabinet.
Having explored the period 1994–2009 by reading more than 4,400 speeches,
editorials, and other articles published in North Korean media by the forty-
eight most senior members of these three major institutions, McEachern identi-
ªes stable policy preferences across these institutions that exist independent of
their leaders.

The founding leader of North Korea, Kim Il-sung, ruled from 1945 until his
death in 1994 and oversaw a state that more closely approximated the totalitar-
ian model. Kim Il-sung was a charismatic revolutionary with a powerful per-
sonal story and the vision and experience to control the country. These
characteristics enabled him to produce an all-encompassing ideology in which
the KWP not only controlled the military and the bureaucracies but oversaw
a centrally planned economy. By most accounts, Kim Il-sung was essentially a
totalitarian dictator, and all of North Korea’s institutions reºected his general
preferences and desires. A number of external shocks, however—including the
collapse of the Soviet Union and China’s rapid rapprochement with South
Korea; the great famine of the mid-1990s, which severely weakened the re-
gime’s hold over the population; and the less charismatic personality of his
son Kim Jong-il—combined in the 1990s to force the North Korean state to
move toward less centralized control. What is especially clear is that the death
of the country’s founder and national hero led to an era of major transition.

Upon taking power in 1994, Kim Jong-il responded to these external and do-
mestic shocks by starting to modify North Korea’s state institutions. Accord-
ing to McEachern, Kim Jong-il “was a detail-oriented micromanager who
could more effectively divide and conquer the state rather than dominate a
uniªed system as his father had. . . . The cabinet, military, and party emerged
as peer organizations that provided a certain type of internal governmental
checks and balances” (p. 34). In 1998, Kim Jong-il elevated the cabinet to equal
status with the KWP and the KPA. As McEachern writes, “Party ideologues
continued to provide some input, but they lack the skills to make technical or
expert statements. . . . The military could continue to argue that more defense
spending buys more security, although competing interests as they grew more
powerful could argue that effective diplomacy and economic contacts offered
another route to national security” (p. 35).
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North Korea’s three main institutions, however, have stable preferences and
often compete for their particular visions. In brief, the KWP remains the most
ideological and views itself as the defender of the revolutionary way by em-
phasizing sovereignty and nationalism, as well as its commitment to a socialist
ideology. The KPA, tasked with national defense, maintains a pragmatic out-
look, but is highly skeptical of accommodation with the external world. The
cabinet is the most professionalized of the three institutions; it oversees a bu-
reaucracy staffed increasingly with experts attempting to craft solutions to real
problems. All three compete over bureaucratic power, budgets, and prestige,
as well as over substantive policy.

These institutions also vie for inºuence over the main issues confronting the
regime: policy toward the United States, inter-Korean policy, and the North
Korean economy. The cabinet is the most supportive of dialogue and trade.
It is a proponent of economic reform as a means of strengthening the na-
tion and is willing to negotiate with the United States. In contrast, the KWP
favors confrontation with the “imperialists” (i.e., Americans, South Koreans,
Japanese, and anyone else it does not like) and opposes accommodation with
the United States and, on principle, economic reform of any type. The military
sees negotiation with the United States as weakening North Korea’s security; it
wants larger defense budgets for pragmatic reasons; and it opposes diversion
of budgetary resources to economic reforms on the grounds that it will weaken
the military’s ability to prepare for a possible invasion.

McEachern details how different policy preferences held sway at different
times and how Kim Jong-il has dealt with competing demands. Sometimes he
has stepped in and set a direction. At other times, external events have pushed
policy in a particular direction. Still, Kim is clearly the most powerful ªgure in
North Korea, and he retains the ability to set the regime’s overall direction and
make fundamental decisions at critical times. As McEachern describes it,
“North Korea’s institutions deªne the range of policy alternatives. Kim . . .
selects from these presented options” (p. 38). Policy innovation percolates
from below, and competing institutions seek to inºuence the framework
within which they operate.

Two recent examples reveal the different preferences of North Korea’s three
main institutions and their policy implications. In 2001, Kim Jong-il traveled to
Shanghai and other parts of southern China, bringing with him a large retinue
of party, military, and cabinet members. The North Korean leader was report-
edly shocked at how much more advanced Shanghai was compared with
Pyongyang. He criticized Party Secretary Kim Yong-sun in front of leaders of
the other two institutions. Publicly, he remarked that Shanghai “carried the
sublime ideal . . . demonstrating pride on the land of China,” and lauded
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China’s “cataclysmic change” and the development of special economic zones
(p. 144). The KWP resisted this interpretation, arguing in an editorial following
the visit that “our people regard living and carrying out the revolution under a
superior socialist system by upholding the great leader and under the party’s
strong leadership as the utmost dignity and pride. They are also overºowing
with the ªrm determination to advance toward the independent road, the so-
cialist road, which they selected to the end” (p. 145). Shortly thereafter, the cab-
inet’s economic journal, Kyongje Yongu, published a rebuttal arguing that
“[reform] is not merely intended to overcome impending economic difªculties
but to turn our nation into a paradise of people where people would enjoy a
better wealthy life. For us to resolve problems including the food problem and
to make a breakthrough in building an economic power . . . it is particularly
important to ensure actual proªts.”12 The KWP in turn responded in March
2001 that the cabinet should follow “the party’s policy-level guidance in this
year’s socialist economic construction.”13 The debate continued throughout
2001, with the leadership ultimately deciding to introduce a range of market
mechanisms into the economy, which were implemented on July 1, 2002.

The second example involves the second nuclear crisis of 2002–03. When the
George W. Bush administration exhibited initial skepticism toward North
Korea, and then in October 2002 accused it of violating the Agreed Framework
by conducting a secret second nuclear program, the three main institutions
reacted according to their institutional preferences. The Foreign Ministry re-
leased a statement on October 25 that highlighted the North’s recently imple-
mented economic reforms and asserted that “we are ready to seek a negotiated
settlement of this [the nuclear] issue.” The statement concluded that “there
may be negotiations or the use of deterrent force to be consistent with this
basis, but we want the former, as far as possible.”14

In contrast, the KWP “railed against international aid, markets, and interna-
tional accommodation.”15 Meanwhile, the KPA claimed that the U.S. accusa-
tion that North Korea had violated the Agreed Framework was a “direct
challenge to the great military-ªrst politics, which is our life and dignity. . . . In
the name of the entire nation, they must strike a decisive blow on the United
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States’ arrogant and rude maneuvers, which gravely threaten our nation’s sov-
ereignty.”16 Over the next four years, the cabinet lost the policy battle, in large
measure because of U.S. actions and the cabinet’s lack of progress in promot-
ing negotiation and accommodation. The resulting nuclear and missile tests
merely reinforced the steps the KPA had been advocating.

McEachern notes that in late 2008 and 2009, “North Korea’s three institu-
tions started to speak with unprecedented unison on all strategic issue areas,”
and signiªcantly, “the cabinet started to strongly endorse the policies it had
previously rejected for years” (p. 242). McEachern attributes the unanimity of
belligerent stances toward the United States, South Korea, and domestic eco-
nomic reform as Kim Jong-il’s attempt to unite all three institutions in paving
the way toward a smooth leadership transition for his third son, Kim Jong-un.

Some analysts see the KWP and its ideology as continuing to dominate
North Korean domestic politics; others see the songun policy (the “military
ªrst” policy that puts national security and the military above other insti-
tutions) as having elevated the KPA over the party and the cabinet.17

McEachern’s analysis of policy debates in North Korea reveals that neither of
these perspectives is entirely accurate. Rather, since the elevation of the cabinet
to equal status in 1998, all three institutions have competed for inºuence—
sometimes winning, sometimes losing. Furthermore, the KPA is not necessar-
ily opposed to economic reform, if it can be convinced that in the long run this
will facilitate expansion of its budget and improve its ability to protect the
country. McEachern concludes that “no single institution could claim victory
on all three issue areas at once, nor did any institution sustain its victories in-
deªnitely” (p. 219). Further, he notes that many of the obvious actions Kim un-
dertook to reward the KWP were superªcial (e.g., giving gifts and prizes), and
argues instead that “Kim’s actions can be better understood . . . [as] a move
that freed his hand in directing the state from many ideological constraints”
(p. 146).

McEachern paints a picture of North Korean bureaucratic politics in which
the various institutions contend for policy control and inºuence with Kim
Jong-il and his inner circle, and the outcomes are not preordained. Competing
institutions attempt to frame the agenda and deªne the range of relevant pol-
icy choices by emphasizing different historical, ideological, and pragmatic
contexts. External events, the policies of foreign countries, and the changing
internal situation, combined with Kim Jong-il’s evolving domestic and foreign
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policy goals, determine North Korean behavior. Ultimately, then, McEachern
argues that “this is not to suggest the Kim family’s rule is fragile. . . . North
Korea no longer has a single, monolithic party. . . . Nor is the command econ-
omy or ideological correctness sacrosanct. . . . Markets have etched cracks in
the command economy; and ideological arguments compete with rational
ones in policy debates” (p. 217).

Three major conclusions emerge from McEachern’s analysis of the institu-
tional structure of North Korea’s government. First, the decision to develop
nuclear weapons was not preordained, and though events may have led the
country down this path, at various points in the past seventeen years, both
North Korea and outside powers could have made choices that might have re-
sulted in a different situation today. Perhaps most daunting, the path toward
nuclearization—given past policy choices—is probably less likely to lead the
Kim Jong-il regime to make the grand decision to abandon nuclear weapons.
Abandonment may have been possible a decade ago and perhaps even a few
years ago. It appears increasingly unlikely, however, that in its current circum-
stances, North Korea would be willing to negotiate these weapons away any
time soon. Second, the country, its institutions, and discrete policies have
evolved over time. The North Korea of 2012 is not what it was in 2000, or
under Kim Il-sung in the early 1990s. Third, outside pressure on the North
Korean government to alter its behavior has been unsuccessful in the past and
is unlikely to succeed in the future. McEachern notes,

Coercion is often employed to avoid giving the impression to the North that it
can act with impunity, socialize their actions, and satisfy domestic political de-
mands. However, these actions usually empower military or party advocates
to abandon the diplomatic track altogether . . . [and] the cabinet consistently
goes silent; they do not argue that North Korea must reengage to get such
pressure lifted. . . . Given the regime dynamics discussed in this book, it is hard
to imagine a scenario under which an organized group of elites could change
regime behavior in a way conducive to U.S. or other outside interests, [simply]
because their access to certain luxuries was temporarily suspended or even
outright eliminated (pp. 231–232).

McEachern’s book is based on a reading of media sources from North Korea
and suffers from a number of methodological problems. The link between
what competing policymakers write for public consumption and their own
preferences is not necessarily direct, nor is it clear how well publicly expressed
opinions represent the internal debates occurring within and among the KPA,
the KWP, and the cabinet. Given the challenges in conducting research on do-
mestic North Korean politics, however, McEachern’s research design is both
innovative and careful, and it provides a testable means by which to explore
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institutional competition in North Korea. Although North Korean institutional
policies display more subtlety and nuance than McEachern is able to discern,
he has succeeded in making a defensible and testable argument about bureau-
cratic politics in North Korea.

Unplanned Marketization of the Economy

Is North Korea’s economy strong or weak? The country has survived well be-
yond the predictions of many external observers, and it has made sporadic
and halting attempts at economic reform and marketization. There are two
competing hypotheses about whether expanded economic relations will
strengthen or weaken the North Korean state. On the one hand, some analysts
argue that commercial engagement with North Korea would weaken the re-
gime’s control over its people, let in new ideas able to compete with ofªcial
state ideology and propaganda, and provide North Korean citizens an alterna-
tive source of money, and hence power.18 Along these lines, some believe that
Kim Jong-il and the leadership will never engage in serious economic reform
because doing so could endanger the regime. On the other hand, there are
those who argue that commercial engagement and economic reform would
strengthen the regime and allow it to survive longer. This perspective views
isolation as the only viable option for bringing about regime collapse.19

The most rigorous and comprehensive work on North Korea’s economy is
Stephan Haggard and Marcus Noland’s Famine in North Korea: Markets, Aid,
and Reform.20 In explaining the great famine of the mid-1990s, Haggard and
Noland examine three central issues: the absence of economic reform before
the famine, the involvement of external parties in providing humanitarian as-
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sistance to the North Korean people, and the effects of economic reforms since
the famine.21

The great famine, known in North Korea by the ofªcially mandated code
words konan ui haeggun [The March of Suffering], was a central event in
the country’s history, forcing the regime and its people to change in funda-
mental and unanticipated ways. Perhaps more important than the death of
Kim Il-sung or the nuclear crisis, the famine altered the way in which North
Koreans view themselves, their government, and their position in the world.
The famine also forced the government to adjust its policies, institutions, and
rhetoric, and it inºuenced North Korea’s foreign and domestic policies
and strategies in ways that the regime would never have chosen. As one ele-
ment of the shocks of the mid-1990s, the famine played an indirect role in
spurring the North Korean regime and its institutions to evolve in a more
“pluralistic” direction. At the same time, the famine has had a direct and en-
during impact on the way North Koreans feed themselves, do their jobs, and
interact with the government.

The famine was not the result of a few years of bad weather and harvests.
Rather, it was the culmination of a long series of poor government decisions
that accrued slowly over decades. Indeed, most North Koreans had experi-
enced nutritional deprivation long before the mid-1990s. Haggard and Noland
situate the famine and its effects within this larger structural story, which
begins with a centrally planned economic system that overproduced food,
had long ago reached the limits of its productive capacity, and could not re-
spond effectively to exogenous shocks. Following the work of Amartya Sen,
Haggard and Noland view famines not simply as the result of poor harvests,
but rather as distributional and political tragedies given that modern countries
have a range of ways to produce, import, and procure food.22 The problem was
not only a lack of food, but also discrimination against certain regions, which
received smaller proportional shares of the available food. Combined with a
loss of ªnancial and economic support from China and the Soviet Union,
the food situation was fragile even before the bad weather of the 1990s. Yet
Haggard and Noland emphasize human agency and avoidable mistakes. They
write, “North Korea did experience severe ºoods in 1995 and a succession of
natural disasters thereafter as well. But the country’s vulnerability to those
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conditions was exacerbated at every point by decisions the government made
that compounded risk” (p. 24).

A key set of avoidable mistakes was the government’s unwillingness to en-
gage in economic or policy behavior that could have alleviated some of the dif-
ªculty. Most signiªcant was the regime’s refusal to pursue policies that would
have allowed food imports and distribution without discrimination to all re-
gions of the country. The famine thus came about gradually over the years. By
attempting to follow a closed-economy model, the regime abandoned the pos-
sibility of engaging in international markets and importing food, choosing in-
stead to restrict demand (e.g., the “Let’s eat two meals a day” campaign of
1991). Exceedingly cautious attempts to increase exports and earn foreign ex-
change in the 1990s were unsuccessful—the Najin Sonbong free trade zone,
created in 1991, was located in the most isolated part of North Korea and
lacked a clear legal foundation for international business. Borrowing from
abroad to ªnance food imports was another short-term option, but as Haggard
and Noland write, “North Korea had thoroughly burned its bridges in this re-
gard,” having defaulted on foreign loans in the 1970s (p. 29). Furthermore, the
government resisted asking for foreign aid for as long as possible, succumbing
only when the situation had become so dire that there was virtually no alterna-
tive. Even today, North Korea and foreign aid donors engage in a bargaining
game, where the government tries to control and divert as much aid as possi-
ble for its own ends, and the donors attempt to help the most needy North
Korean citizens and reduce or avoid governmental intrusion.

In a detailed discussion, Haggard and Noland review all estimates of the
“excess” deaths caused by the famine. Estimates range as high as 4,000,000 to a
low of 220,000 between 1995 and 1998, as claimed by the North Korean gov-
ernment.23 The famine and its effects were not uniform: the poorest provinces
and the weakest and most politically vulnerable populations were hurt the
hardest. In attempting to calculate the suffering, Haggard and Noland build
on demographic work by Courtland Robinson and others that looked at
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North Hamgyong Province, one of the most directly affected by the famine.24

Robinson’s team found 245,000 “excess” deaths (an elevated mortality rate as a
result of premature death), or 12 percent of the population in that one affected
region. Taking those results as the upper limit for such deaths and extrapolat-
ing across the entire North Korean population and across all of the country’s
provinces produces an upper limit of 2 million total famine-related deaths.
When these ªgures are adjusted for the protected 4 million elites and the pop-
ulation of Pyongyang, and accounting for different provincial effects, Haggard
and Noland conclude that “the most sophisticated attempts to measure excess
deaths put them in a range of roughly 600,000 to 1 million, or approximately
3 to 5 percent of the pre-crisis population” (pp. 72–76). The consequences of
the famine are still playing out—most notably, in the breakdown of the Public
Distribution System (PDS or government food-rationing system) and other
economic institutions, as well as in the increasing search by North Koreans to
provide for themselves and their families.

Next, Haggard and Noland examine the bottom-up coping process by
North Korean households that laid the “seeds of an increasing marketization
of the North Korean economy” (p. 165). Simply put, the centrally planned
economy—in particular, the PDS—failed the North Korean people during the
famine. Families had to rely increasingly on their wits and engage in behav-
ior the government was unable to stop, including migration, foraging, barter-
ing, selling assets, and buying goods on the black market. In 1998, the South
Korean Ministry of Uniªcation stated that between 300 and 350 ofªcially sanc-
tioned farmer’s markets were operating throughout the country (p. 173).

Yet in the ªfteen years since the height of the famine, the North Korean
government’s response to marketization has been tentative and half-hearted.
A series of measures in the late 1990s appeared to signal a commitment to
“Chinese-style reforms” that would comprise economic opening but retain
centralized political control, as the Chinese had a generation earlier. In 2002,
the government made its boldest set of changes, most notably, allowing supply
and demand to determine prices, even though wages remained ªxed by ªat.
Because the true price of goods was unknown before the reforms, inºation on
the order of 1,000 percent followed: for example, the price of 1 kilogram of rice
jumped from 0.08 won to 44 won, an increase of 54,900 percent. As Haggard
and Noland observe, “To some extent this change in ofªcial prices was simply
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a recognition of the fact that the PDS had effectively ceased to function.” Still,
many urban households continued to rely on the PDS for a portion of their
food (p. 182). In 2005, the government attempted to reintroduce some aspects
of the ration system, mostly in basic foodstuffs, although much of the economy
remained underregulated. Analysts debate whether the reforms were intended
to fundamentally change the entire economy along market-oriented lines or
whether they were aimed at making minimal adjustments to ensure the sur-
vival of the socialist and centrally planned system.25 Perhaps more important
than the intentions of the government, however, were the consequences of its
actions and the pressures that led to those actions.

Most signiªcant among these consequences has been a notable weakening of
political and economic control by the central authorities in Pyongyang, and the
regime’s concomitant attempts to beneªt from, and control, this weakening as
much as possible. John Park’s research on North Korea’s state trading compa-
nies provides a window on the workings of both the North Korean govern-
ment and economy.26 In the early 1990s, as the economy deteriorated and
support from the Soviet Union and China evaporated, North Korea’s state
trading companies emerged as an alternative means of conducting foreign eco-
nomic relations. Over the past two decades, these state trading companies
have become important conduits of funding for the regime, with a percentage
of all revenues going “directly into Kim Jong-il’s personal accounts . . . [which
have been] used to secure and maintain the loyalty of the senior leadership.”27

These revenues also enhance bureaucratic budgets, and thus traders and local
ofªcials have increasingly become enmeshed in wide webs of informal market
activity inside North Korea and between North Korea and other countries,
mainly China. Park concludes that “ranging from top-down to bottom-up ac-
tivities,” these trading companies “comprise an important coping mechanism
for Pyongyang. While they are not sufªcient to effect system-wide economic
reform in North Korea, they offer a functional and ºexible means for engaging
in the closest form of ‘normal’ commerce that North Korea has with another
country.”28
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Almost inevitably, with the rise of market activities and expansion of state
trading companies, as well as growing illegal cross-border trade with China,
corruption has become endemic. Park argues that this trade and the corruption
it fosters are hastening the weakening of central political control. Numerous
reports suggest that in the late 1990s, border guards and local provincial of-
ªcials faithfully carried out the central government’s orders to conªscate all
illegal commercial goods and enforce harsh punishments—sometimes includ-
ing executions—of those caught smuggling goods across the China–North
Korea border.

By the late 2000s, however, local ofªcials and border guards had realized
that by extracting a percentage of the value of the goods through extortion or
bribery, they could enhance their families’ economic situation. As a result,
commercial activity has increased, and with it, the number of individuals who
beneªt directly or indirectly from the smuggling and corruption it entails. Ac-
cording to Park, this hybrid system of formal and informal marketization “is
facilitating the expansion of commercial activity in the country. While
corruption is widespread in North Korea, the regime at present appears to
be drawing some beneªts from the broader positive impact resulting from
corruption. . . . [Informal marketization] provides more North Koreans with
access to small ad hoc markets sprouting up along the routes and areas where
[corruption] is common.”29 Indeed, Haggard and Noland’s research on refu-
gees reveals that “creeping marktization” has occurred as much outside state
institutions as from formal modiªcation of those institutions themselves. They
write, “Managers, entrepreneurs, and workers [have] drifted into market ac-
tivities well beyond what was permitted, either with the acquiescence of au-
thorities, in the context of bribe payments, or through evasion.”30 Perhaps
most emblematic of the changes in the North Korean economy is the revelation
from Haggard and Noland’s survey of 1,600 refugees that 95 percent of
nonfarm residents now obtain their food primarily from the market.31

Yet at the same time, the government has attempted over the years to rein in
this creeping marketization through a series of countermeasures. The most
vivid of these came in November 2009, when the North Korean government
(literally) overnight performed a redenomination of the North Korean cur-
rency, replacing the old notes with new notes 100 times more valuable, and al-
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lowing only a small portion of the old money to be exchange for new notes
(old 10,000 won notes were to be converted into 100 won notes).32 Some ob-
servers argue that the effort was a miserable failure, and reports circulated that
the ofªcial in charge of the currency revaluation was punished or perhaps
even executed.33 It appears, however, that the government was less concerned
with the economic success or failure of the program than with a desire to roll
back gains made by middle-class entrepreneurs who had begun to emerge
over the past decade. By devaluing the currency, and thus wiping out much
of the savings of North Korean individuals, the regime was directly harm-
ing those who had beneªted most from the country’s increasing commercial
activity.

Despite the leadership’s attempts to control and limit marketization in
North Korea, commercialization continues apace. Haggard and Noland report
from their survey of refugees that during the reform era (2002–05), 39.8 percent
of respondents engaged in some form of private trading, and during the re-
trenchment era (2006–present), 42.4 percent reported doing so (p. 67). Even on
a broader institutional level, limited reform continues. The Kaesong Industrial
Complex (KIC)—a joint project just north of the demilitarized zone (DMZ) that
marries North Korean workers with South Korean capital—has remained
largely separate from other political issues that divide the two sides. Opened
in 2004, by October 2010, the complex counted more than 45,300 North
Koreans employed in more than 110 factories and working alongside 800
South Koreans.34 The total value of goods produced in 2010 was $323 million,
an increase of 25 percent from 2009.35 Even the conservative Lee Myung-bak
administration, which took power in South Korea in 2008, has been unwilling
to close the KIC. In fact, economic relations between the two sides have contin-
ued to increase, albeit at a generally slower pace than under previous South
Korean governments (see ªgure 1).

More consequential for the North Korean economy than North-South trade
may be the impact of Chinese business and the overall China–North Korea
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relationship.36 Drew Thompson’s research reveals that between 2003 and
2009, Chinese companies invested $98 million in North Korea, concentrated
mostly in extractive industries such as mining or in basic manufacturing.37 As
Thompson notes, “These investors have rights that both the Chinese and
North Korean governments are obligated to recognize. The Chinese govern-
ment has reasonable expectations that the North Korean government will re-
spect and protect these tangible Chinese interests, raising the possibility that
predatory corruption in North Korea can become an issue in the bilateral rela-
tionship.”38 Thompson further notes, “The existence of Chinese investments
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affects Beijing’s ability to endorse sanctions, which would harm Chinese com-
panies, undermine whatever trust exists between Beijing and Pyongyang, and
contradict China’s argument that reform and opening is necessary.”39 In fact,
China’s economic relations with North Korea have increased steadily over the
past decade, with China now accounting for the majority of North Korea’s to-
tal trade (see ªgure 1).

Despite withering criticism in recent years for not pressuring North Korea
more openly, China appears to be expanding its economic relations with the
North Koreans and taking a long-run approach.40 As Greg Moore states,
“Chinese policy is both to bring North Korea to heel and to prop up North
Korea’s struggling economy, and this behavior . . . [i]s based on a careful calcu-
lation of China’s national interests.”41 If China decides that a nuclear-armed
North Korea and criticism from Seoul, Washington, and Tokyo are more detri-
mental to its position than a North Korean collapse, it could begin to shift pol-
icy and put more pressure on the regime. Alternatively, if China continues
to see instability arising more directly from a weakened North Korea, its
policies—rhetoric aside—will remain roughly the same as they have over the
past decade.

As with the political system, then, the economic system in North Korea has
changed signiªcantly in the past decade. Whether North Korea is weaker or
stronger today than it was a decade ago is the wrong question. It is both: North
Korea is more open, more penetrated, and more marketized today than at any
time since the Korean War. Furthermore, North Korea’s dependence on foreign
aid, NGOs, and other foreign assistance has produced an economy—indeed, a
country—that is far more thoroughly penetrated by foreign inºuences than it
was before the famine. Some foreign NGOs and companies now have almost
two decades of experience dealing with North Korea, and various interna-
tional organizations have had observers in every province in the country. The
arrival of foreigners and creeping marketization has had an effect on the peo-
ple and their relationship to the government. Yet at the same time, the govern-
ment has managed to survive, and it continues to beneªt through corruption
and the marginal increase in human security it provides to the people. The re-
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gime is also certainly on slightly stronger economic and political footing than
it was in 1994, when the great famine was reaching its height, the country was
reacting to an international crisis over its nuclear weapons programs, and its
founding leader had just died.

Human Rights and Human Beings

The popular and policy media have perpetuated two contradictory images of
the North Korean people. Both emphasize extremes: on the one hand, they are
automatons, robot-like ªgures devoid of humanity and brainwashed into do-
ing Kim Jong-il’s bidding.42 The popular press enjoys highlighting the pecu-
liarities of North Korea, reporting tales of Kim’s golf exploits or the ubiquitous
presence of Kim Il-sung pins on the clothing of North Koreans.43 On the other
hand, the majority of personal stories feature horriªc tales of North Koreans
who have survived prison camps or made the dangerous choice to attempt to
leave the country.44 The U.S. State Department estimates that between 150,000
and 200,000 North Koreas are being held in prison camps and subjected to ap-
palling conditions, torture, and often death.45 The contradictions inherent in
these images are obvious and enduring: the same people who are brainwashed
and robotic are also seething with resentment and wake up every day yearn-
ing to breathe the sweet air of freedom and democracy. Despite their accuracy
in capturing certain segments of the population, these images present a view
of North Korea that neither sufªciently describes the majority of the popula-
tion nor helps to explain why the regime and the people behave as they do.

The greatest challenge for outsiders, it appears, is to view North Korea’s
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22 million inhabitants as human beings who live their lives the best they can in
circumstances they did not create. They did not ask to be born in North Korea,
and the vast majority are like people in any other country: they live their lives,
marry, worry about their children, go to their jobs, and try to get through the
day as best they can. North Korea is their home: its inhabitants have families
and friends and tend to be proud of their country. This is their reality, and al-
though outsiders may ªnd it strange, the North Korean people do not, on the
whole, consider their situation abnormal. They take for granted the context in
which they live, just as others do. They are the most direct victims of the re-
gime’s rule, yet the conventional wisdom is so politicized that merely pointing
out the basic humanity of the North Korean people can often be misinter-
preted as defending the regime.46

Viewed from the top down, propaganda attempts by the North Korean
government to instill legitimacy and even shape the world of its citizens
are all encompassing.47 Suk-Young Kim’s Illusive Utopia: Theater, Film, and
Everyday Performance in North Korea is a fascinating study of “performance” in
North Korea, and it is one of the ªrst scholarly works not to simply take North
Korea’s bizarre mass games, rituals, and visual media at face value. Rather,
Kim asks why the regime devotes so much effort to performance in both
ofªcial and everyday life, from propaganda to the apparel of its citizens. She
also examines how the people interpret and interact with the regime. Kim
argues that “theater, ªlm, and everyday performance [make up] an ideology-
shaping matrix that not only entertains but also essentially organizes and mo-
bilizes society. . . . The socialist culture of North Korea has had a tremendous
inºuence on daily life” (p. 4).

Kim’s description says much about the motivations of the regime and how it
attempts to maintain control and shape the views of its citizens. From the per-
spective of the people, the question is not whether the government seeks to in-
culcate loyalty and obedience through various means, but rather the extent to
which the people believe what they are being told. Indeed, propaganda is a
“dialogic process between creator and receiver,” and Kim moves far beyond
simply asking what the North Korean state is trying to do. Instead she ex-
plores how the North Korean people understand and respond to its directives.
Kim notes that “the actual operation of propaganda, even in a rigidly con-
trolled society like North Korea, is much more discursive; it does not simply
conform to the government’s intentions” (p. 12).
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The issue, according to Kim, is not whether the North Korean leadership
uses outrageous myths and exaggerations in its domestic propaganda to try to
build its credibility—political elites everywhere use myth, political theater,
and symbolism to establish legitimacy and provide a compelling narrative to
their people. Rather, the real question is how extensively and deeply North
Koreans believe the propaganda and myths. Although North Koreans cannot
be polled, a true comparison would attempt to ªnd out how many of them be-
lieve the stories and myths perpetrated by the regime and compare these
ªndings to the beliefs of the populations of other countries.

Yet what does claiming that the North Korean people view their situation as
normal tell us about North Korea the state? What is most obvious is that the
static views of an unchanging Stalinist state are ºawed. As noted earlier, ident-
iªable changes have occurred within North Korea over the past two decades.
The increasing number of refugees who have ºed the country makes it possi-
ble to gain greater insights into the everyday lives of its citizens.

Kim frames her book around the well-known and often-mocked factoid
about Kim Jong-il’s interest—perhaps even obsession—with cinema. The
North Korean leader reportedly has a huge library of Western and Asian mov-
ies. In the 1980s, he even ordered the kidnapping of two South Korean movie-
makers and forced them to make ªlms for the North Korean state. Rarely have
scholars asked why Kim maintains this focus, preferring instead to chuckle at
his bizarre behavior. Suk-Young Kim points out that “what is often overlooked
in the world’s fascination about Kim Jong-il’s cinemania . . . is that the function
of ªlm as an essentially political tool was already established long before his
coming to power, and it is precisely by means of mobilizing ªlm’s political po-
tential that he ascended to become the successor to his father” (p. 22).

Kim Jong-il has used ªlm, theater, and other media to cast his father as head
of the Korean family in the Confucian tradition, and for years scholars have
studied what has become known as the “cult of Kim Il-sung.” In Illusive Utopia,
Suk-Young Kim brings something new to the discussion by showing us not
only how the regime’s casting of Kim Il-sung as the nation’s traditional patri-
arch affects the everyday lives of ordinary North Koreans, but also how the
state machinery has utilized these memes and tropes to fulªll its objectives.

In this regard, the North Korean regime has consistently sought legitimacy
by portraying itself as the defender of the Korean nation. In particular, it has
emphasized nationalism in juxtaposition to Japanese and U.S. threats. And in
recent years, it has increasingly sought to criticize South Korea for abandoning
a truly “Korean” way of life. Yet more important has been the North Korean
state’s effectiveness at embedding its rule within Korean cultural and social
foundations. This includes casting “long-standing Confucian family traditions
. . . as the basis of a universal structure.” This fusion of political control and
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culture serves to legitimize and thoroughly organize and reorient North
Korean cultural and social life in ways largely compatible with the regime’s in-
terests (p. 4). This “Korean-ness” of North Korea stresses nationalism, resent-
ment against Japan for its colonization of Korea in the early twentieth century,
and a strong family—even clannish—orientation.48 Indeed, over the decades
the state has moved far beyond simply addressing “political” concerns, at-
tempting to inºuence the ways in which North Koreans eat, dress, and speak.

The most unusual and insightful aspect of Illusive Utopia is Suk-Young Kim’s
exploration of how the regime has constructed gender—in particular, ideas
about femininity—in North Korea. Paintings, songs, movies, and mass games
not only tell the story of Kim Il-sung as the father of the nation, but also pro-
vide guidance on how to behave as “model citizens.” Women, Kim argues,
“became not only the focal point within the traditional family structure but
also the agents of ideological awakening for the newly founded socialist state”
(p. 232). Yet deªning a new role for women created a dilemma: the woman’s
traditional role in the family clashed with the idea of becoming a revolution-
ary. A variant of this contradiction is still evident today. In general, women in
North Korea continue to wear either joseonot (modiªed traditional Korean
clothing) or work uniforms. Thus, “[as] oxymoronic as it may sound, North
Korea’s brand of socialist modernity found its prerogative in traditional dress
codes. . . . Tradition is not regarded as remnants of the feudal past, but a rich
reservoir where nationalism could be reinstated” (p. 236). This grafting of
nationalism, tradition, and contemporary political control has created a
deep and powerful cultural meme in North Korea. Women, men, families,
classes, and regions all have been given meaning and told how to perform in a
way that links to an imagined “Korean” past. These “performances” also sub-
tly and forcefully weave the people into a North Korean state that posits itself
as protector and provider. Even when reality differs from rhetoric, the disso-
nance may not be strong enough to force a fundamental rethinking of the indi-
vidual’s place within the society and culture. Kim observes, “If women were to
master military roles, they would have to abandon their familiar persona as
domestic housewives and attempt to personify something they were not. No
matter how intensively visual media created simulacra of female warriors, this
impersonation would have presented a tough challenge for North Korean
women, since the gap between them and the theatricalized characters was so
wide. . . . For this reason, the North Korean state needed to create an interme-
diary procedure that would enable everyday women to identify with women
on the stage” (p. 238).
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In framing issues in terms of performance and symbolism, Kim includes ac-
tivists and foreign actors as well as North Koreans. She notes that “at ªrst
glance, euphoric tourist sites and the brutal hunting of escapees may appear to
be unrelated. But once the performance mechanism of producing what is visi-
ble and invisible becomes the focal point of analysis, tourism and human
rights issues form a coherent dialogue about North Korean propaganda as a
process of making a national performance. . . . North Korean escapees, foreign
tourists, aid workers, and human rights activists all bring in competing ideas
in an effort to create their version of the ‘real’ representation of North Korea”
(p. 262). In each of these cases, the North Korean people are objects onto which
competing meanings, images, and narratives are projected. Activists who send
balloons with anti-North Korean pamphlets ºoating over the DMZ, refugees
and aid workers who produce documentaries or books about their experi-
ences, foreign governments, and of course the North Korean government
itself—each is attempting to tell a narrative and to symbolically frame the
North Korean people for their own purposes. Indeed, in Illusive Utopia Kim
underscores the need to recognize and reframe the actions of external activists,
governments, and other organizations as being as much about symbolic per-
formance for foreign audiences as about exposing the “reality” within North
Korea itself.

Kim provides as an example Yoduk Story, a musical written by North Korean
defectors to dramatize the horrors committed by the regime. The musical,
which has been performed in the United States and South Korea, ironically uti-
lizes tropes and expressions that mimic North Korean propaganda ªlms. In the
ªlms and in Yoduk Story, “[the heroines] transform themselves from victims to
rebels when they stand up against their oppressors: the Japanese and the
North Korean regime, respectively. . . . Both emerge from their silent and sub-
dued gestures and become resolute ªghters who stand up to their victimizers
by performing the ferocious gesture of resistance . . . and the tragic iconogra-
phy of a dispersed family [is] centered on the heartbreaking image of a mother
suffering through the separation from her children” (p. 299).

Anthropologist Sandra Fahy’s research complements Kim’s work by also ex-
ploring the hidden voices of North Koreans. In multiple interviews that often
lasted several hours, Fahy spoke in Korean with three dozen North Korean de-
fectors in Seoul and Tokyo. Her goal was to learn about the defectors’ experi-
ences in their own voices.49 The result is a deep and richly textured view of
how North Koreans see themselves, their government, and the outside world.
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Fahy’s research reminds us that the North Korean people make their own deci-
sions about their reality, which is often at odds with the ofªcial rhetoric of the
North Korean regime.50

Fahy’s research reveals the sophisticated and nuanced way in which North
Korean citizens—from elites in the capital to the poorest farmers in the north-
ern provinces—developed sly and often coded language to discuss topics that
the government censored. Fahy notes that a “vibrant lexicon was in use by
ordinary people and it was distinct in meaning from that used by the state.
However, due to severe restrictions placed on accurate famine talk, coded
communication had to be extremely subtle. Often the very terms provided by
the government were used, but their meanings were remade.”51 To support
this claim, she cites the example of citizens calling the local black markets
paekhwachom (workers’ department stores):

Reference to the ofªcial shopping center was reformulated and given accuracy
when its nominal reference was used to refer to the black market. . . . As such,
state-sanctioned terms used in daily communication referred to things that
were illegal without ambiguity on the ofªcial level. Mr. Yoon’s account is also
humorous because in Korean the word paekhwachom has a very afºuent conno-
tation. The reality of the black market contrasts sharply with the language
used to refer to it [and] shows not only the dry and black humour of North
Koreans, but also the readiness to use ofªcial discourse towards their own
ends. This type of talk criticized the conditions of the country between inter-
locutors and indicates a lively awareness of the country’s shortcomings.52

Much of this new wave of scholarship about North Korea relies on the work
of refugees, and perhaps one of the most politically charged areas is the ques-
tion of how many North Korean refugees are living in northeast China and
how many are attempting to escape from North Korea. China, of course, resists
attempts to conduct research along the border itself. Estimates range from a
high of 300,000 North Korean refugees currently living in China to a low of
between 5,000 and 15,000 in 2009.53 Perhaps the most careful and rigorous
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estimates come from demographer Courtland Robinson, who spent ªfteen
years measuring North Korean refugee ºows in northeast China. Using em-
bedded local observers in northeast China and statistical sampling techniques,
Robinson found that in 1998 between 35,000 and 125,000 North Korean mi-
grants were living in northeast China.54 By 2009, however, the number had de-
creased to between 5,000 and 15,000. Robinson notes that “reasons for the
declining population [in China] include tighter border security, increased mi-
gration to South Korea and other countries, and lower expectations of what is
available in China.”55 The makeup of the migrant population has also changed
over the years. For example, initially the majority of North Korean migrants
were males ostensibly seeking work—during famines, males are usually the
ªrst to leave. By 2009, however, 70 percent were women. This change reveals
that these women were “worth more” in economic terms in China. That is,
women could ªnd jobs more easily than men, either in conventional positions
or through prostitution and even marriage with Chinese men. By 2007–09, be-
tween 5,200 and 15,800 children were born to North Korean women living in
northeast China. In addition, women are reportedly more successful in reach-
ing South Korea.

Furthermore, contrary to conventional expectations, North Korean refugees
do not utterly reject their country. They continue to express pride in their
homeland, as well as a desire to return if conditions improved. In going to
South Korea or other countries, many North Koreans are forced to confront
their essential foreignness, and their “North Korean-ness,” like many people
traveling abroad for the ªrst time. Refugees also face discrimination from
South Koreans, who tend to view the talbukja (escapees from the North) as un-
educated bumpkins with strange accents.56

Even if these refugees do not encounter discrimination, their lives, experi-
ences, memories, families, and friends inevitably trace back to North Korea,
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and few people voluntarily leave what they know and the place where their
families have lived for generations, if not longer. Perhaps one of the most in-
triguing ªndings from numerous studies is that most refugees did not want
to leave their home country, and many would like to return if there were
enough food. For example, all of Fahy’s interviewees, ranging from elites in
Pyongyang to farmers from remote Hamgyong Province, said that they would
go home if they could. As one young woman told Fahy, “If there were enough
to eat, and if there were no prosecution, I would go home again.”57 Two other
North Korean defectors conªded, “We didn’t escape from North Korea be-
cause we hated it. That is the country in which we were born and raised. I have
so many memories that upon reºection bring tears ºowing from my eyes. If I
had been able, I would have lived in North Korea. It is regretful, but right now
North Korea has no means by which to give us life.”58 Suk-Young Kim quotes
another defector: “I did not have any problem in North Korea. In fact, I lived a
very comfortable life . . . but when our Dear General [Kim Il-sung] died in
1994, I lost all hope. I felt like there was no reason for me to remain in North
Korea” (p. 131).59

To explain why the North Korean regime has endured, and to understand
why incipient revolution in North Korea may not be as likely as some hope, it
is important to take seriously this consistent ªnding that people do not easily
leave their homes and their country. Indeed, refugees, political prisoners, and
others on the margins of North Korean society are a small portion of the en-
tire population. Although hundreds of thousands of North Koreans either
have been persecuted by the regime or have chosen to ºee, many millions
more have remained. Understanding why they stay is as important as under-
standing why others leave. The standard explanation is that those who stay are
either brainwashed or suffer severe repression. It is worth considering, how-
ever, that some may prefer to stay. Much of the evidence suggests that both
pride and the comfort of home are stronger motivations than perhaps
thought.60
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The point is not whether North Koreans are strange in the eyes of outsiders.
Rather, there is a potential danger in evaluating North Korea based on outside
standards. The North Korean system works for a reason; it is often dysfunc-
tional, but still functional enough to sustain itself like many other nation-states
around the world. There is an internal logic that combines Korean culture,
state propaganda and repression, and the comfort people ªnd in their homes
and families. Such behavior is not categorically different from what occurs in
every society in the modern world.

Conclusion

As Bruce Cumings once wrote about North Korea, “We look at it and see our-
selves.”61 That is, outsiders project their fears and hopes onto North Korea
rather than viewing the country on its own terms. North Korea offers no easy
conclusions. Still, what can a careful exploration of the available research tell
us? Most clearly, North Korea is about more than its nuclear and missile pro-
grams. Dealing with the country’s economy, human rights, and humanitarian
concerns is just as important.

North Korea in 2012 is not the North Korea of 2000: its political institutions,
economy, and society have all experienced major and possibly enduring
changes. North Korea exhibits a greater diversity of opinion and people than is
commonly thought. Kim Jong-il is the leader of a totalitarian regime, but ident-
iªable institutional differences, and undoubtedly personal differences, do ex-
ist. Largely as a result of weakened state control, the economy has experienced
increases in commercialization and marketization in recent years. The econ-
omy is stronger than many outsiders believe: it has proven remarkably endur-
ing and adaptable, and many people now operate in either the black market or
private markets. At the same time, the regime is weaker than it was a decade
ago: unplanned marketization has shriveled the central government’s control
over the periphery, despite episodes of retrenchment. The North Korean peo-
ple are not brainwashed robots, nor are they all proto-democrats; they are real
people with many different opinions. Informal and sporadic information from
traders or family members in South Korea or in China continues to trickle into
North Korea; the question is how this information will affect them and the
choices they make.

None of the changes mentioned above necessarily means that North Korea
is headed toward collapse or that its state institutions are nearing failure. Out-
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siders have been predicting such a collapse for twenty years, if not longer.62

Yet North Korea has managed to survive. State ofªcials beneªt from marketi-
zation because it provides a measure of human security that lessens domestic
resistance even while weakening ofªcials’ control. Corrupt ofªcials beneªt
personally from marketization even as it undermines their position. Civil soci-
ety is almost entirely absent in North Korea, and despite occasional reports of
spontaneous “rice riots,” there is little evidence that the North Korean people
could engage in a Libya-style uprising of any sort. The society is too divided;
there are almost no bottom-up institutions around which political protests
could cohere; and there are no social or civic leaders who could become politi-
cal leaders in protests against the government.

It appears, then, that collapse of the North Korean regime would more likely
occur from implosion at the top. Examining the stability of the North Korean
regime thus requires a discussion of the third generation of the Kim dynasty.63

Kim Jong-un is clearly the successor to his father. He is young (his exact age is
unknown, but he is believed to be twenty-eight) and unproven as a leader. It
is useful to remember, however, that the overwhelming consensus of outside
observers in the early 1990s was that Kim Jong-il could not possibly survive
as leader of North Korea. Thus, while we may think that Kim Jong-un can-
not possibly survive once he takes power, we should be cautious in our
predictions.64

What does the review of Inside the Red Box, Famine in North Korea, and Illusive
Utopia tell us regarding the policies of countries concerned about North Korea?
Is engagement or isolation more likely to produce change? As with its eco-
nomic and social issues, North Korea’s security situation today is not what it
was ten years ago. A negotiated solution involving its nuclear and missile pro-
grams seems unlikely. The U.S., South Korean, and Japanese governments
have chosen containment and isolation, pressuring the North Korean regime
for concessions before they make any moves on their own. This policy has
been fairly successful in the domestic politics of the United States, South
Korea, and Japan, and there is little indication that these governments plan to
change their strategies.

Yet the larger North Korean problem involves more than the security issue,
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and a strategy of isolation and minimal interaction with North Korea means
that the weakest and most vulnerable will continue to lead a hazardous ex-
istence, with near-famine conditions possible every year. The only way to
solve the hunger issue is to bring North Korea into the world market and help
it earn enough through foreign trade that it can import adequate quantities of
food. The North Korean government also continues to engage in horriªc and
systematic human rights abuses; international isolation has done little to curb
these abuses and may in fact encourage them. Thus, dealing with North
Korea’s immediate economic and social issues and interacting with its govern-
ment and people may work at cross-purposes with policies designed to pres-
sure the regime into making concessions on its nuclear and missile programs.
Even sanctions that are targeted only at the North Korean elite appear to have
little impact. The youngest and oldest, weakest and most vulnerable will be
most directly affected by sanctions. As Haggard and Noland conclude, “A co-
ordinated strategy of cutting North Korea off from international assistance
would increase the probability of regime change. . . . [But] that rests on a
highly dubious utilitarian logic: that it is morally acceptable to sacriªce the in-
nocent today in the uncertain probability that lives will be saved or improved
at some future point” (p. 230).

The changes taking place in North Korea will continue whether or not the
international community engages it. The regime will most assuredly continue
to look after its own survival ªrst without consideration for the people.
Thus, North Korea presents no easy solutions for policymakers in Seoul,
Washington, and other capitals. Rather, it offers a series of difªcult trade-offs:
engagement of some type may have a positive impact on the current economic
and humanitarian issues, but some observers fear that this will reward the re-
gime for its international behavior. Containment is an obvious response to bel-
ligerent foreign policy behavior, but whether North Korea will bow to such
pressure is unclear. Moreover, such actions would probably exacerbate the
difªculties already confronting the North Korean people. Outside powers
must therefore craft policies toward North Korea that recognize the country’s
inner workings while managing the trade-offs between engagement and
pressure.
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