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The last few years have seen the Democratic People’s 
Republic of North Korea (henceforth North Korea) grabbing a 
lot of international headlines, with their attendance south of 
WKH�'0=�DW�WKH�3\HRQJFKDQJ�:LQWHU�2O\PSLFV�DQG�PXOWLSOH�
VXPPLW�PHHWLQJV�DPRQJ�WKH�KLJKOLJKWV��.LP�-XQJ�8Q�DQG�KLV�
government have now elicited the attention of some in the 
literary community, after allowing for the English publication 
of the novel Friend by Nam-nyong Paek, originally published 
LQ�3\RQJ\DQJ�LQ�������7KH�QRYHOȆV�FHQWUDO�WKHPH�LV�GLYRUFH��
and it seems fair to speculate that both the subject matter and 
the manner by which the author attends to it, will surprise 
PRVW�UHDGHUV��2WKHUV�KDYH�GLVFXVVHG�WKH�QRYHOȆV�OLWHUDU\�YDOXH��
LQFOXGLQJ�(��7DPP\�.LP�IRU�7KH�1HZ�<RUN�7LPHV�and Peter 
Gordon for the $VLDQ�5HYLHZ�RI�%RRNV��WKLV�UHYLHZ�ZLOO�LQVWHDG�
focus on a few of the themes Nam-nyong Paek presents, with 
VRPH�VSHFXODWLRQ�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�UHOHDVH�RI�WKLV�WUDQVODWLRQ��

Amongst opening paragraphs, a main character is 
introduced to readers by the remarks, “her light, elegant 
perfume complemented a fashionable sheath dress that 
UHYHDOHG�KHU�VOHQGHU�ZKLWH�QHFNȊ��1DP�Q\RQJ�3DHN�����������
I’m sure I am not the only reader familiar with communist 
media, who automatically assumed this individual was going 
WR�EH�WKH�YLOODLQ��D�JUHHG\�ZRPDQ��XQDSSUHFLDWLYH�RI�WKH�
EHQHYROHQW�FRPPXQLVW�JRYHUQPHQW��)RU�WKRVH�ZKR�KDYHQȆW�\HW�
had the joy of reading novels in this genre, exploring Chinese 
propaganda museums, watching North Korean movies, or 
other introductions to historical communist representations 
of the ideal female citizen, it is important to recognize that 
words evoking sleekness and opulence, which otherwise 
often carry a positive connotation, are regularly used in a 
FRQWUDU\�PDQQHU�LQ�FRPPXQLVW�ZRUNV��7KH\�PD\�UHSUHVHQW�
those women who are not traditional, but are instead some 
FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�PDWHULDOLVWLF��XQSDWULRWLF��DQG�VHOࡼVK��,�IHDUHG�
what lay before me might be a trope laden, Communist Party 
WDONLQJ�SRLQWࡼ�OOHG�SLHFH�RIࡼ�FWLRQ�

7KDQNIXOO\��VXFK�ZDV�QRW�WKH�FDVH��1DP�Q\RQJ�3DHNȆV�
novel, while not propaganda-free, is full of complex 
characters, none of whom are wholly good or bad, each of 
them far from the depictions of pure innocence or evil that 
some might expect when they see the author’s country of 
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RULJLQ��)RU�LQVLJKW�LQWR�1RUWK�.RUHDQ�OLWHUDWXUH�LQ�JHQHUDO�
and to acquire an understanding of the literary scene at the 
time of its Korean publication, a great place to start is at the 
HQG��3URIXVLYH�SUDLVH�PXVW�EH�JLYHQ�WR�WUDQVODWRU�,PPDQXHO�
.LPȆV�$IWHUZRUG��$V�ORQJ�DV�RQH�VWRSV�EHIRUH�UHDGLQJ�WKH�
REYLRXV�VSRLOHUV�LQ��ȅ2Q�:ULWLQJ�Friend,’ this section provides 
DQ�HGLI\LQJ�SURORJXH�WR�WKH�SLHFH��7KH�DXWKRU�JLYHV�D�EULHI��
\HW�KLJKO\�LQIRUPDWLYH��V\QRSVLV�RI�GLಀHUHQW�HUDV�RI�1RUWK�
Korean literature, with explanations that allow the reader to 
better appreciate both Friend and Nam-nyong Paek, while also 
H[SRXQGLQJ�XSRQ�ZK\�WKLV�SLHFH�PD\�IHHO�GLಀHUHQW�WKDQ�RWKHU�
works readers of communist literature may be acquainted 
ZLWK���

The English publication of Friend has an ease about it, not 
DOZD\V�SUHVHQW�LQ�WUDQVODWLRQV��$�VPDOO�FULWLTXH�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�
decision to omit all�.RUHDQ�ZRUGV��7UDQVODWLRQV�FRPPRQO\�
preserve select words from the original language, when 
FRQYHUVLRQV�DUH�XQDEOH�WR�FRQYH\�WKH�SURSHU�VHQWLPHQW��,Q�
MXVW�D�IHZ�LQVWDQFHV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�XVH�RI�ȅKHDWHGࡽ�RRUȆ�LQVWHDG�
of ondol, ‘side dishes’ instead of banchan, and ‘New Year’ 
instead of Lunar New Year or Seollal, the English translation 
GRHV�QRW�FRPPXQLFDWH�WKH�ULFKQHVV�DQG�VSHFLࡼFLW\�WKDW�
.RUHDQ�ZRUGV�ZRXOG�KDYH��,Q�WKH�ODWWHU�H[DPSOH��WKH�KROLGD\�
PD\�IDOO�FORVHU�WR�0DUFK�WKDQ�WKH�-DQXDU\���1HZ�<HDU�PRVW�
(QJOLVK�UHDGHUV�ZLOO�LPDJLQH��LQ�������Seollal fell on February 
�����+RZHYHU��WKHVH�DUH�PLQRU�LQFRQJUXHQFHV��DQG�WKRVH�ZLWK�
even a modicum of familiarity with either Korea will envision 
WKH�VFHQHV�DV�LQWHQGHG��

'LYRUFH�LQ�1RUWK�.RUHD�LQ�WKH�����V�ZDV�QRW�QHDUO\�DV�
pervasive as one might expect, given this state-sanctioned 
QRYHO�ZDV�UHOHDVHG�DW�WKDW�WLPH��-XQJ�DQG�'DOWRQ���������XVLQJ�
North Korean data from Myung-sook Choi’s North Korean 
Women’s Life in the Household��IRXQG�WKDW�EHWZHHQ�����������
GLYRUFHV�GLGQȆW�H[FHHG�������LQ�DQ\�JLYHQ�\HDU��LQ�D�QDWLRQ�WKDW�
VXUSDVVHG����PLOOLRQ�FLWL]HQV�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�DIRUHPHQWLRQHG�
SHULRG��:RUOG�%DQN��������2ࡺFLDOO\��WKH�*HQGHU�(TXDOLW\�/DZ�
had been passed four decades prior to the original publication 
of the novel, giving women equal rights to divorce among 
RWKHU�UHGUHVVHV��KRZHYHU�H[SHQVLYH�FRXUW�IHHV�DQG�RSSRVLWLRQ�
IURP�RࡺFLDOV�ZHUH�SUREDEO\�FRQWULEXWLQJ�IDFWRUV�WR�WKH�ORZ�
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GLYRUFH�UDWH��-XQJ�DQG�'DOWRQ��������
Nam-nyong Paek’s discussion of divorce shows a 

VL]DEOH�GHJUHH�RI�EDODQFH��:KLOH�IHPLQLVW�PDQLIHVWR�LW�LV�
not, neither is it a manual for how women must obey men 
RU�KRZ�SDWULDUFK\�LV�WKH�LGHDO�IRU�WKH�IDPLO\�DQG�QDWLRQ��
In contemplating divorce, one woman agonizes over the 
associated humiliation, separating her from her community 
DQG�SRVVLEO\�HQGLQJ�KHU�FDUHHU��<HW�IRU�WKH�PRVW�SDUW��DV�
readers we feel compelled to have compassion for, though 
not entirely condone the circumstances these families are 
LQ�DQG�WKH�FKRLFHV�WKH\�PDNH��ȅ)DWKHU�NQRZV�EHVWȆ�PD[LPV�
DUH�QRW�MXVW�DEVHQW��WKH\�DUH�TXHVWLRQHG��TXLWH�XQH[SHFWHGO\��
one character even remembers a speech he had given on 
polygamous relationships in the Paleolithic Era, including the, 
“great progress developed from the subsequent matriarchal 
VRFLHW\Ȋ��1DP�Q\RQJ�3DHN�����������

A less measured approach was used in the story’s 
GHSLFWLRQ�RI�WKH�LPSDFW�GLYRUFH�KDV�RQ�FKLOGUHQ��1DP�
nyong Paek presents a North Korea in which a near totality 
RI�FKLOGUHQ�DUH�VLJQLࡼFDQWO\�VFDUUHG�E\�WKH�GLYRUFH�RI�WKHLU�
parents, emphasizing that sons will have a particularly 
GLࡺFXOW�WLPHࡽ�RXULVKLQJ�DQG�RU�HYHQ�ERQGLQJ�ZLWK�WKHLU�
PRWKHUV��ZLWKRXW�WKHLU�ELRORJLFDO�IDWKHU�DOVR�SUHVHQW��
This would serve as an especially portentous warning to 
mothers contemplating divorce in a land and time when the 
preference for sons was exceptionally high (Jung and Dalton 
�������1R�VLPLODU�HPRWLRQDO�DSSHDOV�ZHUH�PDGH�UHJDUGLQJ�
WKH�ORQJ�WHUP�HಀHFW�RQ�FKLOGUHQ�ZKR�FRQWLQXH�WR�OLYH�LQ�
loveless homes, or those witnessing physical and emotional 
DEXVH��6XFK�PDOWUHDWPHQW�ZDV�PHQWLRQHG�ERWK�DV�UHDVRQV�
for divorce as well as postulated about when the cause of 
GLYRUFH�ZDV�XQNQRZQ��WKHUHIRUH��ZH�FDQ�DVVXPH�VXFK�DEXVH�
was somewhat common and understood to exist throughout 
VRFLHW\��

Both traditional gender stereotypes and gender equality 
DUH�SURPRWHG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�QRYHO��7R�WKLV�GD\��WKURXJKRXW�
the world, but most relevantly in other parts of East Asia, 
JHQGHU�QRUPV�SHUVLVW�LQ�YDU\LQJ�GHJUHHV��7KH�VKDULQJ�RI�
household chores when a husband and wife both work is 
VWLOO�D�FRQWHQWLRXV�LVVXH�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD��ZKHUH�D������VXUYH\�
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found only about 20% of men and women shared chores 
equally, and on the topic of cooking and serving food, while 
MXVW�VK\�RI�����RI�PHQ�FODLP�WR�WDNH�SDUW�LQ�VXFK�DFWLYLWLHV��
RYHU�����RI�ZRPHQ�VD\�WKH�VDPH��+R�MHRQJ�/HH��������
This makes it all the more fascinating that this, over thirty-
year-old novel, portrayed multiple husbands bearing some 
responsibility for food preparation, as well as helping with 
FKLOGFDUH�DQG�RWKHU�KRXVHKROG�FKRUHV��,Q�VRPH�LQVWDQFHV��
such tasks were performed with resentment, however the 
reader is not given the impression that such feelings are 
MXVWLࡼHG�RU�WKDW�WKHVH�KXVEDQGV�ZHUH�OHVV�PDVFXOLQH�RU�LQ�DQ\�
ZD\�GHࡼFLHQW��$W�RQH�SRLQW�WKH�PDOH�SURWDJRQLVW�IHHOV�D�ELW�
of frustration that he must cook his own dinner and attend 
to chores before continuing his work or sleeping, but he 
immediately chastises himself, acknowledging these things 
are far from insurmountable and that he, “did not marry for 
my own complacency or pleasure” (Nam-nyong Paek 2020, 
�����

While some of the above passages clearly promote 
gender equality and female empowerment, there were still 
D�QXPEHU�RI�LQVWDQFHV�WKDW�SHUSHWXDWHG�JHQGHU�VWHUHRW\SHV��
2QH�IHPDOH�FKDUDFWHU��ȉTXLFNO\�FKDQJH>G@�KHU�H[SUHVVLRQ�WR�
gain sympathy” (Nam-nyong Paek  2020, 7) and when she 
later dispassionately executed household chores, she was 
said to have done so ‘out of spite,’ though a near identical 
PRYH�E\�KHU�KXVEDQG�VDZ�QR�VXFK�DVVLJQPHQW�RI�PRWLYHV��
$OVR��ȅELWFKȆ�DQG�ȅELWFK\Ȇ�ZHUH�XVHG�E\�GLಀHUHQW�FKDUDFWHUV��
ZKLOH�WKHLU�RಀHQVLYHQHVV�WR�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�DW�ODUJH�LV�ZLGH�
ranging, it has been noted that the word is not only sexist and 
a pejorative term used against the individual, but it also may, 
ȉXQLQWHQWLRQDOO\�KXUW�ZRPHQ�DV�D�JURXSȊ��.OHLQPDQ�HW�DO��
�����������,Q�D�QRYHO�YLUWXDOO\�GHYRLG�RI�YXOJDULW\��VXFK�VOXUV�
VWDQG�RXW�VKDUSO\�

*HQGHU�QRUPV�DQG�WKHLUࡽ�RXWLQJ�ZHUH�RI�FRXUVH�QRW�WKH�
RQO\�WKHPHV�SUHVHQWHG��$FNQRZOHGJLQJ�WKDW�1RUWK�.RUHD�LV�
not a utopia where citizens never lose sleep over monetary 
PDWWHUV��WKH�SURWDJRQLVW�MXGJH�UHFRJQL]HV�WKDWࡼ�QDQFLDO�
WURXEOHV�FDQ�EH�D�GHFLGLQJ�IDFWRU�OHDGLQJ�WR�GLYRUFH��1R�
ID©DGH�RI�Dࡽ�DZOHVV�VRFLHW\�LV�DWWHPSWHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�DOFRKRO�
consumption either, about which several disparaging remarks 



Nam-nyong Paek. Friend: a Novel from North Korea 101

DUH�PDGH��<HW��ZKLOH�WKH�DEXVH�RI�DOFRKRO�LV�VKRZQ�WR�EH�
detrimental not just to an individual, but their relationships 
as well, Nam-nyong Paek also shows us a sweet side of those 
characters, in addition to using alcohol in demonstrations of 
DEXQGDQFH�DQG�FHOHEUDWLRQ��)XUWKHUPRUH��LQ�D�VHHPLQJO\�YHU\�
un-communist rebuke, one character bemoans that laborers 
may have innate desires to be ‘parasitic slackers’ if not 
SURSHUO\�LQFHQWLYL]HG�WR�ZRUN�KDUG�

There were, of course, a number of references made 
to the nation and the Party, as well as less than subtle hints 
at what qualities a proper citizen should have (humility, 
PRUDOLW\��GLJQLW\��KRQHVW\��DQG�VHOࡽHVVQHVV��DPRQJ�RWKHUV���
However, I think many will be just as surprised as I was, at 
WKH�GHDUWK�RI�KHDY\�KDQGHG�SURSDJDQGD��:KLOH�VRPH�SDUW\�
lines are peppered throughout the piece, they are not jarring, 
QRU�GR�WKH\�GLVWUDFW�IURP�WKH�VWRU\�LWVHOI��:KHQ�WKH�DXWKRU�
GHVFULEHG�D�FRXUW�VHWWLQJ�DQG�LQFOXGHG��ȉWKH�QDWLRQȆVࡽ�DJ�
WKDW�KXQJ�ULJKW�DERYH�WKHPȊ��1DP�Q\RQJ�3DHN������������LW�
feels as though this could be describing the judicial process 
LQ�DQ\�FRXQWU\��7KHUH�LV�D�FRQVSLFXRXV�lack RI�WKH�TXDOLࡼHUV�
PDJQLࡼFHQW��EULOOLDQW��RU�RWKHU�V\QRQ\PV�IRU�ȅJORULRXVȆ�WKDW�
one might expect from North Korean media referencing 
D�V\PERO�RI�WKH�VWDWH��$�VLPLODU�DEVHQFH�RI�DGMHFWLYHV�VXFK�
as evil, imperialist, or bloodthirsty is found when it was 
remarked that a character’s, “parents had been killed by the 
Americans during the Korean War” (Nam-nyong Paek 2020, 
�����7KLV�VKRZV�WUHPHQGRXV�UHVWUDLQW��FRQVLGHULQJ�WKDW�1DP�
nyong Paek lost his own father to American forces in the war, 
DV�GLVFXVVHG�E\�,PPDQXDO�.LP�LQ�WKH�$IWHUZRUG���

While praise for the patriarchal dynasty was scarcer than 
predicted, the promotion of the justice system and the prestige 
RI�WKH�UXOH�RI�ODZ�UHFHLYHG�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�PRUH�DWWHQWLRQ��7KH�
judge shows such a depth of compassion, that the author 
seems compelled to clarify that, “[t]he law did not forgive or 
FRPSURPLVH�ZLWK�WKH�FULPLQDOȊ��1DP�Q\RQJ�3DHN�������������
making it clear to the North Korean audience, no matter how 
understanding an arbitrator may be, such consideration is 
for civil matters, not FULPLQDO�RQHV��$GGLWLRQDOO\��WKH�VWRU\�
includes the investigation and prosecution of two men in 
DXWKRULWDWLYH�SRVLWLRQV��$V�WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�1RUWK�.RUHDQ�
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readers are unlikely to be of such ranks themselves, this may 
have been an indirect attempt at encouraging a feeling of 
superiority in regular citizens as well as implying to them, 
DQ\�RࡺFLDOV�WKH\�VHH�LQ�WKHLU�GDLO\�OLIH�WKDW�DUH�FRUUXSW��DUH�
outliers and behave in such a way despite their positions, not 
EHFDXVH�RI�WKHP��

There is also a strong emphasis on both the arts and 
QDWXUDO�EHDXW\��7KH�WHQGHUQHVV�DQG�ORQJLQJ�ZLWK�ZKLFK�
characters discuss the countryside and nature, is reminiscent 
of Japanese furusato, which Robertson  explains, “literally 
means ‘old village,’ but its closer English equivalents are 
ȅKRPHȆ�DQG�ȅQDWLYH�SODFHȆȊ�������������:KLOH�D�ORQJLQJ�IRU�
the simplicity associated with rural living can be found in 
literature from all cultures, there is a degree of reverence 
KHUH�WKDW�LV�SDOSDEOH��5HODWHGO\��WKH�DXWKRU�GHSLFWV�FKDUDFWHUVȆ�
senses and their ability to enjoy nature, as depending greatly 
RQ�RQHȆV�PHQWDO�VWDWH��ȉ>W@KH�OXVK��ZDUP��QDWXUDO�VFHQHU\�
appeared cold and bitter to her” (Nam-nyong Paek 2020, 209) 
is representative of multiple similar declarations that seem to 
SURPRWH�D�ȅPLQG�RYHU�PDWWHUȆ�PD[LP��

Challenges to traditional gender roles and patriarchal 
practices in North Korea made for especially timely reading in 
WKH�HDUO\�VXPPHU�RI��������.LP�<R�-RQJ��VLVWHU�WR�.LP�-RQJ�8Q�
and a leader in the Central Committee for the Workers’ Party, 
is reported to be gaining prominence in the northern part of 
the peninsula whilst making explicit threats to the southern 
KDOI��+HUVNRYLW]�DQG�/HH�������2QFKL��������6XH�.LP�QRWHV�
that such recent moves may be in part to consolidate and 
prove her legitimacy, both within North Korea and to foreign 
DXGLHQFHV��%%&��������

2YHUDOO��Friend LV�UDWKHU�IDVFLQDWLQJ��,WȆV�D�VLPSOH��
enjoyable, well-written story that even includes snippets of 
elegant prose, with a representation of North Korean life that 
must have been at least somewhat realistic to its original 
�����DXGLHQFH��,W�LV�DOVR�KRZ�WKH�.LP�5HJLPH�GHFLGHG�WR�
PDNH�WKH�1RUWKȆV�OLWHUDU\�GHEXW��$V�,PPDQXDO�.LP�SRLQWV�
RXW��WKLV�QRYHO�LQ�LWV�(QJOLVK�IRUP�LV�XQSUHFHGHQWHG��ȉLW�LV�D�
state-sanctioned novel, written in Korea for North Koreans, 
by an author in good standing with the regime” (Nam-nyong 
3DHN�������������1RZ�WKDW�WKH�VWDWH�KDV�DSSURYHG�LWV�UHOHDVH��
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many will wonder both ‘why?’ and ‘what’s next?’ Should 
ZH�H[SHFW�D�VWDWH�DSSURYHG�1HWࡽL[�UHOHDVH�RI�1.�GUDPDV"�$�
Pyongyang based-reality show? Will the next viral video be 
the Kim Dynasty’s answer to the BTS phenomenon? While 
these are all far-fetched, this publication may be a step in the 
direction of encouraging empathy for North Korean citizens, 
LQ�WKRVH�ZKR�OLYH�IDU�IURP�WKH�SHQLQVXOD��5HJDUGLQJ�HPSDWK\��
Snow writes,“[r]eading descriptions of their lives, we come 
WR�LGHQWLI\�ZLWKࡼ�FWLRQDO�FKDUDFWHUV�LQ�PXFK�WKH�VDPH�ZD\�
WKDW�ZH�LGHQWLI\�ZLWK�UHDO�SHRSOHȊ�������������7KRXJK�QRW�
a revelation to any bibliophile, this may lend credibility 
to the hypothesis that Friend is not merely Kim Jung Un’s 
attempt for literary attention, but could also be an example 
of communication and culture as what Nye describes as 
VRIW�SRZHU�UHVRXUFHV���������%ROVWHULQJ�WKLV�DUJXPHQW��VRPH�
KDYH�LGHQWLࡼHG�D�UHFHQW�VKLIW�IURP�WUDGLWLRQDO��VWLOWHG�1RUWK�
Korean videos hosted by Un A under the Youtube channel 
“Echo of Truth,” to a new, more friendly style by the host, to 
DOVR�EH�D�VRIW�SRZHU�SOR\��%%&��������7KHࡼ�UVW�SRVW�RQ�WKLV�
channel showed an amateurish video of a water park, with 
English subtitles providing basic descriptions of the area and 
bearing all the hallmarks of a mandatory recording that new 
employees must acquaint themselves with (Echo of Truth 
�������7KLV�VWDQGV�LQ�VWDUN�FRQWUDVW�WR�D�UHFHQW�SRVW�ZKHUH�WKH�
SRVLWLYHO\�DಀDEOH�8Q�$�EHJLQV�FRPIRUWDEO\�LQ�(QJOLVK�ZLWK��
ȉ>J@RRG�GD\�WR�\RX�P\�IULHQGV��,�ZDV�ZRQGHULQJ��KRZ�DUH�\RX�
GRLQJ�WKHVH�GD\V"Ȋ��(FKR�RI�7UXWK��������5HFHQW�ZRUNV�VWLOO�
extol the greatness of North Korea, but in a way that is not 
dissimilar from promotional videos for other nations and are 
JXLGHG�E\�8Q�$ȆV�ZHOFRPLQJ�DQG�UHODWDEOH�GHPHDQRU��0D\EH�
WKDW�1HWࡽL[�VKRZ�LVQȆW�DV�XQUHDOLVWLF�DV�LW�VRXQGV�

In reading Friend��RQH�LGHQWLࡼHV�ZLWK�LWV�FKDUDFWHUV��
and such empathy inoculates readers from ‘us versus them’ 
UHIUDLQV��,WȆV�KDUG�WR�VXSSRUW�ZDU�ZLWK�D�QDWLRQ�ZKHQ�ZH�
understand its populace falls into and out of love, feels 
varying degrees of apathy and guilt in regards to both their 
careers and marriages, and above all, wants what’s best for 
WKHLU�IDPLOLHV��-XVW�OLNH�ZH�GR�
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