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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

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
and it seems fair to speculate that both the subject matter and
the manner by which the author attends to it, will surprise
and Peter
Gordon for the
focus on a few of the themes Nam-nyong Paek presents, with
Amongst opening paragraphs, a main character is
introduced to readers by the remarks, “her light, elegant
perfume complemented a fashionable sheath dress that
I’m sure I am not the only reader familiar with communist
media, who automatically assumed this individual was going

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
those women who are not traditional, but are instead some
what lay before me might be a trope laden, Communist Party

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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and to acquire an understanding of the literary scene at the
time of its Korean publication, a great place to start is at the

Friend,’ this section provides

Korean literature, with explanations that allow the reader to
better appreciate both Friend and Nam-nyong Paek, while also
works readers of communist literature may be acquainted
The English publication of Friend has an ease about it, not
decision to omit all
preserve select words from the original language, when

of ondol, ‘side dishes’ instead of banchan, and ‘New Year’
instead of Lunar New Year or Seollal, the English translation

Seollal fell on February
even a modicum of familiarity with either Korea will envision

pervasive as one might expect, given this state-sanctioned
North Korean data from Myung-sook Choi’s North Korean
Women’s Life in the Household

had been passed four decades prior to the original publication
of the novel, giving women equal rights to divorce among
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Nam-nyong Paek’s discussion of divorce shows a
not, neither is it a manual for how women must obey men
In contemplating divorce, one woman agonizes over the
associated humiliation, separating her from her community
readers we feel compelled to have compassion for, though
not entirely condone the circumstances these families are

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
A less measured approach was used in the story’s
nyong Paek presents a North Korea in which a near totality
parents, emphasizing that sons will have a particularly

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

loveless homes, or those witnessing physical and emotional
for divorce as well as postulated about when the cause of
was somewhat common and understood to exist throughout
Both traditional gender stereotypes and gender equality
the world, but most relevantly in other parts of East Asia,
household chores when a husband and wife both work is
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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

This makes it all the more fascinating that this, over thirtyyear-old novel, portrayed multiple husbands bearing some
responsibility for food preparation, as well as helping with
such tasks were performed with resentment, however the
reader is not given the impression that such feelings are

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

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

ranging, it has been noted that the word is not only sexist and
a pejorative term used against the individual, but it also may,

not a utopia where citizens never lose sleep over monetary

consumption either, about which several disparaging remarks
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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
un-communist rebuke, one character bemoans that laborers
may have innate desires to be ‘parasitic slackers’ if not
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,
However, I think many will be just as surprised as I was, at
lines are peppered throughout the piece, they are not jarring,

feels as though this could be describing the judicial process
lack
one might expect from North Korean media referencing
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,
nyong Paek lost his own father to American forces in the war,
While praise for the patriarchal dynasty was scarcer than
predicted, the promotion of the justice system and the prestige
judge shows such a depth of compassion, that the author
seems compelled to clarify that, “[t]he law did not forgive or
making it clear to the North Korean audience, no matter how
understanding an arbitrator may be, such consideration is
for civil matters, not
includes the investigation and prosecution of two men in
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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,
outliers and behave in such a way despite their positions, not
There is also a strong emphasis on both the arts and
characters discuss the countryside and nature, is reminiscent
of Japanese furusato, which Robertson explains, “literally
means ‘old village,’ but its closer English equivalents are
the simplicity associated with rural living can be found in
literature from all cultures, there is a degree of reverence
senses and their ability to enjoy nature, as depending greatly
appeared cold and bitter to her” (Nam-nyong Paek 2020, 209)
is representative of multiple similar declarations that seem to
Challenges to traditional gender roles and patriarchal
practices in North Korea made for especially timely reading in
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
that such recent moves may be in part to consolidate and
prove her legitimacy, both within North Korea and to foreign
Friend
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

state-sanctioned novel, written in Korea for North Koreans,
by an author in good standing with the regime” (Nam-nyong
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many will wonder both ‘why?’ and ‘what’s next?’ Should
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,
Snow writes,“[r]eading descriptions of their lives, we come

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

Korean videos hosted by Un A under the Youtube channel
“Echo of Truth,” to a new, more friendly style by the host, to
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

extol the greatness of North Korea, but in a way that is not
dissimilar from promotional videos for other nations and are

In reading Friend
and such empathy inoculates readers from ‘us versus them’
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
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