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North Korea’s isolationist government seeks to instill the ideal of juche (an untranslatable ethos 
that relates to self-reliance and total independence) in its people at every turn. Juche combines 
elements of Marxism, Confucianism, and nationalism in order to depict the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea as a separate, special, and even divinely-chosen state. In particular, Barbara 
Demick argues that the North Korean government uses the language of juche to convince its 
people that suffering is noble, that other nations are evil and insignificant, and that there is 
“nothing to envy” about what the rest of the world has to offer. In other words, the North 
Korean regime’s strength stems from the way it uses juche rhetoric to isolate its citizens from 
the outside world. 
 
Demick shows how the idea of juche was specifically created to turn the North Korean people 
against almost the entirety of the outside world, isolating them entirely. Following the arbitrary 
division of the Korean Peninsula in the wake of World War II, the Korean War, which began in 
1950, marked North Korea’s attempt to enforce what it believed was a legitimate claim to be 
the sole government of the peninsula. American troops intervened to stop the Sino-Korean 
push southward, and the peninsula remained divided around the 38th parallel. With a parcel of 
the peninsula containing only 20% arable land, the North Korean regime knew that to maintain 
power in the wake of an embarrassing defeat—and to keep people dedicated to the regime no 
matter what food struggles loomed on the horizon—they needed to come up with a concept 
that would unify the country. Kim Il-sung, the leader of North Korea, introduced the 
philosophical system of juche—a hybrid ideology drawing on the self-determination of man and 
a deadly serious brand of Korean nationalism. North Koreans internalized juche and rejected 
the idea that they should be dependent on any other country—even powerful neighbors like 
China and Russia—for aid. Demick writes that juche was especially “seductive to a proud people 
whose dignity had been trampled by its neighbors for centuries.” Demick is careful to explain 
the ideology behind juche in detail in order to set up how dearly North Korean people were 
encouraged to cling to it. Kim Il-sung, revered as a divine leader, convinced his people to see 
the entire outside world as one giant enemy. By hammering home the importance of self-
reliance, he was attempting to head off the major issues that would plague North Korea in the 
decades to come. 
 
Demick then goes on to enumerate the ways in which the government uses the rhetoric of 
juche to subjugate North Korean citizens and keep them isolated physically and ideologically—
even as government elites hypocritically enjoy comfort, luxury, and contact with the outside 
world. Though juche was the government’s primary tool for encouraging the masses to blindly 
weather the terrible famine of the 1990s, Demick shows how profoundly dangerous an ethos of 



self-reliance is in times when there are no resources or support upon which to rely. The famine 
was the result of two major factors: floods and droughts which devastated North Korea’s 
already tiny percentage of arable land, illustrating that North Korea could not rely on its own 
soil to sustain its people. The second factor was deteriorating relationships with other socialist 
regimes, especially after the fall of the Soviet Union. North Korea relied on other governments 
like it for support and solidarity, claiming that relying on like-minded governments was 
acceptable—when that fell apart, North Korea had nowhere to turn.  
 
Just as the North Korean propaganda machine thrives by alienating citizens from objective 
truth, the North Korean regime remains in total control by lying. The regime, Demick illustrates, 
elevates values of independence, self-reliance, and exceptionalism—even as it hypocritically 
begs foreign aid in order to keep the political and military elite pampered while allowing 
common citizens to starve. During the worst of the famine, between 1996 and 2005, North 
Korea received $2.4 billion in aid from countries around the world. Though the regime accepted 
the offers of food, they made sure to house the representatives from aid agencies who arrived 
in North Korea in the showcase capital of Pyongyang, putting fake fruit in shop windows and 
lining the streets with members of the elite to project an image of health, prosperity, and self-
sufficiency. Foreign aid workers, whose job it was to evaluate just how bad things were in North 
Korea and how much help they needed both monetarily and materially, were confused by 
reports of starvation that didn’t line up with the false, propagandistic image they were being 
shown in Pyongyang. As a result, large aid packages began to slow to a trickle. This incident 
demonstrates the ways in which juche, while used to convince North Korean citizens to suffer in 
silence and to continue working for the collective even as individual food rations ceased, was 
ultimately a sham meant to control the masses and keep them in the dark about the depths of 
what was going on. While spouting a motto of self-reliance and nationalism—and presenting a 
false face to the world—the North Korean government sought to bring in aid that the people 
who most needed it would never see. 
 
Demick suggests that while juche was perhaps once meant to unify the North Korean people, it 
is now used as a stubborn and destructive rejection of the rest of the world and a tool of 
control and brainwashing. By committing to a national ethos of exceptionalism and extreme 
isolation, North Korea has become a place of scarcity and stalled progress. Juche, Demick 
ultimately argues, is no longer a rallying cry—it is a death sentence. 


