
Barbara	Demick:	Nothing	to	Envy	(Chapters	7	–	10)	

‘By	1995,	North	Korea’s	economy	was	as	stone-cold	dead	as	the	Great	Leader’s	body.’	
 
In chapters 7 and 8, Demick introduces a new interviewee into her book: Dr Kim Ji-eun, a paediatrician 
(children’s doctor) working at the hospital in Chongjin. In many ways, Dr Kim’s character is similar to Mi-ran: 
both women entered their professions with excitement and pride; both felt that they were serving North Korea 
and its citizens through their work; both struggled as the economic system downturned; both recall seeing 
starving and emaciated children, and having to work without the basic necessities needed to alleviate their 
suffering (food in the case of Mi-ran’s school; food, pain killers, and antibiotics in Dr Kim’s field). 

Meanwhile, Mrs Song is struggling to survive as food supplies dwindle. In an effort to fend off starvation, Mrs 
Song embraces an entrepreneurial spirit, learning to buy, sell and trade in order to earn enough money to 
survive. She visits illegal black markets, dabbles in rice trading, and downsizes, selling off her old apartment 
and almost all of her possessions. Despite her best efforts, however, she is unable to prevent the deaths of her 
mother-in-law, her husband and her son, who all died of starvation during this period of time. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know these chapters? 

1. What is noticeable about Dr Kim’s 
appearance? 
(a) She is very tall. 
(b) She is very short. 
(c) She is very beautiful. 
(d) Nothing. 

2. What is part of a North Korean doctor’s job 
description? 
(a) Collecting herbs. 
(b) Making bandages. 
(c) Making medicines. 
(d) All of these activities. 

3. In the case of divorce, what happens to North 
Korean children? 
(a) They live with their mother. 
(b) They live with their grandparents. 
(c) They live with their father. 
(d) They go to an orphanage. 

4. Before he dies, what does Dr Kim’s father 
give her? 
(a) A family tree. 
(b) A letter. 
(c) His last will and testament. 
(d) Nothing. 

5. What instrument do all primary teachers 
have to play in North Korean schools?  
(a) Piano. 
(b) Guitar. 
(c) Flute. 
(d) Accordion. 

                                                                             
6. Which of these is NOT a popular villain 
figure in children’s books? 
(a) Christian missionaries. 
(b) Chinese soldiers. 
(c) Japanese soldiers. 
(d) American bastards. 

7. Which geographical feature symbolises Kim 
Jong-il’s birthplace in the special room 
dedicated to him in every school? 
(a) Mount Paektu. 
(b) Tumen river. 
(c) Mangyongdae village. 
(d) Saenggiryong mines. 

8. By 1998, what percentage of North Korea’s 
population was estimated to have died due to 
famine? 
(a) 1% 
(b) 3% 
(c) 5% 
(d) 10% 

9. Which of these was Mrs Song’s first try at 
entrepreneurism? 
(a) Making tofu. 
(b) Hunting frogs. 
(c) Trading rice. 
(d) Selling antiques. 

10. What does Mrs Song make to sell on the 
black market? 
(a) Rice cakes. 
(b) Kimchi. 
(c) Cookies. 
(d) Soup.



	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. Describe the unhappy parts of Dr Kim’s life as recounted in Chapter 7: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What are some of the symbols of North Korea’s collapsing economy in chapter 7? Make a short list: 

 

 

 

 

 

3. How does chapter 8 develop the theme of ‘propaganda through education’? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Over the course of the book, ‘ingenuity’ emerges as a trait of North Korean people. What examples of 
ingenuity can you find in this section of the book? 

 

 

 

 

 

5. How is Mrs Song’s character changing over the course of the book so far? Which elements of her 
character don’t change? Would you describe Mrs Song as a static or dynamic character (static 
character doesn’t change over the course of a book; a dynamic character changes and develops)? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 

Important Theme: desensitization 
 

‘Mi-ran often felt sick over what she did and didn’t do to help her young students.' 
 
Throughout the most disturbing and difficult parts of the book, particularly the chapters dealing with 
famine and starvation, Demick explores how her interviewees developed coping mechanisms to deal 
with the widespread suffering caused by poverty, sickness, malnutrition, and death. A particularly 
complex theme is desensitization – both Mi-ran and Dr Kim exemplify this theme as they become 
numb to the horrors around them and increasingly do nothing to help those who are suffering. 
Throughout chapter 8, for example, Mi-ran describes the growing effect of hunger on the children in 
her classroom: she recognises the symptoms of malnutrition such as children sleeping at desks, their 
hair becoming ‘brittle and unpleasant to touch’ (page 131) and markings on the skin she recognises as 
pellagra. She witnesses the survival instincts of children who had to conserve energy – the less they 
moved, the less calories they lost. 
 
Yet, when Mi-ran recounts her story to Demick years later, she admits that she didn’t react to the 
terrible signs that her children were starving to death. She kept showing up to work regardless of the 
fact that there were more and more empty seats as time went by. Even when her kindergarten class 
went from fifty students to fifteen she ‘didn’t pry too deeply for fear of the answer she didn’t want to 
hear’ (page 131). Even more shocking is that Demick goes to some lengths to show how much Mi-ran 
adored her students, especially her favourite Hye-ryung. Why then, does she not do more to help 
them?  
 
In fact, Mi-ran’s numb attitude (desensitization) was shared by North Korean people in general. As 
the things they could not do spiralled out of control, their power to help diminished. At first, it became 
easier to look the other way. Later, not helping became a survival tactic. After all, Mi-ran considers 
how hard it is for a mother to share food with another child when her own children have nothing to 
eat. Even Jun-sang advises Mi-ran on page 132, ‘even a king couldn’t help those people. Don’t take it 
all on your shoulders.’ Finally, in a regime as repressive as North Korea, it was important not to stir 
up trouble. Many people kept a low profile and hoped the system would correct itself over time. That 
it did not do so is a tragedy that spurred many to escape through defecting later in life. 
 
Activity 
 
What examples of desensitization are displayed throughout the work? Create a quotation bank for 
this theme here: 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 



 

Discussion Point: the consequences of isolationism (juche) 
 
North Korea’s government used propaganda methods to instil the values of isolationism and self-
reliance into the population. The ethos of juche – a word relating to self-reliance and independence 
that does not have an equivalent in English – meant that people believed that suffering was something 
that they had to bear alone. Even when offered help by other countries, the North Korean government 
preferred to project an image of self-reliance rather than accept foreign aid. Because of their history as 
an occupied country, North Korean people were now proud and stoic, encouraged to cling to the idea 
of juche as part of their national identity. To betray your country, your leader – to betray juche – was 
seen as an unforgiveable crime.  
 
Look at the following three quotations. How doe seach quotation relate to the theme of juche (self-
reliance, isolationism, and independence) and further your understanding of the hardships and 
dilemmas faced by the people of North Korea? 

 
Even with his weight loss, Nam-
oak was too heavy for Mrs. Song 
to carry to the hospital-there 
were no ambulances working by 
now-so she went herself and 
explained his condition. A 
doctor wrote her a prescription 
for penicillin, but when she got 
to the market she found it cost 
50 won—the same price as a kilo 
of corn. 
 
She chose the corn. 
 
Nam-oak died in March 1998, 
alone in the shack. 
 
- Page 145 

 
ln 1997 a few aid officials were 
allowed entry to Chongjin, with 
even greater restrictions than in 
Pyongyang. An aid worker wrote 
in a journal that she was not 
allowed to leave the Chonmason 
Hotel. The agency pulled out 
soon afterward, reporting that it 
could not verify that aid was 
getting to the intended 
recipients. While big ships laden 
with donated grains from the 
U.N. World Food Programme 
started docking at Chongjin's 
port in 1998, the relief was 
offloaded into trucks by the 
military and driven away. Much 
of it ended up in military 
stockpiles or sold on the black 
market. 
 
- Page 146  

 
Our father, we have nothing to 
envy in the world. 
 
Our house is within the embrace 
of the Workers' Party. 
 
We are all brothers and sisters. 
 
Even if a sea of fire comes 
toward us, sweet children do not 
need to be afraid, Our father is 
here. 
 
We have nothing to envy in this 
world. 
 
- Page 119 

 

Culture Clash 
 
Throughout the work Nothing to Envy, the reader is inducted into a strange world that may have 
cultures, traditions and concepts that are very different (or occasionally similar) to those in other 
countries. Sometimes, Demick gives her reader Korean words for concepts that are particularly 
important to understanding North Korea. What do these words from chapters 7 – 10 all mean?  
 

• Kimchi 

• Songbun 

• Areh dongae 

• Donbulrae 

 


