
Barbara	Demick:	Nothing	to	Envy	(Chapters	1	–	3)	

“If	I	wanted	answers	to	my	questions…	I	had	to	talk	to	people	who	had	left	North	Korea	–	
defectors.”	

 
Nothing to Envy follows the lives of six North Korean citizens as, one by one, they all come to the decision to 
try to defect from the country in the 1990s and early 2000s (Demick’s interviews with Mrs Song, Oak-hee, Mi-
ran, Jun-sang, Kim-hyuck and Dr Kim all took place between 2004 and 2009). In the first chapters of the book, 
the reader meets three of her subjects: Mi-ran, the daughter of a miner who is audacious enough to want to be a 
school teacher despite her lowly class; Jun-sang, her boyfriend of higher status who is in line for a plum 
university position; and Mrs Song, a true believer in the North Korean regime and matriarch of a large and – 
initially – happy family. 

While all their stories begin optimistically (for example, Mrs Song’s family are relatively wealthy thanks to her 
husband’s good job) the book opens with an ominous description of North Korea plunged into darkness because 
of the lack of electricity. The reader discovers the fraught history of a country born out of civil war, and the rise 
of the world’s most isolationist and repressive government, who want to control every aspect of their citizens’ 
lives. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know these chapters? 

1. How many people live in North Korea? 
(a) 18 million. 
(b) 23 million. 
(c) 44 million. 
(d) 72 million. 

2. For which newspaper did the author, Barbara 
Demick, work while she was writing Nothing to 
Envy? 
(a) New York Times. 
(b) Financial Times. 
(c) Los Angeles Times. 
(d) The Times of India. 

3. Who ruled North Korea until his death in 
1994? 
(a) Kim Jong-il. 
(b) Yu Jun-sang. 
(c) Lee Jun-mok. 
(d) Kim Il-sung. 

4. In which city did the people interviewed by 
the author all live? 
(a) Chongjin. 
(b) Pyongyang 
(c) Hamhung. 
(d) Nanam 

5. What made Mi-ran’s life hard? 
(a) She was the second-youngest of five siblings. 
(b) She is a girl. 
(c) Her father used to be a South Korean. 
(d) All of the above. 

                                                                             
6. Where does Jun-sang first see Mi-ran? 
(a) Walking in the park. 
(b) Studying in school. 
(c) At the cinema. 
(d) In a café. 

7. What is Chang-bo’s (Mrs Song’s husband’s) 
job? 
(a) He works in the textile factory. 
(b) He works for a broadcasting company. 
(c) He is a schoolteacher. 
(d) He is a street sweeper. 

8. What do Mrs Song’s family have that most 
families do not have? 
(a) A fireplace. 
(b) A car. 
(c) A refrigerator. 
(d) A television set. 

9. What is the best description of the inminban? 
(a) Work unit. 
(b) Neighbourhood watch committee. 
(c) Youth volunteer brigade. 
(d) Secret police. 

10. Why does Chang-bo get into trouble with the 
police? 
(a) He complained that his children cannot buy new 
shoes. 
(b) He is suspected of being a spy. 
(c) He owns an illegal television set. 
(d) He drinks too much and hits his wife. 



	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. Why does Demick open her work with a description of darkness? In what ways is darkness both literal 
and figurative? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Who is Tae-Woo? Can you summarise his story?  

 

 

 

 

 

3. Who is Mrs Song? What is her family situation?  

 

 

 

 

 

4. What different things do people seem to be afraid of throughout these chapters? 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Is it true to say that some people need to keep secrets in the opening chapters of the book? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 
 

Literary Context: the history of North Korea 
 
Demick begins the book by describing the fraught history of Korea in the 20th century. Before World 
War II, Korea was one united country occupied by the Japanese. After the war, American forces 
divided the peninsula into two countries along the 38th parallel, offering the northern half to the 
Soviets and occupying the southern half themselves. Both governments hated the division. In June of 
1950, Kim Il-sung, the leader of North Korea, backed by Stalin, stormed across the border and began 
the Korean War. The war lasted three years. By the end, North Korean forces had been pushed back 
and the country was permanently divided. The two governments signed an agreement which ended the 
fighting but offered no solution to the division between North and South Korea. The countries remain 
divided to this day. 
 
Activity 
 
Research the history of North Korea using an appropriate source. You can visit the page for Nothing 
to Envy on the class blog to find some video sources and brief readings, and you may be able to find 
information elsewhere as well. Create a brief overview, bullet points or a timeline explaining how 
North Korea came to be after World War Two and what has happened to the government and people 
since the end of the war up to the present day: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Important Theme: propaganda 
 

‘In the futuristic dystopia 1984, George Orwell wrote of a world where the only colour was 
to be found in the propaganda posters. Such is the case in North Korea.' 

 

 
A citizen cleans the portraits of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il in his home. Inspectors from the inminban can drop in at any time 

to check the condition of these portraits, which must be spotlessly clean. Source: HRNK (Human Rights in North Korea). 

In Nothing to Envy, Barbara Demick investigates the lives of ordinary people who have defected from 
North Korea. Throughout the book, Demick shows how a constant stream of state propaganda has 
been used to deceive and control a population of over 25 million. By exploring the use of propaganda 
as a means of deception and control, Demick suggests that when the concept of objective truth is 
eradicated, people can be completely controlled by misinformation. 

In this section of the novel, Demick begins her exploration of propaganda by revealing how constant 
propaganda is in people’s lives. She urges her readers to realise that North Korean people are not just 
simple and easy to dupe: it is because of the constant stream of propaganda, that begins in infancy and 
extends through a person’s lifetime experience, that North Koreans come to believe so 
unquestioningly in their leaders and country. Therefore, while to an outsider North Korean 
propaganda may seem like a blunt and obvious tool, it is exceptionally powerful because it is so 
ubiquitous. 

Furthermore, North Korean propaganda succeeds because it centers around the cult of personality of 
the country’s leader who is presented not as a human politician but as a divine figure. Through 
propaganda, Kim Il-sung reinvented himself as a godlike, mystical father figure and likewise 
positioned his son, Kim Jong-il, as Christ-like. Indeed, the media even spread miraculous stories, such 
as Kim Il-sung calming stormy seas in times of trouble, or summoning fog to hide himself from his 
enemies. Over time, the effect of this propaganda was so successful that North Korean people were 
unable to think of their leader as mortal – so when he died in 1994, people found it hard to accept and 
believed that if they cried hard enough they might even be able to call him back from the dead!  

Activity 
 

What examples of government propaganda – and the government taking an unusually large role in the 
daily life of citizens – can you find in Chapters 1 – 3? Make a list in your notebooks. 
 
 
 



 

Discussion Point: Learner Portfolio - Knowledgeable 
 
If Stalin's Russia was "a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,” North Korea is an 
impenetrable black hole. The government's main mouthpiece, the Korean Central News Agency, has a 
firm policy of reporting almost no news. True, tourists can visit the showcase capital, Pyongyang, for 
a few days and enjoy some pleasant chat with their carefully selected ‘minders,’ but they will gain 
few insights into what makes the country tick and they will have no opportunity to speak to an 
‘ordinary’ North Korean. As the British ambassador put it frankly in 2009: "We get no information 
from the government whatsoever.”  

Barbara Demick’s work changes everything. By 
talking to defectors who have managed to 
escape, Western readers are able to discover 
what real people’s lives were like inside one of 
the world’s most repressive and isolationist 
regimes. Actually, Demick interviewed over 
one hundred defectors, but chose to highlight 
the stories of six in particular. She felt these six 
stories are representative of the experience of a 
people who, while mired in poverty and 

repression, also show remarkable resilience in their will to survive.  

The IB Student Learner Profile encourages us to be knowledgeable and reading works of non-fiction 
such as Nothing to Envy is a great place to start widening one’s knowledge of little-known places in 
the world. Discuss what you have learned about life inside North Korea from these first few chapters. 
What do you think ordinary, everyday life might have been like? While it may be very different to life 
as you know it, are there any points of similarity? Do you empathise with the experiences recounted 
by Jun-sang, Mi-ran or Mrs Song in particular? Are the people you have met so far all that different to 
you and me? 

 

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 readers Korean words for concepts that are particularly 
important to understanding North Korea. What do these words from chapters 1 – 3 all mean or refer 
to?  
 

• Juche  

  
• Inminban 

 

 

• Beulsun 

 

 

• Boshintang  

 

 


