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Book Review 
  

 

Andrei Lankov: The Real North Korea: Life and Politics in the Failed Stalinist Utopia. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2013. xvii + 283pp. ISBN 9780199964291 

 

 

“The sad part of the North Korean story is that most of its key players […] were 

decent human beings, often driven by noble and admirable motivation. They made decisions 

that seemed logical at the time. The accumulated result is, however, a complete mess, with no 

[…] solution in sight,” concludes Andrei Lankov in his latest book The Real North Korea: 

Life and Politics in the Failed Stalinist Utopia (p. 257). At the same time, this quote elegantly 

summarizes the main argument laid out in this book; that there exists an inner logic with 

which North Korea has acted domestically and internationally, that results from the peculiar 

historical developments of the country and from the survival instincts of its leaders, who are 

therefore, contrary to popular belief, neither crazy nor irrational. Published six years after his 

widely read North of the DMZ (McFarland, 2007), this new book on North Korean politics 

and society through the eyes of a leading North Korea historian draws immense attention. 

Ovations are well-deserved, for Lankov has again succeeded in producing a highly readable 

account on what many still prefer to think of as an academically impenetrable fortress. On the 

other hand, however, the book leaves some expectations unfulfilled, especially at the stricter 

end of the scholarly community.   

Organized around the main axis of historical change in North Korea, the book first 

explains the early developments of the North Korean state as a Soviet project which, under 

Kim Il-sung, evolved into an unprecedented hyper-Stalinist society in the 60s and 70s and 

which was inevitably doomed to fail, mainly due to its inefficient Stalinist economy and 

excessive military spending. Lankov then moves on to a detailed analysis of the irreversible 

social changes that resulted from the emergence of grassroots capitalism after the mid-90s and 

that have affected North Korea both domestically and abroad. Finally, arguing that the fall of 

the current regime is inevitable (p. 233), the book discusses various endgame scenarios, 

among which, a unification with the South, by absorption (in response to a domestic crisis in 

the North) is considered most likely and least undesirable. To those hoping for Chinese-style 

reforms in North Korea, Lankov warns that reforming North Korea will prove less stable and 

therefore more dangerous than a stagnant North Korea today (p. 192). 

The book cover suggests that The Real North Korea is based on the author's 

“unmatched expertise”. However, instead of the mere fact that he “has gone where few 

outsiders have been”, which is a rather bold statement from the publisher considering the 

number of students, diplomats or NGO workers who have stayed much longer in the country 

than the two semesters of Lankov's study in Pyongyang in the mid-80s, it is the whole 

package of professor Andrei Lankov that really guarantees a highly informative peak into 

North Korea. The three decades that Lankov spent researching the country make him one of 

the most sought-after scholar for insights and answers about this much debated but poorly 

understood country. Growing up in the communist Soviet Union as well as being trained in 

the Soviet well-drilled scholarly approach certainly adds to his knowledgeable understanding 

and well-argued analysis of North Korean realia, as demonstrated in his book. 

Undoubtedly, the work hits a wide ranging audience, though its impact on readers will 

vary greatly. Most importantly, the author must be applauded for addressing virtually all the 

hotly debated major issues related to North Korea, from hereditary succession and economic 

reforms through the nuclear issue and international aid to unification scenarios and policy 

recommendations. Every proffered argument is historically contextualized so that the 
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rationality of North Korean leaders is emphasized and their steps easily explained. The author 

also never fails to introduce each phenomenon within its own discipline while using accurate 

terms, such as explaining the impacts of economic sanctions on North Korea in an 

economically insightful yet easily understandable manner (p. 207). The recommended English 

or Korean sources for further study of each particular phenomenon to which the author refers 

are not plentiful, but carefully chosen and fitting, so the reader is not overwhelmed and thrust 

into the situation of having to decide where to search further.  

As such, the book is an indispensable addition to the library of any non-academic 

professional whose work or interest relates to the Korean peninsula, be they journalists, 

diplomats, businessmen or policy makers. In addition, the lay public will benefit greatly from 

reading this book as it provides a much-needed antidote to the media hype that has sadly done 

all but helped to elucidate North Korea. However, the book is also a must-read for all 

newcomers in Korean studies as well as scholars from other disciplines whose research 

concerns the East Asian region.   

To place the reviewed book among other recent publications of a similar kind, several 

critical comparisons arise. First, it may not provide a revelatory perspective on North Korea 

by bringing to life marginalized histories, the way we find it e.g. in Suzy Kim's Everyday Life 

in North Korean Revolution, 1945-1950 (Cornell University Press, 2013) on the role of the 

people in early development of North Korea, or indeed with Charles Armstrong and his 

meticulous research of North Korean foreign policy in Tyranny of the Weak (Cornell 

University Press, 2013). Second, firmly adhering to his longtime ideas about the country, 

Lankov is—for better or worse—far away from suggesting a groundbreaking paradigmatic 

shift in how we should perceive North Korea, as does, for instance, Brian Myers in his The 

Cleanest Race (Melville House, 2010) with the notion of the country as being built on race-

based nationalism rather than communism or Juche. Last, part personal testimony, part 

historical research largely based on secondary sources, the book reads as a lively history 

textbook rather than a historical monograph attempting to introduce new sources of historical 

data as did, for example the non-historian Barbara Demick with oral history in her Nothing to 

Envy (Spiegel & Grau, 2010), based on interviews with North Korean defectors.  

 Consequently, seasoned North Korea watchers, who must be, by definition, already 

familiar with Lankov's North of the DMZ, might not be overjoyed at this lack of fresh 

perspective and the ambiguous methodological approach. Some might be perhaps even 

inclined to see the new book as very close to a thoroughly revised and expanded second 

edition of the previous one or—those who follow Lankov's blogs and media outputs—simply 

as a well-put-together collection of the author's recent writings. However, it is precisely in 

offering one coherent scholarly narrative, capable of retaining its relevance and validity across 

the many angles and disciplines through which we address North Korea today that the 

contribution of Lankov's newest book to our knowledge lies. Therefore, as suggested above, if 

your focus is primarily on North Korea, you will have to read many more books before or 

after you indulge in this excellent Lankovian treat. On the other hand, though, if you only are 

going to read one book on North Korea, The Real North Korea is your best choice.  
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