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In 844 a young but fast advancing British politician, Benjamin Disraeli, 
described the unusual features of a famine-ridden Ireland: “you have a starv-
ing population, an absent aristocracy, and an alien Church, and in addition 
the weakest executive in the world.” “That,” Disraeli went to say, “is the Irish 
question.” This remarkable book is a treatise on what can be called “the North 
Korean question.”

Stephan Haggard and Marcus Noland have presented here a penetrating 
investigation of the North Korean famine that started almost exactly 50 years 
after the Irish famine. The famine in North Korea has already killed a great 
many people, possibly as many as a million (about the same as the Irish fam-
ine of the 840s), and it may kill many more unless the underlying causes are 
addressed and overcome. The Irish famine also led to a massive emigration from 
Ireland, particularly to North America. Many North Koreans too have tried to 
move out of their stricken country, especially to China, but the political barri-
ers to such movement make the process hazardous and often unsuccessful.

Like its notorious Irish predecessor, the North Korean question too cannot 
but lead to a many-layered answer. It involves economics (especially the proxi-
mate as well as long-run causes of the failure of a huge section of the population 
to command enough food for survival), politics (in particular the nature and 
operation of the government that influence—often adversely—the deprived 
people’s ability to have enough food), practical ethics (including the dilem-
mas faced by the international community in providing humanitarian aid that 
would actually help), and social organization (varying from the old socialist 
entitlements to the newly emerging marketized allocation). Stephan Haggard 
and Marcus Noland have greatly advanced the understanding of these difficult 
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issues in the specific context of North Korea, but their study is likely to be of 
wider interest as well, since starvation and famines associated with economic 
malfunctions, organizational quandary, and political authoritarianism have had 
other victims across the world and may continue to flourish in the future, 
unless the causal processes are arrested and reversed.

Despite many similarities in outcome, the societal process that led to the 
North Korean famine is, in many ways, very dissimilar (as one would expect) 
to what happened in British Ireland in the 840s. And yet there are also some 
odd resemblances between the two famines, respectively in the most thriving 
empire in recent history and the most problematic communist state in the 
contemporary world, separated by a century and a half. Even though Haggard 
and Noland do not get into this comparison (they have other—more immedi-
ate as well as more basic—issues of the nature, causation, and consequences 
of the North Korean famine to address), it is instructive to see the similarities 
between two very different famines, drawing on the rich investigation of the 
North Korean famine presented in this book, in addition to other studies on 
the North Korean famine, and of course the comparatively voluminous litera-
ture on the Irish famine. (An illuminating and impressive study can be found in 
The Great North Korean Famines by Andrew S. Natsios, published in 2002.)

The dictatorial North Korean regime cannot certainly be described as “the 
weakest executive in the world,” in the way that Disraeli described London’s 
rule of Ireland. In fact, the North Korean administration is one of the most 
forceful and intrusive; it is also, as dissidents know chillingly well, extraor-
dinarily fierce. And yet that ruthless state, with its well-oiled machinery of 
authoritarian repression, was also remarkably feeble in executing even the most 
elementary policies that could help the famine victims.

Haggard and Noland do not suggest that the leaders of the Korean regime 
were deliberately aiming at mass starvation and death, despite the contrary 
impression generated by the lack of any serious preventive action taken by the 
North Korean regime. The same, as it happens, can also be said about the Irish 
famine, since no one in office in London tried to kill the Irish—the rulers 
managed to do so merely through a mixture of negligence, obduracy, and con-
fusion. And yet the suspicion that starvation was generated in Ireland by the 
British as a matter of policy would still color the way the British rule would be 
viewed by many in Ireland for a great many decades to come: Mr. Malone in 
George Bernard Shaw’s Man and Superman articulates this thesis with much 
sharpness (“When a country of full o food and exporting it, there can be no 
famine. . . . Me father was starved dead, and I was starved out to America in 
me mother’s arms”). The tenuous official attempts at remedying the respec-
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tive famines did little in either country to eradicate the principal sources of 
adversity, and the real culprit is callousness, combined with a determination, 
again in both countries, by the rulers not to allow any political change in the 
respective regimes, nor any radical re-examination of the basic political agenda 
of the two ruling groups. In addition—and no less importantly—there was 
in each case a fairly comprehensive failure to understand what exactly causes 
starvation and famines.

Why, then, did the Irish and the Koreans starve? The question takes us to 
different levels of investigation, including the proximate economic factors and 
the underlying political causes. A family will certainly starve when it is unable 
to own enough food to eat. That issue of ownership—or more generally of 
entitlement (since there are economic and legal systems in which a person is 
entitled to get some food to eat even without actually owning that food)—can 
be distinguished from the question of availability of food in an economy, which 
a starving person can, as it were, “see” without being entitled to eat. The avail-
ability of food would typically be one influence among many that determines 
the entitlements of different persons. Sometimes a sharp fall in total food pro-
duction would go hand in hand with a fall in the outputs of individual produc-
ers, leading to starvation of the families dependent on self-produced food. In 
other cases, even though there is no general decline of total food production, 
some individual producers may have a fall in their own production of food, 
or of other goods, by selling so that they could buy food in the market. So a 
disastrous failure of food entitlement on the part of a substantial section of 
the population can take place with or without any overall reduction in food 
availability for the country as a whole. And nevertheless, in almost all cases 
the total availability of food would tend to have some influence on the prices 
that prevail in the market, thereby influencing food entitlements of people to 
a varying extent.

In the Irish case the reliance on the market was very pervasive (as one would 
expect), supplemented—often very inadequately—by public distribution. The 
crisis in the production of potatoes, thus, contributed greatly to the emergence 
and continuation of the Irish famine. But here too it would be a mistake to 
concentrate only on the reduced food output, since the distribution of hard-
ship and starvation calls for a fuller analysis of how the process of ownership 
and entitlement works, along with the many economic influences that shape 
them. At the height of the Irish famine, ship after ship sailed down the Shan-
non carrying expensive food items, from meats to dairy products, taking food 
from starving Ireland to well-fed England where the buyers could afford to pay 
a higher price than what these commodities could fetch in Ireland itself. Who 
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can buy what—or get what through a public distribution system—is a central 
issue in all famines, and it is critically important in understanding the North 
Korean famine as well as Irish starvation.

Haggard and Noland investigate these issues quite extensively. They show 
the role of so-called socialist entitlements in North Korea, determined by the 
state (with fairly powerful biases in the distribution of food), the breakdown 
of the public distribution system, and the growing role of the market mecha-
nism (emerging in a rather ad hoc way in response to the crisis, rather than as 
a determined and elaborately planned public policy, as in post-reform China). 
They also examine the policy failures that made agricultural production quite 
unreliable, generating recurrent supply problems, while the production of non-
food goods was severely compromised by the regime’s “rigid pursuit of self-suf-
ficiency” in food, making it harder for North Korea to buy food from abroad 
through exchange based on selling non-food goods (thereby compromising the 
food entitlements that could be generated through trade with abroad, and not 
just through growing more food at home).

Revealing as the economic analysis is, the authors also identify why—and 
how—the roots of the famine extend deeply into politics and cannot be ade-
quately assessed through economic analysis alone. Disraeli had noted that 
the alienation of the British rulers in Ireland was reinforced by “an absent 
aristocracy and an alien Church.” North Korea did not have these problems, 
and yet the rulers clearly were quite firmly distanced from the more miserable 
of their subjects. The priority of the military was strong; regional diversities 
were very considerable; and the official faith in a centralized food distribu-
tion system remained strong even as it crumbled all around. The emergence 
of markets appeared threatening to the regime, though they had to settle for 
an uneasy equilibrium with it. Given the authoritarian nature of the govern-
ment, there was no way of making the rulers change track, nor of course any 
hope that the rulers with fixed views and priorities would make way for a 
different government.

An important role in the hunger scene in North Korea has been played by 
humanitarian aid coming from abroad. But the aid agencies were troubled by 
the fact that the regime could not be made to allocate the received food in the 
way that humanitarian concerns would demand. There have been persistent 
wrangles between the givers and the receivers, and while the authors show how 
the dictatorial character of the regime—with a powerful personality cult—has 
been a major problem, they also discuss the infelicities of the aid arrangements, 
with difficulties on the donor side as well as on the side of the recipients.
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There is a lot more in the story than can be quickly summarized here. But 
this is just as it should be. It is a book that must be read by people interested 
in the economics of poverty and hunger, or in the politics of authoritarianism, 
or in the role—and the difficulties—of international assistance in the miser-
able world in which we live. The North Korean question proves to be rich, and 
begins to parallel the seriousness of the old Irish question. This book goes a 
long way in pursuing that new question. It is an admirable contribution on a 
truly important subject.
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A NOTE ON ROMANIZATION

All Korean terms and proper names are transliterated according to the McCune-
Reischauer system. North Korean and South Korea have separate romanization 
systems, which may cause confusion. All systems have imperfections, but the 
McCune-Reischauer system remains the standard for scholarly work in Eng-
lish. Readers might be more familiar with the North Korean or South Korean 
transliterations of the names of public figures Kim Il-sŏng (Kim Il Sung), Kim 
Jŏng-il (Kim Jong Il), No Mu-hyŏn (Roh Moo-Hyun), and No Tae-u (Roh 
Tae Woo) or common terms such as chuch’e (juche). We also follow the Korean 
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Some time later many of the people, both men and women, began to com-
plain against their fellow Jews. Some said, “We have large families, we need 
grain to keep us alive.”

Others said, “We have had to mortgage our fields and vineyards and houses 
to get enough grain to keep us from starving.”

Still others said, “We have had to borrow money to pay the royal tax on 
our fields and vineyards. We are the same race as our fellow Jews. Aren’t our 
children just as good as theirs? But we have to make slaves of our children. 
Some of our daughters have already been sold as slaves. We are helpless because 
our fields and vineyards have been taken away from us.”

When I heard their complaints, I grew angry and decided to act. I 
denounced the leaders and officials of the people and told them “You are 
oppressing your brothers!”

—Nehemiah 5:–7, Good News Bible
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