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June 9, 2009, 11:18 am

Life in North Korea’s Gulags
By ROBERT MACKEY

The fact that two American journalists, Laura Ling and Euna Lee, have been sentenced to 12 years of hard
labor in North Korea has focused attention on the network of brutal labor camps in that country which the
State Department says hold an estimated 150,000 to 200,000 political prisoners.

Like many aspects of life in North Korea, relatively little is known about what life is like in the labor
camps. In her introduction to a report on the camps by the U.S. Committee for Human Rights in North
Korea, Anne Applebaum, an expert on the Soviet gulags, wrote that the testimony of former prisoners
suggests that “the North Korean camps were built according to a Stalinist model” and “continue to be run
that way.” Ms. Applebaum’s brief summary of the conditions is harrowing:

As in Stalin’s time, North Koreans are arrested for trumped-up political “crimes,” such as
reading a foreign newspaper, singing a South Korean pop song, or “insulting the authority” of
the North Korean leadership. As in Stalin’s time, North Korean prisoners — even children —
are given ludicrous and impossible work “quotas” to fulfill and are subjected to brutal,
irrational punishments. And, as in Stalin’s time, North Korea’s leadership doesn’t want anyone
to know any of these details, since such revelations not only will damage their foreign
reputation but also put their own regime at risk.

The complete text of the report, “The Hidden Gulag: Exposing North Korea’s Prison Camps,” assembled
by David Hawk, is available online and includes testimonies from former prisoners and satellite
photographs of camp sites.

A State Department report released in February, just a few weeks before Ms. Ling and Ms. Lee were
arrested while filming a report for Current TV along North Korea’s border with China, said that throughout
2008: “Reeducation through labor, primarily through sentences at forced labor camps, was a common
punishment and consisted of tasks such as logging, mining, or tending crops under harsh conditions.
Reeducation involved memorizing speeches by Kim Jong-il.”

Another source of information on the camps is “The Aquariums of Pyongyang: Ten Years in the North
Korean Gulag,” a memoir by Kang Chol-hwan, a North Korean defector. The New Yorker’s Philip
Gourevitch wrote in 2003 that Mr. Kang, who was sent to the Yodok prison camp with his family when he
was nine years old, “describes with something of Primo Levi’s quiet authority how the brutality of the
gulag is the ultimate refinement of the North Korean system.”

Given how rare glimpses of life in the labor camps is, Mr. Kang’s account has been studied at the highest
levels of government in the United States. In 2005 James Brooke wrote in a profile of Mr. Kang for The
Times that after President George W. Bush read his book, “at the urging of former Secretary of State Henry
A. Kissinger,” he was invited to the White House “for a 40-minute meeting with Mr. Bush, Vice President
Dick Cheney and the national security adviser, Stephen J. Hadley.”

Mr. Brooke explained that the camp Mr. Kang grew up in “was run as a business enterprise, with gold
mines, cornfields and logging operations operating entirely on unpaid prison labor.” Mr. Kang’s account of
life there includes a description of public executions where prisoners were forced to hurl rocks at corpses,
and yell, “Down with the traitors of the people!” As Mr. Brooke wrote, “Following the beliefs of the North
Korean authorities that political deviance is hereditary, entire families were routinely incarcerated, and still
are, recent defectors say.”

http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/author/robert-mackey/
http://www.hrnk.org/hiddengulag/preface.html
http://www.hrnk.org/hiddengulag/toc.html
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http://www.nytimes.com/2005/06/18/international/asia/18kang.html
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Video obtained by a Japanese television station and posted on YouTube, reportedly showing prisoners at
the same camp where Mr. Kang was imprisoned, allows us to see what the perimeter of the camp looks
like, but seems to underscore that we can only imagine what life is like inside the barbed wire for so many
North Korean political prisoners.

That said, there are, apparently, even worse fates in North Korea than being sent to do hard labor and
endure “re-education.” In 2007, my colleague Choe Sang-Hun explained, in an article about a North
Korean named Shin Dong Hyok, who had escaped from the prison camp he was born in, that there are
camps where prisoners have no hope of ever being released:

Since 1992, about a dozen former North Korean prison camp inmates have fled to South
Korea. But most were held in the “revolutionizing zone” at Camp No. 15 in Yodok in eastern
North Korea. This means that the emphasis was on “re-educating” the prisoners. If they
survived long enough to complete their sentences, they were released.

Shin is the first North Korean who came south who is known to have escaped from a prison
camp. Moreover, he was confined to a “total-control zone.”

According to a report released in June by the government-run Korea Institute for National
Unification in Seoul: “Prisoners sent to a total-control zone can never come out. They are put
to work in mines or logging camps until they die. Thus the authorities don’t even bother to give
them ideological education. They only teach them skills necessary for mining and farming.”
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1. 1. June 9, 2009 11:36 am Link

Unfortunately, North Korea doesn’t have oil, so the US will stand idly by and let these prisons
continue.

— Andrew
2. 2. June 9, 2009 11:58 am Link

And this is a country that now has the Atomic bomb. Yet, the USA invaded Iraq at the mere
suggestion it had weapons of mass destruction.
I think if North Korea was sitting on vast oil fields, Bush would never have allowed this tyrannical
country to develop the bomb. Now it’s too late and once again, the USA is looking powerless to do
anything, except put them back on the terror list.

— Jon Braeley
3. 3. June 9, 2009 12:06 pm Link

I hope Obama sends Al Gore to North Korea to straighten this out and save those two women from
the horrific fate that is awaiting them.

It’ll be an educational experience for Gore. He told the audience at the 2000 convention, “I believe in
a drug free America.”
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I’m sure they don’t have any pot smokers left alive in North Korea.

Al Gore will be able to witness for himself in North Korea what kind of government policies it would
take to make America drug free.

Maybe Gore will come back from North Korea with such a love of American freedom that he will
never again spout authoritarian nonsense from a Democratic convention stage.

— Patricia
4. 4. June 9, 2009 12:07 pm Link

That video is actually from a documentary entitled Undercover in the Secret State, which was
broadcast on the BBC a while ago. The full video of the film is posted to youtube:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Qyy3GmI5byE&feature=PlayList&p=02CB9EE8E3195A5C&index=0&playnext=1

Two other great books to read on the subject:
Under the Loving Care of the Fatherly Leader (Bradley K. Martin)
&
Rogue Regime: The Looming Threat of North Korea (Jasper Becker).

LEDE BLOG REPLY: That documentary you link to looks very interesting, though it is a co-
production of CNN and Britain’s Channel 4, not the BBC — and I couldn’t find this footage in
it during a quick scan. If you saw it, can you please tell us what the time code of this excerpt is?

— jeff
5. 5. June 9, 2009 12:16 pm Link

The two American journalists will not be sent to a hard labor camp. The North Koreans would never
expose such a place to foreigners, let alone Americans. They likely will sit in a sanitized jail while
negotiations take place.

— Dustin
6. 6. June 9, 2009 12:21 pm Link

I have been reading Anne Applebaum’s Pulitzer Prize winning book “Gulag” and found it horrifying
to contemplate finding oneself in such desperate situation with no hope of escape.

Forget Habeus Corpus or any legal niceties; you stay there and suffer until you die.

That having been said, I find it absurd that we still have ground troops in Korea. South Korea has
over twice the population of the North and is far more prosperous and able to afford its own defense.
The U.S. can supply air and naval support if needed, but having our troops scattered about in over
130 countries is a prime reason our economy is in such trouble.

— Phil Z
7. 7. June 9, 2009 12:21 pm Link

I wonder if the same people outside the US who wring their hands about Guantanamo Bay will be
equally outspoken about this.

— Colin
8. 8. June 9, 2009 12:29 pm Link
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2 to 3 million people died of starvation and hunger-related illnesses, from 1994-1998, according to
the United States Institute of Peace, under Kim Jong-IL’s tyranny:
http://www.usip.org/pubs/specialreports/sr990802.html

What a shame that the media, who so diligently explore the 1940s Holocaust (excluding, eg, the
Gypsies), have failed to do likewise for Asian genocides or democides under Mao, Stalin, Kim Jung-
IL, Pol Pot, etc, with estimated death tolls in excess of 100 million persons (including Europeans
under Stalin).

— Anonymous in NYC
9. 9. June 9, 2009 12:59 pm Link

This is one of the reasons I don’t buy the meme that China will not lean on the North for fear of a
collapse that would flood China with refugees. The Chinese are smart and if they learned anything
from Tiananmen, it is that it is better to loosen controls on the people before they do it for
themselves. And look where China is today.

So if a refugee flood is what they want to prevent, keeping a regime like this in power must surely be
counterproductive. They should work now to make the North Koreans want to stay where they are.

That will also reduce the incentive for Japan to rewrite its pacifist constitution which, thanks to the
US, has left China as the top dog in the area.

And it’s about time the South Koreans realized reunification is not gonna happen however much they
wish to emulate Germany. If it ever does happen, it will not be due to a sunshine policy but a
nightmare that will see the disappearance of either the North or the South along with a major portion
of the population. Kim Jong Il is working hard to make it come true.

— yot
10. 10. June 9, 2009 1:32 pm Link

it should here be remembered that the US has a huge population of prison inmates without any hope
of ever being released, so perhaps the differences are smaller than many would wish

— Peter Franken
11. 11. June 9, 2009 2:15 pm Link

This is absolutely dreadful! It amazes me how every time we hear about these genocidal happenings
around the world (Rwanda, Darfur and NK) the world community just stands by idly and does
nothing. It was the famous 1997 North Korean defector, Hwang Jang-yop, who said that as
monstrous as Hitler’s Germany was in the 1940s, it is nothing compared to Kim Jong-Il’s Korea.
These camps are worst than the Nazi camps and they have existed for far longer and have killed
millions more. Yet, still no one does anything because this madman Kim has nuclear arms. How did
we ever let this lunatic get the bomb?! How does a country that has no working economy and starves
its own people possibly afford nuclear technology?! It’s all just mind-boggling! People think Iran is
bad, North Korea is so much scarier. I pray that President Obama does something to bring back the
two American journalists captured over there before they have to suffer any of the atrocities
mentioned in this article.

— Maria Zambrano
12. 12. June 9, 2009 3:30 pm Link

I am thankful for a new administration that subscribes to adult, nuanced diplomacy to work for
international security and prosperity. North Korea’s Stalinist antics have always been a reminder of

http://www.usip.org/pubs/specialreports/sr990802.html
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/#comment-322707
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how we might come off if we colored the world in black and white. But sending Americans to a
North Korean death camp is too far. A new American sensitivity and sensibility is nothing but
Chamberlain redux without some inviolable principles.
The previous administration seriously compromised the standing of the United States in the world
not by sticking to their principles, but by not picking their battles. If I had a say, North Korea is a
festering sore I would no longer ignore above all others.

— Glenn Bartholomew
13. 13. June 9, 2009 3:49 pm Link

To a comment below: I don’t see how we can be sure the two Americans will not be sent to hard
labor camps. It shouldn’t make much difference to the N. Koreans if the journalists are sent to these
camps, or to “sanitized” cells, during negotiations, since they have professed publicly that the labor is
“hard”. Could “hard labor” be interpreted as anything that doesn’t violate the basic rights and dignity
of prisoners, given the capricious and hostile behavior of this regime? Everyone please google the
Korean Central News Agency, read articles published on significant dates (Such as Obama’s
inauguration, etc.) and notice the way the N. Koreans describe these events, if at all.

— Miguel
14. 14. June 9, 2009 4:37 pm Link

Peter Franken,

Yeah, you know I was thinking the same thing. Especially as a Black man, I’m sort of bothered when
I see people show so much outrage when they see these things done elsewhere, but a lot of those
people don’t care a bit that a similar experience is still being forced upon entire US populations just
because other segments of the US irrationally fear them or just deem them “undesirable.” Man, if
people only knew just how easy it was to end up in prison for some ridiculous amount of time as a
Black man. People here just assume that everybody in prison here is a horrible person, therefore
whatever happens to them is “deserved” in some twisted sense. But those guys in Korea are “political
prisoners,” therefore they’re basically innocent and it’s an outrage that they’re going through this.

With that being said (and as much as we need some real change in this country concerning how we
treat minorities), it doesn’t really matter here. First, one can’t make the assumption that people
showing (posting) their outraging aren’t equally bothered by the US prison system. Second, even if
they don’t care a bit about the situation in the US, it doesn’t make them wrong to point out that the
other guy who’s doing it is a horrible person. It makes them hypocrites, but not necessarily incorrect
in their accusation about the North Koreans.

And yes, those Gulags sound pretty freaking bad.

— Aaron
15. 15. June 9, 2009 4:41 pm Link

I am still reading various articles about Laura Ling and Euna Lee. I’m curious to know what the next
step is from the Obama administration. Some articles are pushing for Obama to do more than just say
he is “deeply concerned”. What is the next step? With each hour that passes, Ms Ling and Ms Lee
may be in danger of rape, abuse and other mistreatments. Each minute counts. There is more news
about the health reform and education cuts. I’d like to see the govt deal with what is urgent at the
moment. Freeing your American citizens should be one of them.

-A concerned Canadian in LA.

— more4jc77
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16. 16. June 9, 2009 5:02 pm Link

No one’s mentioned the fact that Lisa Ling made a documentary called “Inside North Korea,” where
she manipulated and lied to the North Korean authorities. I wouldn’t be surprised if that had
something to do with the extra harsh sentence!

LEDE BLOG REPLY: Lisa Ling, who made that documentary, is Laura Ling’s sister.

— Dustin
17. 17. June 9, 2009 5:31 pm Link

The key phrase comes from Ms. Applebaum: “As in Stalin’s time”. Stalin died in 1953. Kim Jong-il
just “decreed” that his younger son will succeed him, as opposed to his prior choice of the older son.
Possible crack in the wall? Who knows.

To Peter Franken: I think that’s a bit of a stretch. I feel Aaron
has a better take on any “comparison” between the US and North Korea prison systems.

— NYER
18. 18. June 9, 2009 5:39 pm Link

First of all the US is not the world police and should stick to certain rules of international law.
Therefore it is not the easy solutiuon, that they just go in and free the people and all is good.
Secondly, other criteria need to be taken into account. The fact, that North Korea has conducted
recent testing of nuclear explosives, plus their missile testing, shows that they are not too reluctant to
actually make use of what they have. Additionally, their feelings towards the US are anything but
affectionate, and they also have made it one of their highest priority to uphold the regime.
But even if that wouldn’t be the case, an invasion would lead to a break -down of the regime, and
flood China and South Korea with millions of refugees, who they don’t have the capacities to deal
with. So at the end of the day, no matter how cruel this might sound, this is not the best scenario.
As for the arrest of the two journalistst, they most likely are abused for matters of negotiation and we
can only hope the best.

— Alex
19. 19. June 9, 2009 7:41 pm Link

“it should here be remembered that the US has a huge population of prison inmates without any hope
of ever being released, so perhaps the differences are smaller than many would wish” — Peter
Franken

Sir, you cannot be serious. Even if you for some reason are, just how does that excuse or diminish
North Korea’s actions?

— David
20. 20. June 9, 2009 8:00 pm Link

In reply to the Lede reply above…
You’re right, actually the youtube clips threw me because they use footage from the documentary I
was referring to by Kim Jung Eun (or vice versa, I’m not sure). It was part of the Dispatches series
from Channel4
(http://www.channel4.com/news/microsites/U/undercover_in_the_secret_state/index.html). The
youtube clips are different though, not narrated by Eun and some different footage.

Interestingly, when that footage appears in the Dispatches film, Eun discusses that the prisoners
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shown are being forced to shovel and move human excrement — which isn’t explained in this other
Japanese tv version.

I found the whole version on the PirateBay, actually.
…

— jeff
21. 21. June 10, 2009 12:06 am Link

In response to Alex, thanks for your thoughts. Yes, the issues you present are true — one of the
solutions is to send an envoy in, perhaps Al Gore to negotiate…

— more4jc77
22. 22. June 10, 2009 11:14 am Link

In the early 90’s many saw that these terrible events would come to fruition: an insane leader with
weapons within simple shooting distance of Seoul and major Japanese cities. At that time, the
S.Koreans were experiencing an economic boom that enriched them all and NOONE was going to
rock the boat.

Good luck to them, they played the fools and now must dance. The smartest thing to do would be to
move everyone out of Seoul and rage an assault on N.Korea to shake the heavens. If they get a
NUCLEAR weapon, then everyone in that area is doomed. At least after an ATOMIC weapon,
people could move back within their lifetimes.

Too bad the S.Koreans care more about handbags and eyelids then a demon of their our creation.
Lets see how we can bail them out, again.

— Patrick Ruszkowski
23. 23. June 10, 2009 11:22 am Link

What do you expect us to do about it Andrew? Go to war against a 1 million strong NK army and
effectively destroy the entire peninsula?

— Andy
24. 24. June 10, 2009 12:44 pm Link

Why not turn to China for help?Only China can influence N.Korea.

— Long
25. 25. June 10, 2009 2:12 pm Link

The two Asian-American reporters are responsible for crossing the border of an independent state
without permission. Its judgement made was based upon the law of that country. Furthermore, the
United States does not have any extraterritoriality there.

Who are right? Those reporters? or Some Americans pushing N.K. to release them?

Without respect to nuclear campaign, North Korea is only taking a legal procedure about the
intruders, even though it is legally unreasonable.

— Kyu Don

1 2 Next »

http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/#comment-322799
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/#comment-322847
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/#comment-322849
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/#comment-322859
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/#comment-322865
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/?apage=2#comments
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/?apage=2#comments


19/07/10 11:54Life in North Korea’s Gulags - The Lede Blog - NYTimes.com

Pagina 10 di 16http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/

Advertise on NYTimes.com

Previous post Arab-Israeli Politics Before Obama’s Roundtable With Middle East Reporters
Next post Report: U.S. Planned to Buy Bombed Peshawar Hotel

Add your comments...

Your Name  Required

Your E-mail  Required, will not be published

Your Comment
Comments are moderated and generally will be posted if they are on-topic and not abusive. For more

information, please see our Comments FAQ. 

Ads by Google what's this?

Countdown to K 2010
Don't wait too long - get your MarComs plan ready for Düsseldorf
www.emg.nl

Search This Blog

 

Recent Posts

http://www.nytimes.whsites.net/mediakit/
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/08/arab-israeli-politics-during-obamas-roundtable-with-middle-east-reporters/
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/report-us-planned-to-buy-bombed-peshawar-hotel/
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/faq/comments.html
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/faq/linkingqa16.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BgCdqhyBETOD4HoyPsgaZsayOAtPktKABr6iU2hPAjbcBsNQyEAEYBCD6p4kGOABQnsm31Pz_____AWD9gpGE6BGgAfmw8v4DsgEZdGhlbGVkZS5ibG9ncy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBSGh0dHA6Ly90aGVsZWRlLmJsb2dzLm55dGltZXMuY29tLzIwMDkvMDYvMDkvbGlmZS1pbi1ub3J0aC1rb3JlYXMtZ3VsYWdzL-ABAoACAakCjFnxtBWntT6oAwHoA5gD6AMQ9QMIBABE9QMgAAAA&num=4&sig=AGiWqtznHWtILLik-nmhyMyx9j1rPkIYDQ&client=ca-nytimes_blogs&adurl=http://www.emg.nl/en/info.asp%3Fid%3D372
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BgCdqhyBETOD4HoyPsgaZsayOAtPktKABr6iU2hPAjbcBsNQyEAEYBCD6p4kGOABQnsm31Pz_____AWD9gpGE6BGgAfmw8v4DsgEZdGhlbGVkZS5ibG9ncy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBSGh0dHA6Ly90aGVsZWRlLmJsb2dzLm55dGltZXMuY29tLzIwMDkvMDYvMDkvbGlmZS1pbi1ub3J0aC1rb3JlYXMtZ3VsYWdzL-ABAoACAakCjFnxtBWntT6oAwHoA5gD6AMQ9QMIBABE9QMgAAAA&num=4&sig=AGiWqtznHWtILLik-nmhyMyx9j1rPkIYDQ&client=ca-nytimes_blogs&adurl=http://www.emg.nl/en/info.asp%3Fid%3D372
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BgCdqhyBETOD4HoyPsgaZsayOAtPktKABr6iU2hPAjbcBsNQyEAEYBCD6p4kGOABQnsm31Pz_____AWD9gpGE6BGgAfmw8v4DsgEZdGhlbGVkZS5ibG9ncy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBSGh0dHA6Ly90aGVsZWRlLmJsb2dzLm55dGltZXMuY29tLzIwMDkvMDYvMDkvbGlmZS1pbi1ub3J0aC1rb3JlYXMtZ3VsYWdzL-ABAoACAakCjFnxtBWntT6oAwHoA5gD6AMQ9QMIBABE9QMgAAAA&num=4&sig=AGiWqtznHWtILLik-nmhyMyx9j1rPkIYDQ&client=ca-nytimes_blogs&adurl=http://www.emg.nl/en/info.asp%3Fid%3D372
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=B8okMiSBETLKEDImnsga7idWnAsPYkTiRoKuLBIfF45gI8IQOEAEYAiDWy4YGOABQqIGCHWD9gpGE6BGgAf-vtP0DsgEZdGhlbGVkZS5ibG9ncy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbboBATDIAQLaAUhodHRwOi8vdGhlbGVkZS5ibG9ncy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbS8yMDA5LzA2LzA5L2xpZmUtaW4tbm9ydGgta29yZWFzLWd1bGFncy_gAQKAAgHAAgGoAwHoA70n6APxBugDsQPoAw71AwgEAkT1AyAgAAA&num=2&sig=AGiWqtyYb30R4oyRV1Fmo0_g1vGezAcPIA&client=ca-nytimes_display_html&adurl=http://www.dnaancestryproject.com


19/07/10 11:54Life in North Korea’s Gulags - The Lede Blog - NYTimes.com

Pagina 11 di 16http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/09/life-in-north-koreas-gulags/

July 16
(17)

Faux French Foreign Ministry Explains Prank

A mysterious group of pranksters who have impersonated French government officials explained their
actions in a statement sent to The Lede on Friday.

July 16
(17)

Video Shows Iran Terror Attacks

Video from Iranian television shot during and just after two suicide bombers attacked a mosque in the
southeastern Iranian city of Zahedan on Friday.

July 16
(7)

Twitter Communiques From Fake French Foreign Ministry on Haiti Hoax

A group took credit on Friday for an elaborate hoax carried out this week in which an actor pretending to
be a spokesperson for the French government announced that France would reimburse Haiti funds it was
forced to pay in exchange for its independence in the nineteenth century.

July 15
(38)

France Will Not Repay Haiti Reparations

Haitians who suspected that an announcement that France would pay Haiti $22 billion, to make up for
forcing the former French colony to pay an equivalent sum in exchange for its independence in the
nineteenth century, was too good to be true were proved right on Thursday, as an elaborate hoax was
revealed.

July 15

Oil Stops Gushing Into the Gulf

After days of delay, BP said that it had closed the valves on its well cap.
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