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“A meaty, fast-paced portrait of North Korean society, economy, politics and foreign policy.” -
Foreign AffairsThe definitive account of North Korea, its veiled past and uncertain future, from
the former Director for Asian Affairs at the National Security CouncilIn The Impossible State,
seasoned international-policy expert and lauded scholar Victor Cha pulls back the curtain on
this controversial and isolated country, providing the best look yet at North Korea's history, the
rise of the Kim family dynasty, and the obsessive personality cult that empowers them. He
illuminates the repressive regime's complex economy and culture, its appalling record of human-
rights abuses, and its belligerent relationship with the United States, and analyzes the regime's
major security issues—from the seemingly endless war with its southern neighbor to its
frightening nuclear ambitions—all in light of the destabilizing effects of Kim Jong-il's recent
death.How this enigmatic nation-state—one that regularly violates its own citizens' inalienable
rights and has suffered famine, global economic sanctions, a collapsed economy, and near total
isolation from the rest of the world—has continued to survive has long been a question that
preoccupies the West. Cha reveals a land of contradictions, one facing a pivotal and disquieting
transition of power from tyrannical father to inexperienced son, and delves into the ideology that
leads an oppressed, starving populace to cling so fiercely to its failed leadership.With rare
personal anecdotes from the author's time in Pyongyang and his tenure as an adviser in the
White House, this engagingly written, authoritative, and highly accessible history offers much-
needed answers to the most pressing questions about North Korea and ultimately warns of a
regime that might be closer to its end than many might think—a political collapse for which
America and its allies may be woefully unprepared.

“An up-close, insightful portrait. . . . The Impossible State is a clearheaded, bold examination of
North Korea and its future.” — Washington Post“Cha demonstrates an intimate familiarity with
the regime’s contradictions. . . . The thesis is clear: the world’s most closed-off state needs to
open up to survive, but breaking its hermetic seal may well precipitate its demise.” — The New
Yorker“A meaty, fast-paced portrait of North Korean society, economy, politics, and foreign policy
by an expert who has studied the regime as a scholar and interacted with its officials.” — Foreign
AffairsFrom the Back CoverIn The Impossible State, seasoned international-policy expert and
lauded scholar Victor Cha pulls back the curtain on provocative, isolationist North Korea,
providing our best look yet at its history and the rise of the Kim family dynasty and the obsessive
personality cult that empowers them. Cha illuminates the repressive regime's complex economy
and culture, its appalling record of human rights abuses, and its belligerent relationship with the
United States, and analyzes the regime's major security issues—from the seemingly endless
war with its southern neighbor to its frightening nuclear ambitions—all in light of the destabilizing



effects of Kim Jong-il's death and the transition of power to his unpredictable heir.Ultimately, this
engagingly written, authoritative, and highly accessible history warns of a regime that might be
closer to its end than many might think—a political collapse for which America and its allies may
be woefully unprepared.About the AuthorVictor Cha served in the White House as Director for
Asian Affairs at the National Security Council from 2004 to 2007. He currently holds the D. S.
Song-KF Chair in Government and Asian Studies at Georgetown University and is a senior
adviser at the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington, D.C.Read more
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Jason Waldman, “If You Want to Know More About North Korea, Read This Book. Having had
my curiosity over North Korea piqued by the recent "The Interview" and Sony hacking
controversies, I picked up this book on a recommendation. After finishing it, I can say that it
definitely has given me a much better understanding of not just North Korea, but also how all of
the countries involved in the six-nation talks (including the U.S.) have a stake in what happens to
the DPRK in the future."The Impossible State" breaks down every aspect of North Korea, from
its founding by Kim Il-Sung (with a massive assist from the Soviet Union) through the death of
Kim Jong-Il and the ascension of Kim Jong-Un (note: this book was published in 2012, so more
recent events are not covered). Cha takes a very academic look at the DPRK's history, including
how an economy that once dwarfed South Korea's got to a state in which its people are now
starving. It also looks at the relationships between the North and the other six-party nations,
provides an in-depth overview of their nuclear programming and details the horrifying conditions
most North Koreans face in the service of the "Dear Leader". Cha ends the book by looking at
the future of the DPRK and what would need to happen if/when the regime collapses.Cha's level
of detail and critical analysis are quite impressive. You really feel like he provides a
comprehensive overview of the North Korean situation from a very academic perspective, which
allows you to better understand one of the most despotic regimes in the world. While it doesn't
totally peel back the curtain on North Korea (which, given how closed off and secretive that
society is, I doubt anyone could do), it does provide enough context for one to see just how dire
the conditions are over there and how cruel and misguided the regime is today. Cha's personal
anecdotes about his dealings with the North Koreans as a member of the Bush administration
and his visits to Pyongyang also provide important context as to how the regime really only
seems to care about its own survival and seems to have no intent on changing anything.My one
criticism of the book is that I wish there were more of these personal anecdotes. Cha obviously
has a wealth of experience in the six-party talks and I'm sure has some other fascinating stories
from his time as a diplomatic officer. Maybe he wasn't allowed to include more of these personal
accounts, but having a few more stories from the field in there might have helped break up some
of the denser sections of the book.Overall, I would highly recommend this book to anyone who
has an interest in North Korea and the current state of affairs. While it doesn't include much on
the current regime, it will give you a solid background on how we got to where we are and
provides some insight on what the future might hold.”

HMS Warspite, “A journey inside a sealed state.... "The Impossible State" is author, academic,
and former National Security Council official Victor Cha's extended analysis of North Korea, both
its past and its possible future. Cha draws extensively on his experiences in visiting North Korea
and in having negotiated with its officials to present an indepth look behind the official mask; he
finds a disfunctional authoritarian state that survives by brutalizing its citizens and bullying its



neighbors."The Impossible State" is not strictly speaking a linear history of North Korea. Cha
moves back and forth in his narrative between the present, the recent past and the remote past,
capturing the history of North Korea and the evolution of U.S. policy toward Pyongyang and its
leaders. The historical narrative is detailed but accessible to the general reader. It traces how
North Korea, which thanks to outside aid was both economically and militarily stronger than the
South after the Korean War, but has since become a basketcase dependent on the threat of
nuclear war to avoid being ignored altogether. Cha is to be praised for taking an unblinking look
at why Pyongyang cannot afford to negotiate away its nuclear weapons capabilities, and why
economic reform of its moribund economy might be the undoing of its authoritarian government.
Cha is also clear-eyed about the potential costs to South Korea of a Korean peninsula that
unifies in the manner of East and West Germany.Cha's narrative can be repetitive in places, and
he not unnaturally feels compelled to defend the record of the Bush administration in its dealings
with North Korea. However, these features are minor blemishes in a very insightful book on
North Korea, recommended to the general reader and the student.”

smurf, “Lots of information. It took me a long time to get through this book. The author presents
a great deal of information in a somewhat confusing way. I think a good editor could probably
help clean it up a bit as the book reads like a college text. The author tries to break down his
views into sections based on historical timeline, presidents, countries, and regime leaders.
Therefore, some information is presented again and again. That said, I found the author's
behind the scenes stories very interesting. I learned quite a bit about a very confusing country.
However, I disagree with the author's assertion that the regime is destined to fall in the next 3-5
years. North Korea is not America and their people are use to living in poverty and have
accepted it to support their diety. The comparisons to what happened in the Middle East (Egypt)
are dubious at best. The North Korean population is much more isolated. Will the North Korea
regime collapse? Yeah, eventually. Question is, will the regime try to take South Korea with it?
Recommended for anyone with an interest in the backstory of North Korea. Note-author wrote
this prior to Kim executing his uncle.”

J R. Winfield, “Great insight into this secretive country. Great insight into this secretive country,/
regime. The world had a big problem ahead, either if it continues as isolationist or unifies with S
Korea.I would not have known half the things included in the book. A must for those interested in
the relationship between N. Korea and it's neighbours, and the rest of the world!”

Jacob la Cour, “Very detailed and well researched. Clearly a very interesting book with a lot of
well considered views of potential future developments in North Korea. I agree with other
reviewers that there are too many repetitions, and that parts of the book appears to have been
written before the death of Kim Jong-il. The book appears very well researched, and it is very
detailed. It probably, however, wouldn't be less informative if it was shortened a bit.”



D. A. Jacobs, “Stepping back. Slowly working through the publication and trying to understand
how this is allowed to happen.”

Telefoto, “A highly knowledgeable insight into life in the Hermit Kingdom. Professor Victor Cha
was an Advisor on North Korea to President George W Bush, and his book, therefore, is a
revealing and knowledgeable insight into life in the Hermit Kingdom - yesterday, today and the
future.  Highly recommended.”

CluelessRenovators, “Great book. I had recently read Escape from Camp 13, which was a much
easier and anecdotal read but this book provides great factual insight into life in North Korea.”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 217 people have provided feedback.
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