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that shaped both its expansion and its subsequent decline following the
adoption of the Joint Venture Law in 1984. Since the 1950s, North Korea
cultivated anti-imperialist solidarity with postcolonial African states as
part of its broader pursuit of international recognition. During the 1970s
and 1980s, Pyongyang promoted agricultural cooperation as a practical
expression of collective self-reliance and food sovereignty. Departing from
previous studies that attribute the collapse of such cooperation primarily
to North Korea's domestic economic difficulties, this article argues that its
decline was driven by structural transformations within the Global South. As
many postcolonial states adopted market-oriented reforms and reoriented
their development strategies in the late Cold War period, the political and
economic foundations of South-South cooperation eroded. This shift was
further reinforced by the resolution of inter-Korean diplomatic competition,
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1. Introduction

On September 8, 1984, the North Korean Standing Committee of the Supreme
People’s Assembly adopted the Law of Joint Venture [Habydngbop] (hereafter the
Joint Venture Law) to promote economic and technical cooperation with foreign
countries.” The enactment of this law signalled a recalibration of North Korea’s
foreign policy at a time when Pyongyang explicitly refused to follow the path of
China’s “Reform and Opening up [&EF#].” The law provided an institutional
foundation for foreign companies to seek cooperation with North Korean
corporations, which had largely been marginalized in the international market
despite the wave of neoliberal globalization.

North Korea initially envisioned joint ventures primarily with corporations
affiliated with Chongryon—the de facto North Korean representative body in Japan,
as Article 5 distinctly mentioned “Koreans overseas, including Korean traders and
manufacturers in Japan,” as eligible shareholders.? At the same time, Kim Il Sung
left open the possibility of cooperation “regardless of ideology, ideas, and systems”
provided that potential partners maintained friendly relations with North Korea.®
In this context, he referred to countries such as Tanzania and Mozambique as
candidates for joint agricultural ventures following meetings with their respective
presidents.” Given these statements and the broader emphasis on South-South
cooperation, it appeared unlikely at the time that economic cooperation between
North Korea and African countries would soon experience a decline.

Despite these expectations, North Korea-Africa relations began to deteriorate
gradually in the late 1980s. Although Pyongyang maintained close ties with a
limited number of leaders, including Julius Nyerere of Tanzania, Yoweri Museveni
of Uganda, and Didier Ratsiraka of Madagascar, many African states withdrew their
exclusive support for North Korea and established diplomatic relations with Seoul.
Economic cooperation followed a similar trajectory. In the final years of the Cold
War, collaborative agricultural projects failed to produce significant results, and
joint ventures were either terminated or transferred to other foreign corporations.
As North Korea and African countries had sustained cooperation under the banner
of anti-imperialism since the late 1950s, these shifts in the 1980s were particularly
striking.

This paper examines the emergence and subsequent decline of agricultural
cooperation between North Korea and African countries following the introduction
of the Joint Venture Law in 1984. Although agricultural cooperation began in the
1970s, it intensified and became increasingly institutionalized in the 1980s, when
Pyongyang sought to formalize cooperation through joint ventures with African
states. The Joint Venture Law, which was designed to facilitate cooperation with
foreign partners, together with Kim Il Sung’s calls for joint ventures with postcolonial
countries, reflected North Korea’s expectation that agricultural cooperation with
Africa would enter a new phase.

Despite decades of solidarity rooted in shared anti-colonial and anti-imperialist
ideals, however, North Korea’s agricultural cooperation with African countries
began to wane in the late 1980s. This article analyzes why their agricultural
cooperation, once envisioned as a promising form of South-South cooperation,
proved unsustainable. It argues that the decline of such cooperation cannot be

explained solely by North Korea’s domestic economic difficulties, but should instead
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be understood in relation to broader historical shifts within the Global South® and
the African continent during the final stage of the Cold War.

To analyze the decline of North Korea-Africa relations in the 1980s, it is first
necessary to explain how these two geographically distant regions became connected
during the Cold War. Historians and political scientists have generally identified
two major motivations behind North Korea’s engagement with African countries.
First, existing scholarship emphasizes inter-Korean competition, as both North and
South Korea sought international “recognition” as the sole legitimate government
of the Korean Peninsula.® This rivalry unfolded primarily within international
organizations, especially the United Nations.” In their efforts to secure membership
and influence, both Koreas actively pursued diplomatic ties with postcolonial
states in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. While South Korea relied largely on
support from pro-American countries, Pyongyang expanded its diplomatic presence
in Africa, which provided a numerical advantage in the United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA). North Korea called the 30th UNGA a “diplomatic victory,”
during which the resolution demanding the withdrawal of the UN Command from
the Korean Peninsula was adopted in December 1975.% As Tycho van der Hoog,
Assistant Professor of International Security Studies at the Netherlands Defence
Academy, has noted, however, this interpretation of diplomatic competition—which
he called “bean-counting”—risks obscuring the agency of African states.’

Second, scholars have underscored Pyongyang’s support for African countries as
a means of promoting the personality cult of Kim II Sung and the dissemination of
Juche Ideology. During the Cold War, financial, technical, and military aid constituted
an important foundation of inter-state relations. Major powers, including the
United States, the Soviet Union, and China, actively intervened in the political and
economic affairs of newly independent states across Asia, Africa, and Latin America
to expand their influence.’® Such competition not only shaped the dynamics of the
Cold War but also intertwined with the broader issues of postcolonial world order,
revealing the entanglement of ideological rivalry and decolonisation.

North Korea’s assistance, while limited in scale compared to that of major
powers, nonetheless attracted the interest of some African leaders. The emphasis
on self-reliance and self-sufficiency inherent in the Juche ideology was also a notion
already shared among many African peoples.’’ Seeking recognition as a leader of
the international anti-imperialist movement, Kim Il Sung provided aid to African
nations without demanding financial compensation. Some scholars argue that this
“generous” aid policy served as a foundational element in sustaining North Korea’s
relations with African countries, often citing military assistance to countries like
Uganda, Zimbabwe, and Ethiopia, whose leaders accepted Pyongyang’s support
regardless of their ideological orientation.'?

These explanations present two key issues. First, they fail to account for North
Korea’s continued large-scale cooperation with African countries during the 1980s,
despite the declining significance of the “Korea Question” at the UNGA. While
agricultural projects began in the 1970s, cooperation expanded in the following
decade, particularly in Guinea and Tanzania, where North Korea established
agricultural research institutes to promote collaboration with local technicians
and farmers. Second, existing interpretations tend to attribute the decline of North
Korea-Africa relations in the late 1980s primarily to Pyongyang’s domestic economic
difficulties, thereby overlooking other factors that contributed to the reduction
of exchanges. Beyond internal constraints, North Korea-Africa ties were closely

connected to broader transformations within the Global South during the 1980s.
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For these reasons, this study analyzes the decline of North Korea-Africa
economic cooperation as a result of the overlap of two crises. Through primary
source analysis, it demonstrates how the crisis of North Korea’s domestic economy
coincided with a broader crisis of the Global South, which became increasingly
politically and financially subordinated to the Global North in the 1980s. This
overlap, the article argues, disrupted joint agricultural projects with Pyongyang and
undermined the foundations of South-South cooperation.

Unlike previous studies that treat North Korea and African nations as entirely
separate political entities, this article argues that, since the late 1970s, they shared a
common identification as part of the Global South and understood their economic
cooperation not as unilateral aid but as a form of South-South cooperation. While
the term “Global South” generally encompasses Asia, Africa, and Latin America,
this study focuses on African countries because North Korea selectively engaged with
them in agricultural cooperation. Pyongyang promoted its agricultural achievements
and cultivated its image among African countries facing food shortages in the 1970s,
a strategy that proved effective in mobilizing political support for Kim Il Sung’s
regime and participation in conferences held in Pyongyang.

In the following, this paper overviews North Korea-Africa relations in the
Cold War era, focusing on their economic cooperation in agriculture (2.). Their
collaborative projects forged North Korea’s identity as a “Third World”'® country
and a member of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) despite its longstanding
ties with the Soviet Union and China. The third section examines the crisis of
the Global South and its suggestions for the new world order, including the New
International Economic Order (3.). Unlike North Korea’s high expectations for the
NAM, the Global South gradually lost significance in international politics as many
of its countries began to yield to the rise of neoliberal globalization. The fourth
section discusses the decline of South-South cooperation between North Korea and
African countries at the end of the Cold War (4.). Compared to their longstanding
friendship with Pyongyang, many African states established ties with South Korea,
while they declined North Korea’s request to boycott the 1988 Seoul Olympics.
The conclusion argues for the importance of a global perspective in comprehending
North Korea’s foreign relations, as the rise and fall of the Global South deeply
shaped its agricultural cooperation with African countries during the Cold War (5.).

2. North Korea-Africa Agricultural Cooperation and the Joint Ventures

The earliest contact between North Korea and African countries dates back to
1957, when Pyongyang dispatched a goodwill mission to Egypt.'* From the outset,
North Korea sought to expand its diplomatic network among postcolonial nations
that shared commitments to anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism. As North Korea
did not have much influence in Africa and was still recovering from the Korean
Wiar, it referred to these ideologies to justify the connection between the two distant
regions. The fact that North Korea not only achieved national independence against
Japanese colonialism but also survived the Korean War, where the United States
was engaged as part of the UN Command, proved its dedication to the global
struggle toward anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism in the early stage of the Cold
War. Kim Il Sung frequently employed inflammatory rhetoric to denounce what he
characterized as the imperialist conduct of the United States. North Korea continues

to depict itself as the victor of the Korean War—referred to domestically as the
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“Fatherland Liberation War”—and actively promotes its anti-American and anti-
imperialist ideology in the international arena.

Several African leaders were also drawn to North Korea’s rapid industrialisation
following Japanese colonial rule and the Korean War, as well as the strong,
centralized authority embodied by Kim Il Sung. As Benjamin R. Young notes, some
Global South leaders were astonished by North Korea’s economic growth and
social transformation, which became an important example for other postcolonial
nations.'® Julius Nyerere, the first president of Tanzania, expressed particular
interest in North Korea’s agricultural development during his visit to Pyongyang
in June 1968."° Following this visit, Tanzania dispatched a few technicians to
study “socialist villages” in rural North Korea.'” Other postcolonial leaders also
appreciated Pyongyang’s unyielding support for anti-colonial struggles in southern
Africa and its “cordial” hospitality whenever they visited North Korea. They often
faced hierarchical relations during their visits to countries like the Soviet Union and
China, which only made Pyongyang’s sincere hospitality more peculiar.

Existing scholarship has focused primarily on North Korea’s dispatch of military
instructors and arms exports.'® For instance, during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, also
known as the Yom Kippur War, North Korea sent approximately 1,500 military
advisers and forty air force personnel to Egypt.'® Pyongyang also dispatched
military instructors and supplied arms to Uganda and Namibia in the 1980s.2°
Notably, such assistance extended across ideological lines: both Mengistu Haile
Mariam of Ethiopia, a leftist leader, and Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, a right-
wing leader, benefitted from North Korean support in postcolonial nation-building.
Young has further disclosed how Pyongyang exported its “Mass Games,” large
team gymnastics emphasising national unity and collective discipline, which became
prominent among postcolonial leaders in the Global South during the Cold War.?'
He analyzes that these leaders appreciated the Mass Games as a helpful tool for
“mobilising youth populations and fostering patriotism,” which was significant for
nation-building in the newly independent countries.??

While existing scholarship has concentrated primarily on North Korea’s military
and cultural cooperation with African countries, its engagement in the agricultural
sector has received comparatively little scholarly attention. Compared to this neglect,
Pyongyang was assured of its capability to support African agriculture, particularly
between the late 1970s and the early 1980s in the international arena. North Korea
strategically leveraged what Kim Il Sung termed the “Juche Farming Method” to
present its agrarian achievements. In this sense, agricultural cooperation functioned
as a form of nation branding and political legitimization for North Korea’s regime
during this period.?®

Although North Korea is known to have implemented more than twenty
agriculture-related projects across Africa, only a small number—such as those in
Tanzania and Ghana—have been subject to substantive academic research.?* Unlike
other capitalist and socialist countries that have provided aid in the agricultural
sector, North Korea viewed such assistance as potentially undermining the economic
independence of African nations. Instead of offering unilateral aid, North Korea
proposed a model of practical cooperation whereby it would dispatch scientists and
technicians to African countries to work directly with local farmers in implementing
agricultural projects.?® In this context, Kim Il Sung adopted the idea of “collective
self-reliance,” which had been a crucial objective among the “Third World”
countries in the 1970s to pursue the NIEO.?® As Tycho van der Hoog argues,
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North Korea manipulated the field of agriculture as an “ideal opportunity for
cooperation,” exporting its “Juche agriculture” that emphasized “rescaling the land
through collectivisation and heavy technological intervention.”?” As he correctly
pointed out, North Korea framed its engagement with African states in agriculture
as South-South cooperation, aiming at self-sufficiency in food production.?®

While it remains difficult to reconstruct a comprehensive quantitative account
of North Korea’s agricultural assistance to African countries, available records
indicate notable and sustained cooperation during the 1970s and 1980s. Following
the establishment of diplomatic relations and bilateral friendship associations,
Pyongyang pursued agricultural collaboration as a means of strengthening anti-
imperialist networks and promoting Kim Il Sung’s leadership internationally. In
response to the global food crisis of the 1970s, North Korea promoted the “Juche
Farming Method,” which emphasized “scientifization” and “mechanization” as
strategies to increase agricultural productivity.?? Kim Il Sung, who is reportedly
credited with the development of this method, claimed that it could not only alleviate
food shortages in rural areas but also liberate peasants from arduous manual labour.

North Korean officials sought to extend this vision transnationally through
agricultural cooperation with African nations. For instance, in 1973, US diplomatic
reports noted a minor collaborative effort between North Korea and Burundi, in
which Pyongyang committed to constructing a small factory for the production
of agricultural implements—specifically hoes, the primary tillage tool used in
Burundi.®® Even in contexts where mechanisation was limited and the adoption of
equipment such as tractors remained impractical, North Korea’s objective was to
promote the application of science and technology in agriculture tailored to local
conditions.

Kim II Sung promised that North Korea would take a more active role in
developing agriculture in African countries during the Symposium of the Non-
Aligned and Other Developing Countries on Increasing Food and Agricultural
Production, held in Pyongyang on August 26-31, 1981.%" The conference held
dual significance for North Korea. First, Pyongyang sought to persuade non-aligned
nations to endorse its unification plan and advocate for the withdrawal of the UN
Command from the Korean Peninsula. Second, North Korea aimed to present itself
as a provider of agricultural assistance to other Global South countries. Given
its limited financial and technical resources, Pyongyang strategically positioned
agriculture as a key area of expertise, focusing its engagement on nations struggling
with food shortages. Following the conference, Kim Il Sung held separate meetings
with ministers from African countries to propose concrete initiatives, including
the establishment of agricultural research centres in Eastern and Western Africa.*?
These proposals were meant to distinguish North Korea’s assistance from Western
developmental aid, which was criticized for offering temporary remedies instead
of sustainable farming methods adapted to local climate and environmental
conditions. As a result, North Korean scientists and engineers were dispatched
to Guinea and Tanzania, where they worked with local farmers and technicians
to establish agricultural research institutions known as the Kim Il Sung and the
Chollima Agro-Science Research Institute.**

These initiatives laid the groundwork for a more institutionalized form of
cooperation in the mid-1980s. The introduction of the Joint Venture Law in
September 1984 was intended to facilitate the expansion of agricultural cooperation

by providing a legal framework for joint economic projects. According to Kyu Sup
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Chung, North Korea adopted this legislation after recognizing the limitations of a self-
reliant and closed economy, seeking instead to promote international cooperation
and expand foreign trade.®** Although the majority of joint ventures established
under this legislation were formed with enterprises affiliated with Chongryon, it
is significant that, in the early phases of implementation, efforts were also made
to initiate joint projects with European corporations and state-owned enterprises
in Africa. During this period, Kim Il Sung frequently promoted joint ventures as a
viable model for cooperation with African countries.*® Framed as an alternative to
Western developmental aid, joint ventures were expected to offer mechanisms for
achieving collective self-reliance and mutual benefit. Unlike financial aid or military
assistance aimed at supporting anti-imperialist revolutionary forces, joint ventures
were promoted as forms of cooperation capable of delivering tangible economic
gains to all participating parties.

Beyond their economic function, the success of joint ventures carried particular
significance in the context of leadership succession in North Korea. According to
Shin Kyung Wan, former vice-director of the Publicity and Information Department,
Kim Jong Il made most of the decisions on domestic policies after he was officially
appointed as the successor at the Sixth Party Congress in October 1980,%¢ while
Kim II Sung continued to exercise substantial influence over foreign policy. Within
this context, the introduction of the Joint Venture Law—widely regarded as a policy
initiative associated with Kim Jong Il—suggests that he had begun to take a more
active role in shaping North Korea’s external economic relations. Given Kim Jong
II’s reputation for hardline approaches to inter-Korean relations,®’ the development
of joint ventures offered an opportunity to demonstrate his capacity to engage
in cooperative economic initiatives with foreign partners, independent of military
mobilisation or the use of force.

North Korean media portrayed the uniqueness of the Joint Venture Law as
distinctive for its openness to foreign and diaspora investors, framing it as
evidence of a pragmatic adjustment in economic policy. As Minju Chosdn, the
newspaper of the Cabinet of the DPRK, emphasized, the law imposed few formal
restrictions on potential partners, sectors of cooperation, or geographical locations,
explicitly allowing participation by foreign enterprises as well as overseas Koreans,
including Korean-Japanese businesspeople.®® Other observers also noted early
signs of outreach beyond Chongryon-affiliated firms. According to Hy-Sang Lee,
Professor of Economics at the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh, North Korea
announced an agreement with a “French company on building and managing a
hotel in Pyongyang” and “active North Korean inquiries about joint ventures in
Europe” soon after announcing the adoption of the Joint Venture Law.*® However,
Pyongyang’s ambition to expand its economic network via this law was not realized,
possibly due to its foreign debt. As several scholars have analyzed, this law did not
fundamentally transform the structure of North Korea’s pattern of international
cooperation but instead facilitated a small number of enterprises, most of them in
collaboration with Chongryon.*® The initial idea to open a business with Western
and non-aligned countries thus remained largely unrealized.

North Korea’s ambitions were also institutionalized in several African countries
through joint ventures. For instance, the Korea-Tanzania Joint Agricultural Company
(KOTACO) was established in 1986 as a joint venture between North Korea and
Tanzania, with the aim of developing agricultural production in the Rufiji Basin.*'
At the launch ceremony, Paul Bomani, then Minister for Agriculture and Livestock
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Development, announced an ambitious plan to irrigate 50,000 hectares, with an
initial phase of 15,000 hectares expected to yield approximately 107,000 tons of
cereals.*? This project built on more than a decade of prior cooperation: from the
early 1980s, over one hundred North Korean experts had been dispatched to rural
areas in Tanzania to provide technical assistance in rice and maize production.*®
Tanzania, under the leadership of Julius Nyerere, had prioritized rural development
and agriculture since independence through the policy of ujamaa, articulated in
the Arusha Declaration of 1967.%* North Korea was among the few countries that
continued to support Tanzanian agricultural initiatives even as Nyerere’s vision of
ujamaa and forced villagization began to unravel in the mid-1970s.

Despite these ambitious goals, KOTACO failed to achieve its projected outcomes.
By 1989, the project had cleared and developed approximately 5,818 hectares, yet
only about 2,500 hectares were ultimately cultivated.*® The project faced challenges
due to financial constraints and logistical issues, leading to its abandonment in
1993 amid economic hardships in North Korea. Subsequently, the Rufiji Basin
Development Authority (RUBADA) took possession of the Mngeta Farm assets
on behalf of the Tanzanian government.*® The farm was later leased to various
tenants, including Kilombero Plantations Limited, in 2007, but none fully realized
the original development plans. Despite the proximity of the TANZAM (Tanzania-

7 which could have facilitated transportation and trade, the

Zambia) railway,*
project did not achieve its intended outcomes, reflecting broader challenges in North
Korea-Tanzania agricultural collaborations.

The disappointing performance of KOTACO illustrates the wider constraints
facing North Korea’s agricultural cooperation with African countries in the late
1980s. As Tanzania had been one of Pyongyang’s most important partners in
agricultural cooperation, the project’s failure undermined prospects for further
collective initiatives. According to Kyu Sup Chung, Pyongyang also pursued joint
ventures with Sierra Leone, Burkina Faso, Ghana, Zambia, and the Central African
Republic.”® Yet only seven joint ventures were established with African states,
compared to twenty-seven ventures involving Chongryon-affiliated enterprises.*®
While the adoption of the Joint Venture Law signalled North Korea’s intention to
enhance external engagement and align—at least partially—with global trends, in
practice, its implementation was primarily limited to cooperation with companies
affiliated with Chongryon. Partnerships with non-aligned countries, including those
in Africa, thus remained highly restricted. Given Pyongyang’s sustained efforts to
promote the “Juche Farming Method” and to cultivate influence in African states
through agricultural cooperation, the subsequent contraction of these partnerships
is remarkable.

This outcome raises a broader question: why did agricultural cooperation
between North Korea and African countries fail to sustain its earlier momentum in
the late 1980s? Existing scholarship often attributes this decline to North Korea’s
deteriorating domestic economic conditions and the reduction of external support
from the Soviet Union and China. By the late 1970s, North Korea was already
entering a period of prolonged economic stagnation, exacerbated by mounting
external debt and declining industrial productivity.®® Meanwhile, China had begun
improving relations with the United States through its reform and opening policy,
and the Soviet Union—already struggling economically before Gorbachev’s rise—
was increasingly unable to support allied socialist states. However, given North
Korea’s continued commitment to agricultural projects in Africa well into the early
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1980s, it is insufficient to explain the decline of cooperation solely through domestic
economic downturn and geopolitical shifts among its traditional allies. A more
nuanced analysis requires an understanding of global circumstances that reshaped
North Korea’s foreign relations during the last stage of the Cold War.

3. Decline of the Global South and the Momentum of the South-South
Cooperation

Like diplomatic relations between North Korea and African states, their
agricultural cooperation was often initiated by Pyongyang as part of its broader
effort to gain international recognition from postcolonial nations. This, however,
does not imply that African states were passive recipients of North Korean
initiatives. Cooperation did not automatically translate into political support, as
African governments evaluated both the quantity and quality of assistance and
assessed whether such projects aligned with their own domestic priorities.

Recognition nevertheless remained a central concern for North Korea, shaped by
the unresolved “Korea Question” at the United Nations and the importance of votes
from postcolonial states in the UN General Assembly. African and Latin American
support in this process reflected distinct political and economic calculations, most
clearly illustrated by North Korea’s admission to the Non-Aligned Movement
(NAM) at the 1975 Non-Aligned Foreign Ministers Conference held in Lima,
Peru.®' During the conference, the applications of both Pyongyang and Seoul
were considered, but only North Korea’s was accepted, largely with the support
of African and Latin American countries.*? Although North Korea had not been
invited to the NAM initially in 1961, Kim Il Sung made sustained efforts throughout
the 1970s—including overseas visits to Eastern Europe and North Africa—to secure
membership. Following its admission in August 1975, Pyongyang increasingly
used the NAM as a platform to seek recognition from newly independent states.
Collective farming and irrigation projects with African countries emerged in this
context, as North Korea viewed the NAM as a crucial institution for consolidating
its international standing.

Until the 1970s, many “Third World” countries actively pursued the establishment
of an alternative global economic order. Alongside the broader vision of South-
South cooperation articulated at the Bandung Conference and institutionalized
through the NAM, organizations such as the Group of 77 (G-77) and the United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) advanced the concept
of a New International Economic Order (NIEO).5® The NIEO called for economic
sovereignty, collective self-reliance, and the elimination of unequal exchange
between the Global North and South. African countries, in particular, reached the
height of their collective political influence during this period, as leaders raised
unified demands through forums like UNCTAD and the G-77.%* These institutions
shaped the foundation for the NIEO, which envisioned a restructured international
economic system based on sovereign control over natural resources, fairer terms of
trade, reform of international finance and trade regimes, regulations of multinational
corporations, debt relief, and expanded development assistance. As Taekyoon Kim,
Professor of International Development at Seoul National University, has noted,
these demands—calling on former colonial powers to accept responsibility for
structural inequality—had the potential to transform global politics and the world
economy in the long run.>®
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North Korea placed significant hopes on the NAM as a platform through which
it could mobilize support from postcolonial African states. By the early 1980s,
however, the NAM no longer wielded the same influence it had in earlier decades.
This decline was closely tied to the waning influence of the Global South itself. The
global food crisis of the early 1970s dealt a severe blow to many non-oil-producing
countries that were heavily dependent on primary commodity exports.*® Tanzania
offers a revealing example. Nyerere’s Ujamaa, which had been a promising rural
development project started in 1967, turned into a catastrophe for many peasants.
They endured severe drought, skyrocketing oil prices, forced migration, and the
Ugandan invasion of Tanzania in October 1978. Consequently, even countries
that had previously maintained amicable relations with North Korea and engaged
in agricultural cooperation began, by the 1980s, to accept structural adjustment
programs promoted by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), thereby aligning themselves with the neoliberal tide of globalisation. In this
context, North Korea and African states could no longer sustain the same degree
of agricultural cooperation as before.

North Korea also endorsed the NIEO as a valid demand for transforming the
unequal world order. Its party organ published an article that echoed the core
demands of the NIEO.®” For example, one article argued that unfair trade conditions
represented a clear and concentrated form of injustice, whereby “imperialist” powers
set the prices of raw materials and primary goods at the lowest possible levels,
thereby widening the economic gap between developed and developing countries. It
further characterized the existing economic order as a subjugating and exploitative
system, as well as problematized the deceptive actions of developed countries
using the terms “aid” and “cooperation” to undermine the national economies of
developing countries.®® The article concluded with a call for collective action among
developing countries against the attempts of “imperialist powers” to divide newly
emerging forces and preserve the old international order.5°

Contrary to initial expectations, the “Third World” countries were unable to
maintain long-term unity. Priya Lal, a historian of Africa and Professor at Boston
College, described the fractures within the Global South that hindered efforts to
organize unity, even if the members agreed upon the global divide of wealth.®°
Nyerere was a strong advocate of international solidarity, and he raised his voice
to call for collective action in international organisations like UNCTAD and the
G-77. Yet even Nyerere, who strongly underscored cross-border cooperation, could
not ignore Tanzania’s domestic challenges and was unwilling to accept the sacrifice
of individual nations for the sake of transnational solidarity. The economic self-
interest of the members limited the capacity of the NIEO and the possibility of
achieving collective self-reliance. Moreover, the impact of the NIEO was limited
due to the oil crisis, where its bargaining power significantly declined without the
support of the OPEC countries. The hike in crude oil prices created another friction
within the Global South, where the export profits of the OPEC members exceeded
those of the rest of the Third World countries after the oil crises in 1973 and 1979.
The decline of the NIEO meant the political and economic dominance of developed
countries along with the growing neoliberal international order.®’

Kim Il Sung repeatedly articulated his expectation of the NAM as a platform to
take the initiative in the global anti-imperialist movement and disclose economic
inequality between the Global North and South. From his perspective, the NAM
should exert more power to unite its members and create a new world order where
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the Global South is no longer reliant on and subordinate to wealthier nations in
the West. Kim’s vision for the NAM appeared in his speech on June 20, 1986.
In this speech, he mentioned six urgent matters to develop the NAM: (1) Unite
to fight against imperialism; (2) Prevention of nuclear war and the abolition of
nuclear weapons; (3) Elimination of colonialism and racism, and achieving national
liberation; (4) Economic independence of the Global South (through South-South
cooperation); (5) Establishing a New International Economic Order (Imperialists
plundering natural resources of the developing countries); (6) The development
of the NAM.2 He argued that the members must tackle these issues to fulfil the
“noble mission” of the NAM and satisfy the “aspirations and desires” of their
populations.®?

In emphasizing South-South cooperation, Kim Il Sung also stressed unity among
NAM members. As he stated, “Imperialism is the common enemy of the peoples
of the non-aligned countries and the progressive people throughout the world. The
allied imperialist force is challenging the just cause of the people for independence,
peace and social progress. ... The people can only oppose and defeat the allied
imperialist force by a united effort.”®* By referring to imperialism, he could provoke
the memory of colonial rule, which was shared by the NAM members, and contend
for the necessity of solidarity among themselves.

Kim thus appeared to have regarded the NAM as a platform through which
the Global South could continue its anti-imperialist struggle by fostering solidarity
among member states. His high expectations made Pyongyang apply to host the
NAM Conference, which was unsuccessful. Moreover, by the 1980s, the movement
was experiencing internal divisions due to ideological and policy differences among
its members. Despite the designation as “non-aligned,” the NAM included several
member states—particularly Cuba—that exhibited strong pro-Soviet tendencies,
while others emphasized the need to uphold the principle of non-alignment by
refraining from supporting either the United States or the Soviet Union.®® Within
this context, Kim’s repeated emphasis on South-South cooperation and his calls for
strengthened unity among NAM member states can be understood as an effort to
counteract this decline. Nonetheless, North Korea, a relatively new member, did
not have enough influence to unite other countries, and the NAM members were
occupied with surviving neoliberal globalisation.

During his meeting with Jambyn Batmunkh, the General Secretary of the
Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party (1984-1990), Kim Il Sung voiced growing
disillusionment with the NAM, emphasising its diminishing relevance in global
affairs.®® He observed that the organisation had recently failed to exert meaningful
influence, largely due to internal challenges faced by its member states and persistent
divisions among them. He criticized the NAM’s inability to maintain cohesion
or effectively pursue its stated goals, such as decolonisation and economic self-
reliance. Kim also expressed scepticism toward the leadership within the Global
South, suggesting that many political leaders from developing countries lacked
practical commitment. He also recounted how some leaders frequently visited other
nations seeking advice but rarely implemented meaningful reforms at home. This
conversation revealed North Korea’s growing frustration with the NAM’s internal
divisions and its declining influence over member states. Pyongyang was particularly
disillusioned by the realisation that the retreat of the NAM could not be reversed
through the efforts of a single country. Young claimed that North Korea eventually
sought a breakthrough in its foreign relations with “Third World” countries outside
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the framework of the NAM in the late 1980s.%”

Still, Pyongyang could not easily dismiss the NAM, which had been a core
platform to advocate its international position. Despite its declining influence,
North Korea remained committed to using the movement as a crucial diplomatic
tool to promote its anti-imperialist agenda and amplify its voice in global affairs.
As a last attempt to revitalize South-South cooperation, North Korea hosted minor
conferences of the NAM calling for South-South cooperation, but the meeting
yielded little tangible outcome. Many African states sought connections with South
Korea at the end of the Cold War, which only deteriorated longstanding ties with
Pyongyang.

4. An Age of Counter-Revolution: From Solidarity to Strategy

After failing to secure hosting rights for the NAM summits in 1983 and 1986,
North Korea managed to organize the 1987 Extraordinary Ministerial Conference
of Non-Aligned Countries on South-South Cooperation in Pyongyang.®® As
discussed in the previous chapter, Kim Il Sung was desperate to revitalize the NAM
to pressure the United States and South Korea to withdraw foreign troops from
the Korean Peninsula and pursue unification without external intervention. Like
earlier summits, the 1986 NAM summit in Harare called for peaceful reunification
and the withdrawal of foreign forces.®® However, compared to lengthy statements
addressing political and economic issues elsewhere, the Harare declaration devoted
only minimal attention to solidarity with North Korea.

In his welcome speech, Kim Il Sung emphasized South-South cooperation as
a means of achieving collective self-reliance. He stated: “Collective self-reliance
is the common ideal and principle for the peoples of the non-aligned countries
in their struggle to shape their destinies for themselves in a spirit of unity and
cooperation. The masses of the people have to forge their own destiny. To this end,
they must unite and cooperate with each other not only within their own countries
but also on an international scale under the banner of self-reliance.””® Kim had
previously invoked the concept of collective self-reliance when dispatching North
Korean scientists and engineers to countries such as Guinea and Tanzania to assist
in agricultural development.”

For North Korea, collective self-reliance symbolized both its sustained efforts
to support agricultural development in Africa during the 1980s and an appeal for
recognition of its contributions. Maintaining South-South cooperation under this
banner of collective self-reliance was seen as a matter of existential importance
for a country that remained fiercely critical of neoliberal globalization and
structural adjustment programmes led by the World Bank and the IMFE. This form
of cooperation was, therefore, understood not only as beneficial for countries like
North Korea but also as a proposal to overcome poverty and underdevelopment
at the international level. As social scientists Kevin Gray and Barry K. Gills argue,
South-South cooperation offers a “vision of mutual benefit and solidarity among
the disadvantaged of the world system,” fostering hopes for development based on
mutual assistance without reliance on the Global North.”®

By the mid-1980s, however, North Korean officials increasingly recognized
that African countries were no longer offering unconditional support. Pyongyang’s
engagement with the NAM had become anachronistic: although the NAM no longer

functioned as a cohesive force within the Global South, North Korea continued
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to rely on it as a vehicle for international recognition.”® At successive NAM-
related meetings, Pyongyang repeatedly foregrounded issues related to the Korean
Peninsula and demanded unequivocal support from member states. As scholars like
Nate Kerkhoff and Benjamin R. Young have demonstrated, this approach generated
considerable discontent within the movement.”*

At the same time, the growing influence of the United States and the rapid
economic development of South Korea opened room for the NAM member states
to establish ties with Seoul. This shift undermined Pyongyang’s efforts to orchestrate
a boycott of the 1988 Seoul Olympics, modelled on earlier boycotts of the Moscow
(1980) and Los Angeles (1984) Games. Although Kim Il Sung did not publicly claim
African support for a boycott, preventing South Korea from successfully hosting
the Olympics was of central importance to North Korea. Following Kim Il Sung’s
assurance on the “complete victory of socialism””® in December 1986, the prospect
of a global event—one that included participation from communist states—being
held in Seoul, the capital of South Korea, symbolized a substantial setback for
Pyongyang in the ongoing inter-Korean competition. North Korea also tried hard
to persuade the International Olympic Committee to include itself as a co-host of
the 1988 Olympics while urging socialist countries to boycott the event.”®

Yet even long-standing African partners proved reluctant to offer unconditional
support for this boycott initiative. According to the recollection of Koh Young-
hwan, a former North Korean diplomat in Zaire (today’s Democratic Republic
of the Congo) who defected to South Korea in the early 1990s, Tanzania declined
to commit to a boycott, despite the two countries’ long history of agricultural
cooperation.”” Even though North Korean delegates chose Tanzania as the first
destination, given its influence in the “Third World” and the close friendship
between Kim Il Sung and Julius Nyerere, newly elected President Ali Hassan
Mwinyi cautiously responded that he should consult with other socialist and non-
aligned leaders.”® This hesitation reflected a broader reorientation among African
governments, which increasingly prioritized pragmatic diplomatic and economic
considerations over ideological loyalty. In the end, a limited number of countries,
including Cuba, Nicaragua, and Madagascar, chose to boycott the event’®, while
the Seoul Olympics only showcased South Korea’s rapid industrialization and
highlighted its growing economic superiority over North Korea.

These developments coincided with a broader diplomatic setback, namely South
Korea’s normalization of relations with the Soviet Union and China, which put
Pyongyang in a diplomatic predicament. As a result, North Korea could no longer
ignore the reality that it had to join the United Nations as a separate entity from
South Korea, each holding its own seat.?° Consequently, on September 17, 1991,
during the 46th UNGA, South Korea and North Korea became the 160th and
161st official member states, respectively. This marked the end of the decades-
long diplomatic competition between the two Koreas over UN membership. The
simultaneous admission of both Koreas to the UN can also be seen as a turning
point at which North Korea’s interactions with African countries began to decline.

In addition, North Korea-Africa relations were influenced by shifts within
African countries. As many postcolonial nations faced mounting national debt,
they became increasingly dependent on loans and grants from international financial
institutions such as the World Bank and the IMFE. These loans and grants were
subject to conditions that often took the form of structural adjustment programs
mandating economic reforms, leading to the dismantling of socialist policies and the
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adoption of neoliberal economic models. For example, Tanzania began economic
reform with the beginning of Ali Hassan Mwinyi’s presidency in 1985, which
included trade liberalization and privatization of state-owned enterprises.®' These
economic reforms exhibited a dual nature: while they contributed to the recovery of
productivity, they also deepened dependence on foreign aid and external debt. North
Korea was highly critical of such reform trajectories, viewing them as a departure
from the principle of self-reliance and as detrimental to the economic independence
of the Global South. As neoliberal globalization advanced, Pyongyang’s ideological
appeal weakened, and agricultural cooperation with African states steadily lost
momentum.

5. Conclusion: Thwarted Attempt to Construct an Alternative World Order

This article has demonstrated that North Korea’s agricultural cooperation with
African countries during the Cold War was closely intertwined with the rise and
decline of the Global South. Pyongyang’s efforts to collaborate with African farmers
and promote locally adapted agricultural methods were initially welcomed by
postcolonial states seeking economic self-reliance and food sovereignty. Expectations
for expanded cooperation were further heightened by the adoption of the Joint
Venture Law in 1984. While a small number of joint ventures were established, most
failed to produce lasting results. Rather than collapsing solely due to North Korea’s
internal economic difficulties, these projects unravelled alongside the broader erosion
of the Global South, as many postcolonial states embraced neoliberal reforms in
exchange for loans and aid from institutions such as the World Bank and the IMFE.
In contrast to earlier decades—when non-aligned countries collectively advanced
the New International Economic Order—the ideal of collective self-reliance lost
political and economic relevance in the era of neoliberal globalization.

North Korea’s diplomacy using its agricultural success also reflected its persistent
quest for international recognition, in which African support played a crucial role
in strengthening its position vis-a-vis South Korea. Even after the inter-Korean
rivalry at the United Nations diminished in the late 1970s, Pyongyang continued
agricultural cooperation with countries such as Guinea and Tanzania, underscoring
its commitment to collective self-reliance. Yet most of these projects came to an
end in the early 1990s without tangible outcomes, as North Korean personnel
withdrew amid mounting domestic economic hardship. While the severe economic
decline culminating in the “Arduous March”—a period of mass starvation in the
late 1990s—undoubtedly weakened Pyongyang’s capacity to sustain domestic

82 agricultural cooperation with

agricultural production and overseas projects,
Africa had already lost momentum once countries of the Global South abandoned
collective efforts to construct an alternative world order and accommodated
themselves to neoliberal globalization. As both anti-imperialist ideology and the
strategic value of international recognition declined, the rationale underpinning
these collaborations faded.

As Van der Hoog rightly noted, it would be misleading to assume that North
Korea-Africa relations ended with the collapse of the Berlin Wall or the dissolution
of the Soviet Union.®® In the post-Cold War era, Pyongyang reactivated its historical
ties to generate hard currency and circumvent international sanctions through arms
sales and monument construction.®* Despite the closure of its embassies abroad,®®

North Korea continued to participate in NAM and G-77 summits, signalling its
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enduring rhetorical commitment to the Global South.2® Yet these connections could
not resurrect the shared global project of creating a new world order in the 1970s
and the 1980s. The decline of agricultural cooperation between North Korea and
African states thus marked not merely the end of bilateral economic engagements,
but the disillusioning collapse of a broader vision of South-South cooperation
and collective self-reliance: one that could not be salvaged through institutional
mechanisms like joint ventures.
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