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orea commemorated the 65th anniversary of the official start of the Korean War (1950-1953) on 
June 25, 2015. The Korean Association for Cold War Studies held its founding inaugural symposium 
on the same day, and the discussion aptly revolved around how to conceptualize and understand the 

Cold War and the continued division of the Korean peninsula long after its supposed end. Since the ‘end’ of 
the Cold War, there have been diverse attempts to reframe its history, both temporally, by challenging 
perceived understandings about its onset and origins, and geographically, by highlighting regional differences 
in its unfolding and (un)ending aspect. I offer this brief foray into Korea’s place in Cold War historiography 
as a means of introducing Moe Taylor’s article, because similar issues could be raised with his novel attempt 
to examine the diplomatic relationship between Guyana and North Korea. What do Guyanese-North Korean 
relations tell us about the Cold War? This question is important for the article, which seeks to highlight the 
relationships forged under the banner of Communist Third Worldism, and also because it is published in the 
Journal of Cold War Studies. 

The timing of Guyanese-North Korean relations between 1974 and 1985 encompasses both the successes and 
the limits to fraternal socialist internationalism. Taylor traces the short-lived diplomatic overtures between 
North Korea and Guyana, the only English-speaking country in South America, with a long history of Dutch 
and British colonial rule, and thus a pluralistic society of various ethnic groups that included descendants of 
African slaves and Indian laborers. The article makes good use of Guyanese sources, both archival documents 
and oral interviews, to describe the way in which Guyanese leader Forbes Burnham (1923-1985) was attracted 
to North Korean leader Kim Il Sung’s (1912-1994) ideology of self-reliance (Juche) and used it to implement 
his own unorthodox program of ‘co-operative socialism’ that would modernize Guyana. 

While the Guyanese-North Korean relationship seems to have been largely fueled by the affinity between the 
leaders of the two countries, the concept of co-operative socialism predates Burnham’s ties to North Korea, as 
Taylor describes Burnham to be a follower of both Yugoslavian leader Josip Broz Tito and Tanzanian leader 
Julius Nyerere even before embarking on relations with North Korea. Indeed, the title of the article, “One 
Hand Can’t Clap,” comes from a traditional Guyanese proverb that emphasizes the importance of cooperative 
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living that Burnham sought to realize through “a vast network of small, democratic cooperatives rather than 
the massive state institutions of the Soviet model, synthesizing degrees of private ownership and collective 
labor” (43). According to Taylor, Burnham was most impressed by the hardcore discipline embodied by 
North Korean workers, such that “when the fellas bent their backs at seven [to work in the fields], they didn’t 
get up until they took a break, two hours after” (55). Such levels of discipline were attributed to their 
devotion to the leader, and Burnham sought to adopt North Korea’s work ethic in order to implement his 
vision of co-operative socialism by emulating the cult of personality and a system of education that placed 
priority on collective discipline. This was most visible in the Mass Games, a grandiose choreographed 
gymnastics extravaganza with the participation of tens of thousands, all of whom moved in unison. A North 
Korean team visited Guyana for nine months in 1979 in order to train personnel from the Ministry of 
Education as Mass Games instructors, which culminated in the 1980 performance of Guyana’s first Mass 
Games to commemorate the tenth anniversary of Burnham’s 1970 proclamation of the Co-operative 
Republic. By 1982, Mass-Games training became part of physical education in the Guyanese public school 
system, remaining so until the early 1990s. 

While Taylor demonstrates a clear rationale for why Guyana sought ties with North Korea within the frame 
of a bipolar world, the article does not articulate the significance of this relationship for our understanding of 
the Cold War. There are several possibilities for further research in this regard. The Guyanese-North Korean 
relationship offers an example of Third-Worldism during the Cold War, and Taylor could have discussed the 
Afro-Caribbean radical thinker and revolutionary, Franz Fanon, when discussing Burnham’s call for a 
thorough “cultural revolution…to revive a sense of national pride and respect for native tradition,” in line 
with North Korean leader Kim Il Sung’s own call to “do away with the cultural backwardness caused by the 
after-effects of imperialist colonial rule and build a new national culture” (44). Both lines are reminiscent of 
Fanon’s writings. 

Currently, the focus of the article is overwhelmingly on Guyana and internal Guyanese politics, grounded 
mostly on Guyanese sources with just a few North Korean sources in English translation. While fine studies 
can be produced using translated material and secondary sources, a closer examination of Guyanese-North 
Korean relations would have to engage with a greater variety of North Korean sources. If language is an issue, 
there may be possibilities offered by the North Korea International Documentation Project at the Wilson 
Center in Washington DC that has digitized and translated many of the diplomatic exchanges between North 
Korea and its former Communist allies. 

Returning to the question of what this study offers Cold War Studies, Taylor demonstrates that countries that 
sought to maintain independence from the influence of the Soviet Union or China, even while being part of 
the Socialist bloc, had to rely on each other for support, and here he could have put to good use Charles 
Armstrong’s Tyranny of the Weak: North Korea and the World, 1950-1992 (Columbia University Press, 2013) 
to situate Guyanese-North Korean relations in a global context. Although Guyana became the first country in 
the Caribbean Commonwealth to recognize the People’s Republic of China in 1972, Chinese leaders were 
beginning to take a pragmatic turn and cutting aid to Third World countries. Meanwhile, the Soviet 
government had been deeply skeptical of leaders like Burnham and Kim, who insisted on self-reliance and 
autonomy. Consequently, Guyana and North Korea turned to each other for support. North Korea provided 
cement and building materials, tractors, fishing boat engines, machinery, and military aid with teams of 
experts while Guyana reciprocated with timber, bauxite, and English-language classes for North Korean 
students at the University of Guyana. More importantly, Guyana became a vocal diplomatic ally for North 
Korea as evidenced by the formation of the Guyana-Korea Friendship Society, the Guyana Committee for the 
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Independent and Peaceful Reunification of Korea, and the Group for the Study of the Juche Idea in Guyana, 
with an annual Month of Solidarity in June and July of each year, the anniversary of the official start and end 
of the Korean War.  

In the end, however, Taylor attributes the failure of Burnham’s co-operative socialism to the multiethnic 
composition of Guyanese society in which the Indian-Guyanese, as the largest ethnic group, opposed 
Burnham, who was of middle-class African descent without the requisite perception of legitimacy. Rather 
than the result of lack of discipline, Guyanese society simply would not listen to the call for discipline in 
devotion to a leader who seemed to duplicate the tradition of the British colonial school system, even with 
reforms that introduced a new national history with its own heroes, holidays, and standards of fashion, diet, 
and speech. Despite the common ideological outlook between the leaders of Guyana and North Korea that 
coalesced in the idea of self-reliance, emphasizing nationalism, voluntarism, and party-led discipline, the swift 
end to Burnham’s policies upon his death in 1985 highlights the importance of examining local contexts and 
colonial legacies to fully understand the effects of the Cold War in the Third World. 

Conversely, the Cold War also limited the options that were available to the Third World. North Korea had 
greater success in building relationships with nonaligned governments in Africa and the Middle East while it 
faced “a more difficult terrain in Latin America and the Caribbean” (47). This can be explained by the fact 
that the latter region was geographically situated within the American sphere of influence. Worth exploring is 
how these structural constraints of the bipolar Cold War limited the efficacy of Guyanese-North Korean 
affinity even while facilitating their attraction in the first place. 

 

Suzy Kim is Associate Professor in the Department of Asian Languages and Cultures at Rutgers University. 
She received her Ph.D. in History from the University of Chicago. Her book Everyday Life in the North 
Korean Revolution, 1945-1950 (Cornell University Press, 2013) was awarded the 2015 James Palais Book 
Prize. She is currently preparing a monograph on the cultural history of gender formations in North Korea 
during the Cold War. Her teaching and research interests focus on modern Korean history, with particular 
attention to social and cultural history, gender studies, and critical theory. 

 

© 2016 The Authors 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 United States License 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/

