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espite the geographical distance between North Korea and Zimbabwe, their histories in many ways 
parallel each other. Both are postcolonial countries that transitioned into personal dictatorships that 
saw the Western world as inherently hostile. Heavily sanctioned by the U.S. government, the two 

countries have clung to disastrous economic policies and limited their citizens’ access to outside information. 
Both leaderships live extravagant lifestyles while many of their citizens suffer from malnutrition and 
impoverishment. Although members of the Zimbabwean military recently removed President Robert Mugabe 
from power, Pyongyang and Harare will continue to be relatively close allies.  

Choi and Jeong’s article on the historical relationship between the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK) and Zimbabwe provides important information about the foreign policies of these two authoritarian 
states. Based primarily on materials from the South Korean Diplomatic Archives and the North Korean state-
run media, it argues that the DPRK-Zimbabwe relationship was driven by strategic self-interests. While this 
argument is neither groundbreaking nor surprising, it does support the idea that North Korea has long been a 
pragmatic actor in international affairs.1  

Despite recent efforts by some scholars, North Korea’s historical ties to Africa, southern Asia, and Latin 
America remain an under researched topic. Charles Armstrong devoted a chapter in his recent book, Tyranny 

                                                      
1 Many scholars of the DPRK, notably Bruce Cumings, Charles Armstrong, and Rudiger Frank, have argued 

that North Korea’s foreign policy is rational. For example, see Bruce Cumings, North Korea: Another Country (New York: 
The New Press, 2003); Charles Armstrong, Tyranny of the Weak: North Korea and the World, 1950-1992 (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2013); and Rudiger Frank, “Pragmatism and North Korea Policy,” Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus 6:4 
(2008).  
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of the Weak, to North Korea’s Third World engagement.2 In addition, Moe Taylor’s work on North Korea-
Guyana relations provided valuable scholarship on Pyongyang’s linkages to the Global South.3 This author 
has also published extensively on North Korea-Third World relations.4 Choi and Jeong’s article is a welcome 
contribution to this nascent subfield and adds to our growing understanding of North Korea’s Third World 
policies. 

Choi and Jeong begin their article with a detailed explanation of Mugabe’s 1980 visit to Pyongyang. North 
Korean leader Kim Il Sung’s support of Zimbabwean independence was acknowledged and greatly 
appreciated by Mugabe. In fact, as the authors point out, Mugabe visited Pyongyang before meeting his great 
power benefactors in Beijing. Choi and Jeong then move on to discussing North Korea’s Third World policy 
and role in the anti-Apartheid movement in southern Africa during the 1970s and 1980s. Cuban leader Fidel 
Castro’s support of anti-Apartheid forces has long been known, but the role of Kim Il Sung is rarely 
acknowledged. This is one of the first articles to explicitly discuss Kim’s support for the anti-Apartheid 
movement.  

Choi and Jeong argue that North Korea’s support for the anti-Apartheid movement was closely aligned with 
the DPRK’s need to gain a diplomatic advantage over South Korea in the United Nations (UN) and Non-
Aligned Movement. While this may be true, the authors perhaps place too much of an emphasis on realpolitik 
rather than ideological considerations. Kim Il Sung’s past role as an anti-colonial revolutionary and guerilla 
fighter during the 1930s surely made him more sympathetic to Third World liberation movements. Kim’s 
personal struggle against Japanese imperialism during the 1930s undoubtedly shaped and informed his 
foreign policy after independence and the division of the Korean peninsula. Choi and Jeong pay little 
attention to Kim’s historical role as a guerilla fighter and do not link it to the leader’s later support of Third 
World revolutionaries.5 

The article’s strongest section, “The Zimbabwe National Liberation War and North Korea,” interweaves the 
history of Zimbabwean independence with the history of DPRK support for that movement. Choi and Jeong 

                                                      
2 Armstrong, Tyranny of the Weak, 168-207. 

3 Moe Taylor, “‘One Hand Can’t Clap’: Guyana and North Korea, 1974-1985,” Journal of Cold War Studies 
17:1 (Winter 2015): 41-63; Taylor, “‘Only a disciplined people can build a nation’: North Korean Mass Games and 
Third Worldism in Guyana, 1980-1992,” The Asia-Pacific Journal 13:4:2 (26 January 2015), 
http://apjjf.org/2015/13/4/Moe-Taylor/4258.html (accessed 2 March 2016).  

4 Benjamin R. Young, “Hammer, Sickle, and the Shamrock: North Korea’s Relations with the Workers’ Party 
of Ireland,” Journal of Northeast Asian History 12:2 (Winter 2015): 105-130; Young, “The Struggle for Legitimacy: 
North Korean-African Relations, 1965-1992,” British Association for Korean Studies Papers Issue 16 (July 2015): 97-116; 
Young “Juche in the USA: The Black Panther Party’s Relations with North Korea, 1969-1971,” The Asia-Pacific Journal: 
Japan Focus 13:12:2 (30 March 2015), http://www.japanfocus.org/-Benjamin-Young/4303. The author’s dissertation, 
entitled “Guerilla Internationalism: North Korea’s Relations with the Third World, 1957-1989,” also focuses on North 
Korea-Third World ties. 

5 For studies on the DPRK as a guerilla state, see Wada Haruki, Kim Il Sung gwa Manju Hangil Chŏnjaeng 
[Kim Il Sung and the anti-Japanese war in Manchuria] (Seoul: Changbi, 1992); Adrian Buzo, The Guerilla Dynasty: 
Politics and Leadership in North Korea (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 1999).  

http://apjjf.org/2015/13/4/Moe-Taylor/4258.html
http://www.japanfocus.org/-Benjamin-Young/4303
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explain that Mugabe’s decision to ally his party with North Korea was partly a way to prevent Soviet 
intervention in Zimbabwe and the domination of his rival Joshua Nkomo’s African People’s Union (ZAPU) 
in post-independence Zimbabwean politics. The authors’ linking of global Cold War dynamics with local 
politics suggests that Mugabe understood the nuances of Communist Bloc relations and the geopolitical 
significance of North Korea to Moscow. As they explain, “For Mugabe, North Korea’s position between the 
USSR and China, and its strategic importance for the Soviets was a useful card to prevent direct Soviet 
intervention on Nkomo’s behalf in another upheaval in Zimbabwe (11).” 

The most infamous and well-known example of the DPRK-Zimbabwe relationship is the Matabeleland 
Massacre in which Mugabe’s North Korean-trained Fifth Brigade killed more than 20,000 people, mostly of 
the Ndebele ethnicity, who supported Nkomo. Choi and Jeong acknowledge that North Korea “cannot be 
free from criticism” regarding this genocide. However, in the next few lines, the authors then write that the 
“North Koreans simply provided the methods for Mugabe’s quest” and that “their role was limited (15).” The 
North Koreans established and trained an elite unit of armed forces that were intensely loyal to Mugabe. It 
was only a matter of time until Mugabe deployed these fighters to quell internal opposition. At a certain 
point, it seems fairly certain that Kim Il Sung must have understood his military instructors were being used 
for settling domestic political squabbles rather than the far nobler goal of ending white minority rule in 
southern Africa.  

As South Korea’s economy grew during the 1980s and relations with North Korea weakened, Mugabe 
increasingly moved towards establishing trade relations with the Republic of Korea (ROK). Mugabe, like Kim 
Il Sung, was a pragmatist and sensed that the DPRK’s failing centrally planned economy would most likely 
result in little to no assistance being sent to Harare from Pyongyang. However, as Choi and Jeong note, 
Mugabe waited until after Kim Il Sung’s death in 1994 to establish diplomatic relations with Seoul. The two 
were comrades until the end. As the authors highlight in the conclusion, China now serves as Zimbabwe’s 
primary trade partner. North Korea’s present day trade with Zimbabwe is miniscule. 

While Choi and Jeong should be commended for their clear arguments and use of the underutilized ROK 
Diplomatic Archives, the article ignores the role of development. For many Third World leaders during the 
1970s and 1980s, allying themselves with North Korea was not purely a matter of receiving military assistance 
or advancing their own self-interests. North Korea’s rapid postcolonial development and version of socialist 
modernity appealed to many Third World governments. While this may seem absurd considering the 
DPRK’s current status as an isolated and impoverished Stalinist state, the country was once seen as a 
nonaligned model of discipline, efficiency, and organization by many newly independent governments in 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Nkomo understood this and even predicted that Mugabe “would use the 
Fifth Brigade as a private army to create a one-party state—on the North Korean model (14).” 

After the Korean War, Kim Il Sung rapidly industrialized the DPRK and created a highly militarized and 
autarkic state that surpassed South Korea in most indicators of economic output until the mid-1970s.6 Many 
Third World governments noticed this rapid development and sought to emulate the DPRK’s system. For 
example, Moges Wolde-Michael, the chairman of the Economic Committee of the Ethiopian Provisional 
Military Administrative Council, paid a visit to North Korea in March 1976 where he “declared that the 

                                                      
6 Bruce Cumings, North Korea: Another Country (New York: The New Press, 2004), viii-ix, 134-135.  
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example of Korea was worth following, and stated that ‘the political independence and economic self-reliance, 
which is resolutely defended by the Korean people, is an excellent model for the socialist Ethiopian people.’”7  

After visiting the DPRK in 1980, Mugabe said at a press conference that “the North Koreans have been faced, 
after Japanese withdrawal, with the need to re-distribute land to the peasants. But they had done much more 
than this. Despite a population of seventeen million and a territory more than 85% mountainous, they were 
producing an exportable food surplus from a cultivable area of 250 million hectares.” He added, “Zimbabwe 
had much to learn from the North Korean experience.”8 In 1986, three Zimbabwean academics and officials 
went to North Korea on a cultural visit and came back to Harare lauding the North Korean educational 
system. Upon returning to Africa, one of the travelers, the deputy librarian at the University of Zimbabwe, 
stated that “the Korean experience was far more rewarding, gratifying and interesting than previous visits to 
other countries, socialist, capitalist or non-aligned. In a word, it was a worthwhile, informative and 
memorable visit.”9 From its self-reliance to its radical land reform program and educational system, many 
Third World governments admired North Korea’s socialist construction.  

Choi and Jeong’s emphasis on realpolitik ignores this side of the DPRK-Zimbabwe relationship. Given that 
the country had just overcome white minority rule and a devastating war, North Korea’s economic 
development and socialist modernity appealed to Mugabe and his cronies.10 Despite this omission, Choi and 
Jeong’s article is an important addition to scholarship on North Korea’s ties to the Third World and its role 
in the global anti-Apartheid movement. 

 

Benjamin R. Young is a Ph.D. candidate in Korean history at George Washington University where he is 
finishing his dissertation, entitled, “Guerilla Internationalism: North Korea’s Relations with the Third World, 
1957-1989.” He spent the 2016-2017 academic year in Seoul, South Korea as a Fulbright junior researcher. 
His scholarly work on North Korea-Third World ties has been published in Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus, 
Journal of Northeast Asian History, and the British Association of Korean Studies (BAKS) Papers and he has been 

                                                      
7 “Hungarian Embassy in the DPRK, Report, 28 April 1976. Subject: Visit of an Ethiopian government 

delegation in the DPRK.,” 28 April 1976, Wilson Center History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, MOL, 
XIX-J-1-j Ethiopia, 1976, 52. doboz, 41-1, 003195/1976. Translated for NKIDP by Balazs Szalontai. 
http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/115818 

8 N.W Browne, British High Commission in Salisbury, “Zimbabwe/North Korea,” 21 October 1980. 
Reference FCO 36/2764, Folder title: Korean Involvement in the Rhodesian Problem, 1980, UK National Archives.  

9 O.T Mupawaenda, “A Zimbabwean Librarian Visits North Korea,” Information Development 3:1 (1987), 44-
45. 

10 According to Pretoria-based journalist Andrew Meldrum, Mugabe’s 1980 visit to North Korea had a 
profound effect on the Zimbabwean leader. After returning from Pyongyang, he proudly displayed books on the North 
Korean ideology of Juche in his office and wanted Zimbabweans to replicate North Korea-style Mass Games. See 
Andrew Meldrum, “Mugabe’s Birthday: North Korea Showed Mugabe How To Party,” Public Radio International (21 
February 2012), https://www.pri.org/stories/2012-02-21/mugabes-birthday-north-korea-showed-mugabe-how-party-
video (accessed 7 July 2017).  

http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/115818
https://www.pri.org/stories/2012-02-21/mugabes-birthday-north-korea-showed-mugabe-how-party-video
https://www.pri.org/stories/2012-02-21/mugabes-birthday-north-korea-showed-mugabe-how-party-video


H-Diplo Article Review 
 

quoted in The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Atlantic, The Wall Street Journal, The Diplomat, 
and Bloomberg Business. He has also been an occasional contributor for The Washington Post’s Made By 
History series and NKnews.org. 
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