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“Hermit” and “Orphan”:
Taiwan’s Secret Interactions with
North Korea in the Post-Cold War Era,
1992-2017

Zhong-su Zou"

Abstract

This study explores the secret interactions between Taiwan and North Korea in
the post-Cold War era, based on an analysis of declassified Taiwanese documents
and memoirs of diplomats. With information drawn from historical materials and
interviews, the article reveals the intricate and close-knit patterns of engagement
that emerged following the establishment of diplomatic relations between South
Korea and China and the subsequent severance of ties between Taiwan and South
Korea. The article highlights the covert, predominantly economic exchanges
between the two governments, despite challenges posed by cross-strait relations
and tensions in the Korean Peninsula. North Korea sought financial and technical
assistance from Taiwan amidst its economic crises, while Taiwan aimed to adapt
to the global trend of fostering relations with socialist states. However, due to the
suboptimal utilization of Taiwanese aid by North Korea, several collaborative
projects did not yield their expected outcomes. The political interactions were
highly confidential, exhibiting characteristics of “dollar diplomacy.” The efforts
to establish official representative offices were unsuccessful due to the complex
geopolitical dynamics in East Asia. Moreover, Taiwan’s attempts at mediating
between North and South Koreas were limited in effectiveness due to the
evolving regional situation and a lack of mutual trust. The cessation of bilateral

trade between Taiwan and North Korea in 2017 marked a temporary end to this

Doctoral Candidate, Graduate Institution of Developmental State, National Cheng-chi
University
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clandestine relationship. This study presents the patterns of Taiwan’s engagement
with non-diplomatic partners, highlights the autonomy of Taiwan’s “pragmatic
diplomacy,” and demonstrates the challenges of maintaining absolute secrecy in
complex international politics. It not only sheds light on the regional dynamics in
Northeast Asia during the post-Cold War era but also offers a fresh perspective in

understanding Taiwan’s relations with states in absence of diplomatic ties.

Keywords: Taiwan-North Korea relations, economic and trade exchanges,

political contact, intermediary
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