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Review by Lise Namikas, Baton Rouge Community College 

ndy DeRoche has delivered another superb article on southern Africa, one that is well-written and 
expertly researched. DeRoche argues that Kenneth Kaunda, the first president of Zambia (1964-1991) 
made efforts to attain high-tech U.S. weaponry that “reflected not only his desire to protect Zambian 

national security and assert African agency,” but was also “a political tactic that he and his supporters could 
use to defend his long tenure as ruler of a one-party state” (975). That Kaunda’s efforts were motivated by 
geo-politics and a desire to secure his rule blends well with what is known about him.1 Over the years, the 
U.S. response to Kaunda’s requests remained the same, although the official reasoning was different each 
time. For the Johnson administration it was the crisis in the Congo that mitigated against offering weapons 
support, while the Nixon-Ford-Kissinger White House focused on Angola, and President Jimmy Carter cited 
a human rights agenda. At only one time during the Ford-Kissinger policy of intervention in Angola was 
Kaunda’s request given real consideration.  

U.S. relations with Zambia during the first 10-15 years after its independence are portrayed as strained but 
cordial. As U.S. concerns shifted from Congo to Angola and the Horn, Kaunda remained a key figure in 
Africa but was never a close confidant of U.S. presidents. The article shows how the frictions over white 
minority rule in Rhodesia and South Africa tended to overshadow U.S.-Zambian relations. Kaunda himself 
had led a decade-long struggle against the British confederation of states in southern Africa. Then, upon 
Zambia’s independence Kaunda fought against Rhodesia’s Unilateral Declaration of Independence with 
sanctions and trade embargos.2 The United States never pressured its British allies too hard on fostering 
majority rule and often seemed to be going through the motions in its stand against racialism. By contrast, 
Kaunda worked hard to mediate a solution. So too was Zambia’s sacrifice felt much deeper, and its support of 

                                                       
1 William Minter, King Solomon’s Mines Revisited: Western interests and the burdened history of southern Africa 

(New York: Basic Books, 1986), esp. 177-178. 

2 R.B. Sutcliffe, “Zambia and the Strains of UDI,” World Today 23:12 (December 1967), 507. 
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sanctions and offer of a sanctuary for the rebels likely cost the country about $19 billion (in 1998 dollars), 
according to Zambian scholar Gabriel Banda as cited DeRoche (978).  

Like it or not, the Cold War defined Zambia’s place in the world after independence, the full implications of 
which are still shrouded in the archives. Kaunda’s attempts to have-it-both-ways in Washington and Moscow 
certainly left his standing weakened in both capitals. Thus, while the Soviet Union sent the United National 
Independence Party (UNIP) of Zambia financial support to the tune of $30,000 in 1963 (978), after 
independence aid shifted to more traditional channels of cultural and economic agreements3 with some minor 
arms would be supplied by Czechoslovakia (979). Yet Kaunda’s post-independence declaration in favor of 
fighting imperialism with Zambian “humanism” smacked too much of socialism to western ears.4 Just the 
same, Kaunda played a leading role in the Non-aligned movement (NAM), a group pledged to a neutral stand 
during the Cold War. He hosted a NAM summit in 1970 in Lusaka and served as chairman of the 
Organization of African Unity OAU for three years after that.5 His early leftist leanings and non-alignment in 
the Cold War, then, were not likely to bring Washington to see Zambia as vital to U.S. security interests or a 
good place to install its high-tech weapons.  

It is perhaps Kaunda’s persistence that is most revealing. With the string of ‘no’ responses from Washington, 
it is curious why he did not turn away sooner. Kaunda repeatedly made the argument that Zambia was 
surrounded by hostile countries that were antithetical to basic U.S. interests. While the argument made 
perfect sense in Lusaka, Kaunda was often frustrated that it did not resonate in Washington, especially in the 
State Department, which regularly discouraged sending high tech arms to Africa.  

After Zambian independence, Kaunda began a long series of petitions to Washington for greater military aid. 
DeRoche notes that Kaunda also approached Britain on several occasions for high-tech help in the late 1960s 
and again in the late 1970s (979, 994). An expanded comparison here would be interesting, particularly given 
Kaunda’s equally strained relations with Britain.6 The article’s narrative traces the earlier, more optimistic 
requests for weapons compared to later approaches that reflected more moderate expectations. In the 1960s as 
Kaunda asked for aid in one breath, in another he chided President Lyndon Johnson’s failure to stiffen policy 
toward Rhodesia. Richard Nixon would not meet with him, making any talking points mute. By the time of 
the Carter administration, Kaunda seemed more tempered, perhaps out of growing economic need and the 
political challenge provided by his one-time aide Simon Kapwepwe (995).  

Kaunda’s frustration could sometimes boil over, as it did during his state visit in April 1975. At dinner after a 
series of fruitless meetings in Congress and at the Oval Office, DeRoche retells how the outburst of Kaunda 

                                                       
3 George Ginsburgs and Robert Slusser, A Calendar of Soviet Treaties, 1958-1973 (Rockville: Sijthoff and 

Noordhoff, 1981), 395.  

4 René Dumont, “Kenneth Kaunda et le ‘socialisme zambien’.” Esprit Nouvelle série, no. 363:9 (September 
1967), 251; Timothy Shaw, “The Foreign Policy of Zambia: Ideology and Interests,” Journal of Modern African Studies 
14:1 (March 1976), 86. 

5 William Tordoff, “Zambia: The Politics of Disengagement,” African Affairs 76:302 (January 1977): 60-69. 

6 See also Richard Sklar, “Zambia’s Response to the Rhodesian Unilateral Declaration of Independence,” in 
William Tordoff, ed., Politics in Zambia (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1974), 323, 327. 
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reflected his attempts to have greater agency or influence. It also “shocked” President Ford and easily might 
have done more damage than it did. Instead of returning Ford’s toast, Kaunda “launched into a scathing 
attack” on U.S. policy (986). The tangled web of Angolan politics forced a fast recovery and pushed the two 
states together again. Zambia fit into Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s overall Angolan policy and 
Kissinger helped quickly repair relations, as the article explains. Enemies of enemies are friends, and Kaunda 
opposed the socialist Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and helped support Jonas 
Savimbi’s National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). Despite State Department 
reluctance, Kissinger put a major military program on the table for Zambia in 1976. De Roche found a 
fascinating, if tentative, reference in the UNIP archives, a letter from Kaunda noting that he turned down an 
offer, finding it tied too much to U.S. objectives in Angola (987).  

Finally, in 1980, DeRoche writes, Kaunda “fed up with being treated like a child” (1000) turned to the Soviet 
Union and purchased tanks and MiG jets. Perhaps Kaunda had it right, and others in his neighborhood were 
getting far more attention, while he quietly waited his turn, which never seemed to come. As DeRoche hints, 
the Soviet decision to supply the weaponry came just six short weeks after the December 1979 invasion of 
Afghanistan and a new phase of adventurism in Soviet foreign policy. Much remains to be learned about 
Zambian-Soviet relations. But perhaps Kaunda’s turn to the Soviet Union was more an indication that 
domestic troubles loomed larger than before. DeRoche notes the increasing violence in Zambia in late 1978 
(994) that culminated in several assassination attempts on Kaunda in the early 1980s.7 Ironically, the 
purchase of high-tech weapons that Kaunda claimed were always for defense came a time when white 
minority rule was entering its final phase, first with the creation of Zimbabwe, and then with the growing 
global opposition to apartheid in South Africa. With so much going on, DeRoche’s monograph on Kaunda 
and the United States—with more room to discuss how regional and global politics factored into Kaunda’s 
policies—is widely anticipated.8 

In the end, Kaunda went on to rule Zambia for another 11 years until 1991, when he was voted out of power. 
Certainly Kaunda is an amazing figure in African history. Yet there is surprisingly little written about either 
Zambia or Kaunda within the framework of U.S. foreign policy in Africa. Kaunda’s presidency, and its 
impact on the U.S. role in Africa will all make for fascinating further reading. 
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7 See also Miles Larmer, “Chronicle of a Coup Foretold: Valentine Musakanya and the 1980 Coup Attempt in 

Zambia,” The Journal of African History 51:3 (2010): 391-409. 

8 The book was published in 2016 as Andy DeRoche, Kenneth Kaunda, the United States and Southern Africa 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2016). 
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