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African Opinions of United States Policy 

This issue of CSIS Africa Notes is a first attempt at 
inquiring into sub-Saharan African opinions about U.S. 
foreign policies, particularly as they affect Africa. The 
term "first attempt" is meant quite literally. A literature 
search has turned up no empirical study of the subject 
and no remotely reliable survey data collected since the 
early 1960s. The tentative and generalized nature of the 
material cited here results from this difficult research 
situation. 

For the same reasons, this report i.gnores at least 95 
percent of the sub-Saharan region's inhabitants to 
concentrate on the opinions of the elite sector of African 
society. I beg the reader's indulgence for the frequent 
use of phrases such as "Africans think that .... "as 
shorthand for "Some, perhaps even a fair majority, of 
well-educated Africans who occupy positions of high 
responsibility and/or write for African publications 
reflecting elite views and interests have publicly 
expressed themselves to the general effect that .... " 

In the absence of survey data, I have had to rely on 
written materials supplemented by a small number of 
interviews and various personal recollections. 
Unfortunately for the researcher, elite Africans spend 
long periods of time not thinking about the United 
States or its foreign policies (though not nearly as large 
a percentage of time as elite Americans spend in not 
thinking about Africa and its policies). Most elite 
writings, even those dealing with international issues, 
do not treat U.S. policy. This is an important finding, 
but also a research problem. Systematic and exhaustive 
scanning of readily available and reasonably neutral 
communications (e.g., all FBIS intercepts from Africa) 
is not practical. The data base for the paper is, 
therefore, a wide range of indexed written material 
(mostly news magazines and other journals) sampled at 
times when something was going on in the international 
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environment that would be likely to promote some 
notice of U.S. policy. 

The principal journals used were West Africa, Jeune 
Afrique, Afrique!Asie, NewsWatch (Lagos), and The 
Weekly Review (Nairobi). These were supplemented by 
unsystematic reading in the daily press of various 
African countries, and by scattered examination of 
broadcast material collected by FBIS and its British 
equivalent, Summary of World Broadcasts (SWB). 
Additionally, some use. was made of the detailed reports 
of the African-American "dialogues" held annually 
since 1969 in various capitals on the continent under 
the sponsorship of the African-American Institute (AAI). 
With materials of this sort, quantitative analysis would 
be at best misleading. I have therefore relied on careful, 
interpretive reading that looks for recurrent themes and 
central tendencies in African opinions, as well as for a 
few dissenting and outlying opinions. 

Out of this mass of materials comes a second 
important finding: African views of the United States, at 
least as they are sampled here, are overall reasonably 
accurate and differentiated. Sophistication appears to 
have increased over time, as the . United States has 
become more active in Africa and as Africans have had 
greater exposure to the United States. This generaliza
tion is least true of materials from Afrique/Asie, which is 
a self-consciously Marxist journal. It should be noted, 
however, that much of what appears in the pages of 
Afrique/Asie is no more heavy-handed than its 
counterparts in some Western Marxist publications 
addressed to a wide public. Certainly, the overall level of 
sophistication in the publications sampled is no less -
and possibly greater - than one would find in 
comparable American publications (Time or Newsweek) 
in their discussions of the politics and policies of any 
particular sub-Saharan African state. 
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What is the United States? 
On the whole, Africans are consistent in their general 
perception of the United States as the capitalist, 
Western, superpower. These three elements are 
perceived as essentially immutable structural 
characteristics. Africans divide over how they evaluate 
a country with those attributes - depending on their 
own and their own country's positions, needs, and 
alliances. For the most part, they recognize differences 
in the way that these characteristics affect U.S. policy 
under different administrations, and even how an 
administration's policy may change over time. 

(1) Capitalist. This fundamental characterization is 
the least dynamic of the three key attributes, and also, 
by itself, the vaguest. The concept of capitalism has 
little positive content; that is, it has no independent 
legitimating power. It might better be presented 
negatively as "nonsocialist." There is, of course, much 
capitalism in all African countries (whether or not it is 
officially endorsed), but there seems to be little positive 
identification with capitalism as a comprehensive ideal 
or way of life - even in countries such as Cote d'Ivoire, 
Gabon, Zaire, Malawi, or Kenya. Indeed, "capitalism" is 
used principally as a Marxist term of abuse, and is 
perceived as such by some African authorities. In Kenya 
in 1985, an academic was thrown into jail for having 
publicly described the Nairobi bus system as a case of 
"monopoly capitalism." 

Even when it would seem to be to their advantage, 
Africans appear to be hesitant about applying the term 
"capitalism" to their system. In 1982, for example, 
Gabon published a glossy Business Brief designed to 
showcase the country's virtues as a partner for foreign 
investment. Nowhere in this publication are "capitalist" 
values attributed to the country or its leadership; they 
are both merely "open to investment." African states 
may "decentralize," "break up parastatals," "introduce 
market principles," "indigenize investment," or "reduce 
the state." But whatever they do, it seems, African 
states do not want to think of themselves as becoming 
capitalist. 

Yet ·~capitalism" is not a nasty epithet when applied 
to the United States. Africans appear to believe that 
capitalism in the developed countries of the West can 
work reasonably well without necessarily producing 
harmful social effects, whereas they will sometimes 
argue that, under African conditions, capitalism would 
lead to gross inequalities and exploitation, and would 
therefore be a destabilizing threat to society and the 
political order. 

While the United States is both capitalist and 
wealthy, Africans do not appear to discern any clear 
causal connection between those two attributes. If 
anything, the causal arrow is likely to run from wealth 
to capitalism. Capitalism, again, is seen as something 
that a country like the United States can afford. The 
United States is wealthy because it is a large entity rich 
in natural resources (attributes which the African 
continent shares) and (unlike Africa) is united. Also, and 
this argument appears to be used increasingly, the 
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United States received much capital from abroad 
(which it is not now offering to Africa in return) and/or 
participated in looting the Third World to build up its 
own strength. In sum, capitalism is not an effective 
ideological symbol for export, though its attributes or 
component parts may be adopted by African countries 
on an ad hoc basis. 

Capitalist investment, especially by a superpower, is 
seen as potentially a mixed blessing. Many Africans, 
and their numbers appear to be increasing rapidly, 
agree that private investment can be used for proper 
African developmental purposes. Thus, Mozambique's 
Samora Machel could emerge from the White House in 
1985 declaring that "we seek the participation of the 
United States and of its private sector in putting our 
resources at the service of our economic and social 
development.~' Such investment, however, is also 
potentially a tool of control from the outside which 
requires assurance of "mutual respect" for the African 
host country's needs and way of life. "Reciprocal 
interests and mutual respect" are the code words that 
are used regularly to legitimate capitalist investment. A 
1980 announcement about U.S. investment in the 
People's Republic of the Congo, for example, stressed 
the "effort to make both Marxism and a free market 
system work together and to carve out an individual 
national image for the Congo." 

Capitalism has also been seen as at the root of 
U.S.-South African relations, with investment in South 
Africa producing "super-profits" for the foreign 
investors and increased strength for Pretoria. Moreover, 
for those who see capitalist investment on a large scale 
as bringing with it control over the actions of the 
recipient country, U.S. investment in South Africa can 
make the United States literally responsible for 
apartheid and South African aggression. Although 
Afrique/Asie may be an exception in expounding the 
extreme view that South African aggression is virtually 
always something carried out "on the advice of 
Washington," others at least have seen complicity 
because the economic lever that could be used was left 
unmoved. 

It should be emphasized that this view of the United 
States as "capitalist" was well established before 
President Reagan came on the scene. The Reagan 
administration may be seen to project capitalist values 
more aggressively than previous administrations, but 
Africans are certainly not under the impression that the 
United States has ever been anything but capitalist. 

(2) Western. The dividing line between "capitalist" 
and "Western" is not a clear one; all of the Western 
nations are capitalist, though the reverse is not true. 
Nor are the boundaries of the capitalist West constant 
in African eyes. They sometimes include Japan, and 
most often exclude the Scandinavian countries, 
particularly when Africans are discussing issues of 
economic aid or policy toward South Africa. In addition 
to capitalist, "Western" means association with the 
European ex-colonial powers, adherence to and 
promotion of Western values, and participation in the 



dominant economic institutions and trading structures 
in which most of Africa finds itself enmeshed. 

If there ever was any significant advantage for the 
United States in trying to appear in Africa as a political 
and cultural alternative to the colonizing powers - a 
theme sometimes stressed by enthusiasts of Kennedy's 
New Frontier - that day is now long past. The great 
majority of Africans living today have no memory of the 
colonial period. If, in a country such as Cameroon, the 
United States is sometimes perceived as an alternative 
partner to the former colonizing power, France, so too is 
West Germany. Indeed, any country that is able and 
willing to offer investment capital on favorable terms is 
likely to be so perceived. In dealing with outside powers, 
most African states ask the classic questions: "What 
have you done for me lately?" and "What are you going 
to do for me now?" Moreover, a special intensity often 
remains in the links with the former colonizing power, 
and nothing the United States is likely to do can change 
that. This is particularly true in francophone Africa (see 
"The Enduring French Connection" by J. Coleman 
Kitchen, Jr. in CSIS Africa Notes no. 68, January 26, 
1987). 

The "Western" label places the United States in a 
position of sharing responsibility for the "misdeeds" of 
the colonizing nations. While many of these charges are 
expressed in extreme language, a systematic reading of 
a body of material such as the reports of the AAI' s 
African-American dialogues over a decade and a half 
leaves one with an impression that the charges leveled 
against the United States are for the most part 
reasonable and accurate. The general African attitude is 
well presented by the 1983 observations of Sudan's 
Foreign Minister Muhammad Mirghani Mubarak, who 
first praised the United States for its anti-colonial 
positions during and immediately after World War II, 
and then continued: 

But the United States soon found itself in an 
ambivalent position by virtue of being an ally to 
the Western countries who were the targets of the 
liberation struggle. When this position was 
aggravated by actions which reflected a stand 
against the liberation movement, the gulf between 
Africa and the United States inevitably widened. 
Others, who had no reason to support the colonial 
powers, but quite to the contrary saw ideological 
benefit in supporting the liberation struggle, took 
advantage of the situation. Africans naturally 
appreciated the help rendered to rid the continent 
of foreign domination. 
With the exception of those few African countries that 

are militarily dependent on the Soviet Union for the 
survival of their regimes, most African governments 
refuse to align themselves formally with either West or 
East in public discussion. Even such a close friend of the 
West as Cote d'lvoire's Felix Houphouet-Boigny is coy 
in public about his Western leanings. He is professing 
anew to be open to relations tous azimuts. (See his 
extraordinary press conference of October 14, 1985, 
published as Houphouet Parle [Paris: 1986].) 

With the exception of some of the more perfervid 

Marxist writings, or a rhetorical flourish by an 
exasperated leader of a liberation movement, it is rare 
to find African elites offering broad condemnation of the 
West as a generic entity. Where such seems to occur, it 
is usually linked to some specific action or position (e.g., 
a Western stance on the proposed New International 
Economic Order, or on sanctions against South Africa). 
Some self-consciously revolutionary regimes do, 
however, use a code word to invoke the West as a 
generic bogeyman. The word is "imperialism." 

"Imperialism" is something that is highly abstract, 
and is never linked to any specific thing or to any 
specific country. It resembles the term "neo-col
onialism" in Kwame Nkrumah's early vocabulary. It is 
a vague, dark force, all the more menacing because it 
has no clear face and because it operates mysteriously 
behind the scenes. "Imperialism's" current vogue in 
sub-Saharan Africa reflects the influences of Lenin and 
of Qaddafi's Green Book; its most notable critics are 
President Thomas Sankara of Burkina Faso and 
Ghanaian head of state Jerry Rawlings. Whatever 
"imperialism" may mean to users and listeners, it 
almost certainly is intended to include the United States 
as leader of the West; at the same time, the vagueness 
of the term allows the user to preserve his ability to 
deny he ever attacked the United States, or any other 
specific entity. 

3 

Being Western means being a carrier and exponent of 
certain core Western values. These values are given 
mixed reviews by Africans. Since the beginning of 
anti-colonial nationalism in Africa, African elites have 
asserted the need to give primacy to African values or, 
sometimes, the African personality. Most often these 
values are defined negatively as the opposite of 
supposed Western traits such as individualism, 
isolation, hierarchy, and division. Such sweeping (and 
historically and anthropologically dubious) oppositions 
are mostly passe. With the success of national 
liberation, identities have both narrowed and broadened. 
The "Tanzanian" or "Nigerian" personality replaces the 
"African" personality. At the same time, the concept of 
the "Third World" offers a broader definition of self and 
values, which, however vague, complicates the abstract 
appeal of "Africanness." Still, in periods of transition 
Africans will look for an "African" (in the sense of 
"indigenous") model to oppose to models coming from 
the developed world. 

In an interview with West Africa (March 10, 1986), for 
instance, Justice D.F. Annan, a member of Ghana's 
ruling council, asserted: "We want to move away from a 
European-oriented political or ideological order and 
look for a truly African model which will have its basis 
in the thinking and values of our people. It is not easy to 
be more specific than that." For Annan, the African 
alternative would also be distant from the Soviet model: 
"[W]e do not want to tie ourselves to a Marxist system. 
This would also be artificial .... [W]e want to be more 
African than Marxist." Such remarks from a Ghanaian 
are exceptional, or perhaps a throwback to an earlier 
Nkrumahist past. It is still the francophone African elite 
that is more likely to get caught up in abstract 
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discussion of "African" as opposed to "Western" values, 
though even here it is now rare. 

The term "Western values" is regularly compromised 
in African eyes by the South African government's 
assertions that in defending apartheid it is upholding 
such values. Some core Western values are at best 
selectively appreciated in Africa. Human rights, 
democratic elections, and freedom of the press are 
likely to be extolled by African journalists writing in 
international publications or speaking in international 
forums, but they receive little more than cursory lip 
service from the ruling elites of most African countries. 

Of all Africans, Nigerians are the most appreciative of 
the U.S. version of Western institutions. This was 
particularly notable during the brief life of the Second 
Republic (whose 1979 constitution was consciously 
modeled on that of the United States), but the U.S. 
connection is more deeply based than a single 
constitutional draft, and the appreciation of the 
American model has survived the two subsequent coups 
d'etat. (See "Two [Hopeful] Views of Nigeria" by Gerald 
A. Funk and George A. Obiozor in CSIS Africa Notes 
no. 51, December 10, 1985.) The large number of 
Nigerian students educated in the United States no 
doubt plays a role. The appreciation of things American 
is ambivalent, however, and is subject to a painful sense 
of betrayal when the United States does something 
unpopular in Africa. Senegal, Botswana, and Kenya 
also make variously convincing claims to identification 
with Western democratic institutions, without focusing 
that identification particularly on the U.S. variant. 

A final aspect of being Western is association with the 
principal economic institutions and trading circuits 
within which Africa is enmeshed. As Africa as a whole 
has become more and more deeply involved with such 
institutions as the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund, the salience of this Western identifica
tion has increased. By any measure, both of these 
bodies are primarily Western institutions, and in both 
the United States is presumed by Africans to play a 
preeminent role. It is not necessary here to go into the 
complicated story of the African states' relationships 
with the World Bank and IMF. It is sufficient to say that 
no African state is completely happy with the role of 
these institutions, and the public as a whole is probably 
less happy even than the political leadership. Indeed, 
the austerity measures that the IMF imposes as the 
condition for structural adjustment loans are popularly 
seen as vengeful penalties, for which African states 
deserve some additional compensation. Official 
comments for public consumption are for the most part 
nuanced, since most African states have to live with the 
Bank and the Fund and with their Western backers. In 
one characteristically ingenious approach to the 
situation, Zaire's President Mobutu Sese Seko 
announced in 1985 that after Zaire had undergone three 
years of IMF-imposed austerity, its principal economic 
partners (led by the United States) "must accept their 
responsibilities to aid Zaire." (See "Optimism on Zaire: 
Illusion or Reality?" by M. Crawford Young in CSIS 
Africa Notes no. 50, November 22, 1985.) 
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The new prominence of the IMF in Africa, a result of 
the worldwide debt crisis, coincided with the advent of 
the Reagan administration. That administration was at 
first faulted (and not just by Africans) for its grudging 
and limited support of multinational financial 
institutions; more recently it has been praised for the 
Baker Initiative. Both before and after the Baker 
·Initiative, the United States has sometimes been 
accused of creating programs primarily directed at 
shaping the developing countries into more smoothly 
performing clients of the West. 

The official, collective African position on interna
tional and developmental economic matters is set out in 
the Lagos Plan of Action, adopted at the Organization 
of African Unity's first economic summit in 1980. 
Because this document carries something of the aura of 
Holy Writ in intra-African discussions and reflects the 
thought of most serious African economists and 
economically sophisticated leaders, it is worth some 
consideration. A handout by the UN' s Economic 
Commission for Africa (ECA) effectively summarizes its 
content: 

The LPA is designed to restructure the economy of 
Africa, based on the twin principles of national and 
collective reliance and self-reliant and self-sustain
ing development. Restructuring implies first of all 
changing the composition of goods and services by 
gradually increasing the shares of industrial 
products in the national and regional basket of 
goods and services and also by internalizing the 
sources of supply of producer goods (capital 
equipment, spare parts and machines and raw 
material inputs). Restructuring requires high level 
skills for natural resources exploration, evaluation 
and extraction; products and process design; 
industrial and other production organization and 
management; project identification, analysis, and 
implementation; research and development; 
education and training; and marketing, banking, 
shipping, and financial services. Restructuring 
also implies changes in the pattern of external 
trade, and in the ownership of the enterprises, not 
only between the public and private sectors but 
also between indigenous and foreign claimants. 
The principle of self-reliant and self-sustaining 
development implies the increasing dependence of 
economic growth and development on internal 
demand stimuli and the gradual substitution of 
domestic for imported factor inputs. Collective 
self-reliance implies the pooling of resources -
manpower, markets, institutions, finance, etc. -
at the sub-regional, regional, and other multina
tional levels for the purpose of effectively achieving 
those objectives enumerated above. The LPA 
recognizes the importance of regional economic 
cooperation and integration as necessary 
instruments for pursuing the objectives of national 
and collective self-reliance. 
A year after the Lagos Plan of Action was adopted by 

the OAU, a second major statement on Africa's 
economic situation appeared, this time from across the 



Atlantic- the World Bank's Accelerated Development 
in Sub-Saharan Africa. In contrast to the LPA's 
emphasis on self-reliance and import substitution, 
Accelerated Development stresses the need for African 
states to follow policies of export-led growth requiring 
tighter integration into the larger international 
economic system. Where the LPA emphasizes 
economic diversification and the development of 
internal and regional markets, Accelerated Development 
emphasizes concentrating on exports carrying the most 
comparative advantage in world trade. Where the LPA 
assumes that the public sector will play an important 
(though not necessarily preeminent) role in economic 
development, Accelerated Development decries the 
inefficiencies and wastage of most public enterprises. 

As important as the differences of substance are the 
differences of tone and vocabulary. The Lagos Plan of 
Action has its intellectual origins in the African version 
of dependency theory and the New International 
Economic Order discussions. It displays constant 
wariness of the negative effects of the larger interna
tional economy on Africa, particularly the effects of 
declining terms of trade between manufactured goods 
and unprocessed commodities. This undergirds the 
recommendation of product diversification and import 
substitution industrialization. Accelerated Development 
stems from an intellectual heritage of neoclassical 
economics with a strong free market orientation. It 
reflects a presumption that, while the world economy 
offers no free lunch, deeper integration into international 
markets ought overall to have beneficial effects. The 
Bank's report goes to some length to discount the 
effects of the decline in the terms of trade on most 
African economies. Pointing out the contradictions 
between the LPA and Accelerated Development has 
become a minor cottage industry for graduate students, 
African economists, and ideologically inclined 
journalists. (In this connection, see "'Accelerated 
Development' Revisited," a response by Elliot J. Berg in 
CSIS Africa Notes no. 31, August 5, 1984.) 

Since the two documents appeared, perceptions of 
Africa's economic situation have been substantially 
affected by the drought, the continuing stagnation of the 
world economy, and the burgeoning debt crisis. The 
severe repercussions of these on Africa have produced 
something of a rapprochement between the principal 
streams of economic analysis. As the World Bank's 
1984 follow-up to Accelerated Development (optimisti
cally entitled Toward Sustained Development in 
Sub-Saharan Africa) phrased it: "The emerging 
consensus on policy issues dwarfs any remaining areas 
of dissent. Delay in taking action, whether by African 
governments or donors, can no longer be justified on the 
grounds of major disagreements in diagnosis and 
prescription." Less explicitly, the 1984 and 1985 
editions of the Economic Report on Africa produced 
jointly by the African Development Bank (ADB) and the 
ECA lead to the same conclusion. The preface bows 
reverently before the altar of the · Lagos Plan of Action; 
most of what follows could have been written by Elliot 
Berg and the other authors of Accelerated Development. 

As this suggests, the Africans have moved further 
than the Western development bankers in approaching 
consensual ground. But the movement is not just 
one-sided. It was the Lagos Plan of Action which gave 
the greater emphasis to food production, the necessity 
for which is challenged by virtually no one today. The 
consensus also includes the need for greatly expanded 
official development assistance from the industrialized 
countries, something it may be easier for Western 
economists to agree on than Western governments. 

Perhaps the major remaining difference is one of tone 
and perspective; it involves the implicit apportionment 
of blame and the explicit assignment of responsibility 
for taking the most urgent action. The Western 
development bankers point the finger at African states' 
internal economic policies, while acknowledging that 
the donor community must help. The Africans paint 
themselves as victims of an international economy gone 
awry, while acknowledging that they must vigorously 
pursue domestic reform. Both sides have a good case. 

5 

Almost all official statements appear to accept the 
harsh reality of most African states' present economic 
position. Part of that reality is the fact that African 
economies will continue to be linked to the West for the 
foreseeable future. What one senses in official and even 
more in unofficial African statements is a deep concern 
that African states preserve some margin of maneuver 
and some degree of dignity in dealing with the Western 
institutions. As one finance minister has put it, "These 
relations with the World Bank and the Fund, and with 
the Western countries, are not relations which should 
dictate a posture of servility on our part." 

A 1985 OAU summit declaration on economic 
matters reflects the new consensus. "Domestic policy 
shortcomings" are acknowledged as contributing to 
bringing "most of our countries near to economic 
collapse." The spirit of the declaration, like that of the 
whole summit, appears to be a somber new realism, 
imposed by painful circumstance. For most heads of 
government attending, the economic discussion must 
have had the dour atmosphere of an economic seminar 
or a difficult consciousness-raising session. 

Although "realism" does not mean automatic 
acceptance of Western policy preferences (which as 
often ignore World Bank injunctions to increase 
concessional aid as African states ignore Bank 
injunctions to raise food prices), it does mean a 
willingness to discuss awkward subjects in a language 
that can be appreciated by outsiders whose cooperation 
is essential to any African recovery. 

Some of this flexibility reflects the rise to positions of 
influence within African governments of persons with 
technical economic expertise (many of whom have 
spent time at the World Bank and the IMF) and the 
concomitant increase in influence on the OAU and the 
individual African states of the ECA and the ADB. The 
Senegalese head of the African Development Bank, 
Babacar N'Diaye, is a good example of this younger 
generation; named "International Banker of the Year" 
by a London-based professional group, he is a skilled 
and influential technocrat. Philip Ndegwa, governor of 

CSIS Africa Notes, February 10, 1987 



6 .................................................... . 

Kenya's Central Bank, would be another example, as 
would the director of the IMF' s central banking 
department, Justin Zulu of Zambia; or the head of its 
Africa division, Alioune Ouattara of Cote d'lvoire; or 
Zimbabwe's Minister of Finance Bernard Chidzero. 

This group of technocrats is not particularly 
pro-Western or filled with capitalist ideology; rather, 
they speak the language of Western pragmatism, both 
to Westerners and increasingly to their own govern
ments. Their ability to mold governmental and public 
opinion as well as official policy over the years to come 
will have considerable effect on the way that Africans 
view the West and the United States. The understanding 
and dignity that the West accords such pragmatic 
technocrats will in turn affect their ability to carry out 
this task. 

(3) Superpower. The fact that the United States is a 
superpower, and is perceived to be one, means that 
African states will have somewhat different relations 
with the United States and with Americans than they 
will with other Western countries. Although many 
Africans had high expectations in the early 1960s of 
benefits to be derived from association with such a 
wealthy and powerful country, those expectations are 
long gone. They have been replaced with a disappointed 
realism tinged with a lasting undercurrent of resentment 
that the United States is not doing more for Africa. 
(This is evident in all of the economic discussions in the 
AAI dialogues.) The superpower status entitles the 
United States to some special understanding for its 
actions, a recognition that it does have interests and 
obligations in places other than Africa. At the same 
time, Africans are well aware that superpowers are 
dangerous; like elephants, no matter how well 
intentioned, superpowers make poor bedmates. And 
when they are malevolent, they can do untold damage. 

Sophisticated Africans acknowledge that as a 
superpower the United States has a complex global 
agenda in which Africa plays only a limited role. Some 
aspects of that agenda run counter to African and other 
Third World priorities and interests (the introduction of 
nuclear-related infrastructure into the Indian Ocean, for· 
example, .or the spending of large sums of money on 
strategic defense instead of on aid programs or African 
imports). These may be ritually denounced, but there is 
little passion in the denunciation, which is most likely to 
be triggered in a mass Third World context where there 
is a premium on finding something in common upon 
which to agree. For the most part, African commen
taries about the superpowers are quite evenhanded; the 
United States and the Soviet Union are assessed on an 
equal footing. 

Superpower rivalry is nonetheless an unpleasant fact, 
one which it is to Africa's advantage to diminish. Gone 
are the days when African states could hope to gain 
advantage by playing one superpower off against the 
other. Now, increased rivalry is more likely to constrict 
African choices, to force states to line up more tightly 
on one side or the other, with the truly nonaligned being 
left out in the cold. 
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In addition to material loss, increased superpower 
rivalry inevitably brings with it simplistic perceptions of 
African reality and severe affronts to African dignity. 
When rivalry is intense, the United States will tend to 
see African nationalists as "pawns of the Soviet Union." 
Reacting to an alleged U.S. concept of an "Africa which 
must be protected and prevented from being taken over 
by alien ideologies," Zambia's Paul Lusaka described 
the effect on Africans in remarks made at the 1981 AAI 
African-American dialogue: "If the relationship of the 
United States and Africa must be viewed in this light 
and with such naivete, then there is no American 
foreign policy on Africa to talk about but a mere 
reflection ofthe East-West ideological struggle 
masquerading as a policy on Africa. Such an attitude 
glosses over real issues of a purely African character 
and blinds itse~f to the needs of the African people. In 
addition, it hinders the development of a healthy 
relationship between the United States and African 
countries." One senses here a feeling of hurt at being 
treated so cavalierly. 

At its worst, superpower politics means direct 
interference in the internal affairs of African and other 
smaller states. Africans regularly treat examples of 
superpower interference outside of Africa - Afghanis
tan, Chile, Grenada - as having direct relevance to the 
situation of each and every African country. As a case in 
point, note the following January 7, 1980 commentary 
in West Africa: 

[T]he events in Afghanistan hammer home the 
hard lesson that promises about respecting the 
inviolability of frontiers and every state's right to 
manage its own internal affairs are no protection 
when a big power feels that its interests are 
threatened. This is not something new, nor 
something that is confined to Russia or com
munism. The United States played a direct part in 
deposing President Allende of Chile (though they 
did not send 40,000 troops) and the CIA has 
repeatedly tried to murder President Castro .... 
The point is that the United Nations, the OAU, 
international law and bilateral treaties are of no 
protection when a small country is involved in 
big-power crossfire. This is a sobering thought for 
the inhabitants of a continent which lies in the 
center of the world and whose strategic importance 
is growing all the time. 

The evenhandedness of the complaint is seen again in 
reflections from a francophone source of the same 
period: 

In Africa, there is no real difference between the 
USSR and the United States: Each seeks to 
implant itself on our continent with the sole 
intention of preserving and extending its political, 
economic, or financial interests. (Jeune Afrique, 
February 27, 1980) 

Some Soviet Contrasts 
As the above discussion has indicated, Africans see 
much in common between the United States and the 
Soviet Union when they act in their superpower modes. 



But the Soviet Union too is viewed as more than a 
superpower; it is also "socialist" and "revolutionary." 

The term "socialist" still carries a positive normative 
charge in Africa; it confers legitimacy. Just as many 
states busy introducing free market structures or . 
encouraging Western investment avoid saying that they 
are becoming "capitalist," so too they avoid the 
appearance of becoming less "socialist." Chadli 
Benjedid's policy of reform-by-stealth in Algeria is a 
particularly clear example (see "Algeria Today and 
Tomorrow: An Assessment" by I. William Zartman in 
CSIS Africa Notes no. 65, November 28, 1986). The 
changes initiated by the People's Republic of Benin may 
also warrant attention (see "Benin Joins the Prag
matists" by L. Gray Cowan in CSIS Africa Notes no. 54, 
February 28, 1986). 

The time is long past when many Africans thought 
that the Soviet model of economic organization could 
be directly applied to African conditions with beneficent 
results; indeed, the time is almost as long past when 
most Soviet specialists on Africa believed this. (See 
"Moscow and Africa: A 1986 Balance Sheet" by 
Michael Clough in CSIS Africa Notes no. 55, March 21, 
1986; and "New Trends in Soviet Policy Toward Africa" 
by David E. Albright in CSIS Africa Notes no. 27, April 
29, 1984.) The reputation ofthe Soviet economic model 
has suffered greatly. Soviet grain harvest shortfalls, and 
U.S. grain sales to the USSR, have provided poor 
propaganda for the Soviet economic model in a 
continent short of grain. Also, the patent failure of 
Soviet-model state farms in Africa is widely recognized. 

For all that, the normative attractions of "socialism" 
remain. These attractions are largely independent of 
anything positive or negative the Soviet Union does. 
Socialism has legitimizing connotations of 
egalitarianism, redistribution, and rejection of colonial 
models. It has appeal both to those who sincerely seek 
such goals, and to those who seek to hide their 
privileges behind a doctrine that requires concentration 
of economic power in state hands. Rather than 
providing additional legitimacy to "socialism," the 
Soviet Union, by being socialist itself, derives some 
marginal legitimacy by virtue of its association with an 
African ideal. 

African portrayal of the Soviet Union as "revolution
ary" refers less to the events of October 1917 than to 
the Soviet Union's support for anti-colonial and 
anti-"imperialist" revolutionary movements in the Third 
World. Thoughtful Africans are well aware that the 
USSR has had the luxury of supporting African 
anti-colonialism at virtually no economic or diplomatic 
cost to itself, and that it has its own self-serving reasons 
for doing so. Nonetheless, the Soviet Union has 
provided aid to "revolutionary'' causes that are widely 
supported by Africans, and Soviet support for OAU 
positions on southern African issues in international 
forums such as the UN Security Council has been 
systematic. In this sense, at least, the Soviet Union does 
indeed appear as the "natural ally" of African liberation. 

Even so, Africans regard Moscow's superpower status 
as a cause for wariness. This was particularly evidenced 

immediately after the Afghanistan invasion: 
Africa has discovered with stupefaction and not 
without bitterness that the Soviet Union acts like 
any other great power .... Just like Washington, 
London, or Paris, Moscow needs to carve out 
spheres of influence. In other words, to procure 
naval and air bases, to implant expeditionary 
forces, to install puppets at the head of our states, 
if need be by force. (Jeune Afrique, February 27, 
1980) 
The two instances of Soviet superpower behavior in 

Africa that most upset U.S. officials - the introduction 
of Cuban troops and military supplies into Angola in 
1975 and Ethiopia in 1977 -look more excusable to 
many Africans. In the Ethiopian case, the Soviets 
responded to the appeal of a government accepted as 
legitimate by the OAU for help against internal 
secession and outside invasion. While military 
intervention by an outside power is not the ideal solution 
under OAU norms, it is considered an acceptable 
response to a desperate situation. The Soviet-Cuban 
intervention in Angola was initially seen as much less 
acceptable by many African states, Nigeria in 
particular, since there was no central government 
recognized by the OAU, which had indeed explicitly 
enjoined outsiders to stay out. What changed everything 
was the discovery that the South Africans had 
intervened militarily in the struggle on the other side, 
thus converting the Soviet intervention from an affront 
to Africa into a crusade against evil. The discovery that 
the United States had been busily backing the FNLA 
further helped wash the Soviet slate clean. (See "United 
States Options in Angola" by John A. Marcum in CSIS 
Africa Notes no. 52, December 20, 1985.) 

Even such powerful legitimation as existed in the case 
of Angola is insufficient to make most Africans 
comfortable with extended Soviet intervention. 
Lieutenant General Olusegun Obasanjo, then Nigeria's 
head of state, spoke for many in his address at the 1978 
OAU Assembly in Khartoum: 

To the Soviets and their friends, I should like to 
say that, having been invited to Africa in order to 
assist in the liberation struggle and the consolida
tion of national independence, they should not 
overstay their welcome. Africa is not about to 
throw off one colonial yoke for another. Rather, 
they should hasten the political, economic, and 
military capability of their African friends to stand 
on their own. 
If Africans have perceived a significant change in the 

Soviet Union over time, it is that the Soviet Union has 
declined in power relative to the West, and in overall 
influence within Africa, since a high point in the early or 
middle 1970s. That decline is particularly evident in the 
economic realm, where the marginal nature of the 
Soviet and East European role in Africa has become 
more and more evident. Many Africans who have little 
affection for the Soviet Union or its ideology see this 
decline as a problem, for it removes a restraint on 
Western - and particularly U.S. - actions in Africa. 
The logic of this perception is that the weaker the_ 
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Soviet Union appears, the more attractive a partner it 
seems; the more thoroughly African states become 
integrated into the Western economy, the more they 
need a Soviet presence as a counterweight. A February 
2, 1986 editorial in the Zimbabwean Sunday Mail on 
the success of the Southern African Development 
Coordination Conference (SADCC) in securing 
development funds neatly illustrates this concern: 

But there are certain questions which must be 
asked now and not later. The donors we talk of are 
all Western capitalist nations and Western-funded 
financial institutions. . . . the transfer of expertise 
and technology which the aid entails means 
transfer of Western technology .... the projected 
expansion of trade with overseas nations should 
read capitalist nations. Similarly, the banking 
system, pattern of industrialization, and indeed 
planning itself will bear a Western stamp. The 
inevitable question is: What role is going to be 

. played by the Eastern bloc nations, our socialist 
allies and friends? ... What character is SADCC 
going to take if it becomes a wholly Western
funded organization? ... Given the two-power 
world system we live in, what will happen to our 
essential freedom of maneuver if the economic 
foundation of the whole region is firmly linked to 
one camp? 

The editorial concludes by pleading, rather pathetically, 
for what most Africans seem to seek: "a deliberate 
tendency towards the avoidance of dependence on any 
one political bloc either in economics or politics." 

The above discussion has emphasized the utility of 
Soviet "socialist-revolutionary" ideology as a 
legitimating device for African ruling groups. The 
United States has no comparably useful counter-ideol
ogy to offer. "Capitalism," as ideology, is not a salable 
commodity. Its strength in Africa is its practice, not its 
theory. As symbol, it legitimizes nothing. Indeed, 
capitalism thrives throughout most of the world in the 
guise of being the refusal, if not indeed the antithesis, of 
ideology. It would ill serve the purpose of ruling elites to 
claim that their populations must put up with 
temporary deprivations so that ultimately true 
capitalism might triumph! 

The closest Western counterweight to the appeal of 
"socialism" is the previously cited economic prag
matism of younger African technocrats trained in 
standard neoclassical economic analysis. For them, the 
United States does not stand as any sort of doctrinal 
model even indirectly applicable to African situations. 
Overt ideological preachments by, for example, Milton 
Friedman (not to mention any of the more exotic free 
market doctrines emerging from conservative think 
tanks) have no appeal to such pragmatists, but 
Friedman's technical writing on determinants of 
monetary velocity - like James Tobin's writing on 
portfolio composition - may well guide their analyses 
and prescriptions. Such unconscious ideological 
influence may have great long-run consequence for 
African economic performance and for U.S. relations 
with Africa. 
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"Human rights" in some ways stands as the 
contemporary U.S. ideological equivalent to the Soviet 
"revolutionary" model. It is at least as vague and it 
potentially embraces as varied a collection of concerns 
and practices. One signal difference, however, is that 
while the Soviet model serves the legitimating purposes 
of the elite in power, "human rights" appeals to 
counter-elites, at least as long as they remain out of 
power. As many world-weary career diplomats have 
quietly tried to point out, this limits the utility of 
"human rights" as a policy adjunct, so long as that 
policy, like most U.S. policy in Africa, is status quo 
oriented. Even those Africans one would expect to be 
most sympathetic to a human rights emphasis view 
U.S. use of human rights appeals with skepticism, 
feeling that they are applied selectively to serve other 
policy goal~. The more sophisticated know that at a 
minimum they must take into account what West Africa 
in 1977 called "the reluctance of the Congress to vote 
funds which might bolster regimes which violate human 
rights, even if there is considerable selectivity about this 
reluctance." 

Not surprisingly, human rights - and by extension 
the United States -receive general African approbation 
and support when linked with African policy goals. 
Many Africans responded enthusiastically to U.S. 
championing of human rights during the period under 
the Carter administration when Washington specifically 
applied that notion to the efforts to achieve majority 
rule in Zimbabwe and end apartheid in South Africa. On 
the other hand, Africans react with cynicism when they 
believe the United States is manipulating the human . 
rights issue in order to heighten Cold War tensions and 
disregard or override African interests. As Zambian 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Lameck Goma told an AAI 
African-American conference in January 1983: "We 
wonder why the U.S. and its allies are not taking as 
strong a stand against South Africa as they have done 
against Poland, for example. Can it be because the 
majority of the oppressed people in South Africa are 
black?" 

Note particularly the sense of hurt dignity reflecting a 
resentment at being treated as second-class peoples 
whose concerns - and rights - can be pushed aside. 
The intensity·of such feelings is not diminished by the 
proclivities of Africans to apply human rights criteria 
selectively themselves - as a primary issue in the fight 
against white minority government, but also as an 
unfair Western culture-bound criterion when applied to 
black African governments. The Soviet model of 
revolutionary socialism has no problem accommodating 
such inherent contradictions. 

Reactions to U.S. Policy Changes 
So far, I have stressed the continuities in African 
attitudes toward the United States, continuities rooted 
in the structural relationship between the two, which 
has not changed fundamentally in a quarter century. 
There have, however, been some changes in outlook 
over the past generation. One source of such changes 
has been awareness of a major structural change in the 



United States itself: the end of officially sanctioned 
segregation and the concomitant rise of black 
Americans to positions of influence and power. It is 
important to remember that the principal public 
changes in the social and political position of blacks in 
America have occurred since most African countries 
have become independent and within the adult lifetimes 
of most African leaders. In 1960, Washington was still a 
southern town, and African diplomats were regularly 
refused service when they stopped for lunch on the 
highway between New York and Washington. Older 
elite Africans clearly notice the change for the better, 
and younger ones are aware that black Americans play 
increasingly important roles. 

This new political role of blacks clearly enhances the 
image of American society as a whole and is commented 
on in the popular press. For example, Jeune Afrique ran 
a 1983 cover story on Chicago's Mayor Harold 
Washington under the title "United States: How Far 
Will the Blacks Go?" The implicit answer was "very far 
indeed." Jesse Jackson's candidacy also received 
favorable attention, as has the prominent international 
role played in the recent past by such black Americans 
as Andrew Young and Donald McHenry. 

While Africans evaluate the civil rights movement 
very positively in its U.S. context, this does not mean 
that they look to it or to its heroes for leadership or 
programs. Rather, they look to them for support inside 
the United States for African causes, especially in 
southern Africa. They see blacks and white American 
supporters of the civil rights movement as increasingly 
influential within a United States affected by this 
historic transformation and seek to enroll them as allies 
of the African liberation struggle. It is noteworthy that 
the 1985 OAU summit communique explicitly called on 
African states to seek out such natural allies in 
Congress and among the American people as a whole 
to increase support for African positions in U.S. policy. 
While such appeals may rest on overoptimistic 
premises, they reveal a differentiated and not-unsophis
ticated view of how the U.S. system functions. They also 
rest on a fundamentally positive view of the major 
recent transformation of American life. 

Change in African attitudes has also been generated 
by shifts in U.S. policy toward the continent. Many of 
these changes can best be understood in a bilateral 
context and would require 50 essays to chronicle fully. 
Nevertheless, some generalizations that cut across 
African boundaries can be made. The three principal 
dimensions along which Africans appear to evaluate 
movement in U.S. policy outside the bilateral context 
are the level of respect for African dignity, the degree of 
Cold War polarization, and the closeness of fit between 
U.S. policy on southern Africa and OAU positions. Note 
the absence on this list of economic issues. In the 
materials examined it is the constancy of U.S. 
economic policies toward Africa as a whole that 
receives emphasis, with insufficient aid being the most 
constant element. Very likely, an individualized 
examination of bilateral relations would reveal greater 
variation with respect to time. 

The Carter Administration. With regard to all three 
of the dimensions cited in the preceding paragraph, 
Africans saw the Carter administration's policies as a 
significant improvement over those of the Nixon-Ford 
era, which, to African thinking, had often shown what a 
1973 AAI conference participant referred to as a "wall 
of disdain, arrogance, and defiance," directed 
particularly toward African efforts to end colonization. 
While Africans, like others, could be dazzled by Henry 
Kissinger's performance, particularly in the last nine 
months of the Ford administration, they saw more 
clearly than most the foolishness of his Angolan 
involvement and resented his lack of interest in the 
country's complexities and in gaining African support 
for his (ultimately abortive) Zimbabwe peace proposal. 

The more participatory and consultative approach of 
Carter's senior Africa hands, particularly the intense 
consultations with the Front Line states, received 
widespread approbation, often with particular attention 
to the role of Andrew Young. Rather than emphasizing 
Cold War polarization, President Carter, as a Nigerian 
radio broadcast put it in 1977, "established a reputation 
of being a man who wants peace and good relations 
with countries that were formerly at arm's length for the 
U.S." Most important, the Carter administration's 
policies on southern Africa were both substantively and 
symbolically closer to African preferences than those of 
previous administrations, and Africans noticed the 
difference. Furthermore, by taking an active part in the 
negotiations that led to the Zimbabwe settlement of late 
1979, the Carter administration was credited with 
helping bring about a major diplomatic triumph. 
Particularly in retrospect, Africans have been prepared 
to give the Carter administration's southern Africa 
policies much credit. 

This retrospective mellowness should not obscure the 
fact that Africans retained many of their doubts about 
U.S. policy during the Carter years. Some of these were 
ritual hangovers, such as one African's concern over 
'_'continued American support for apartheid" in the last 
days of the Carter administration. Others took the form 
of sophisticated professional skepticism, as when 
Tanzania's Salim Salim, while giving approval to the 
early work of the Contact Group of Western nations 
seeking a Namibia settlement, expressed concern that 
its activities might lead South Africa to procrastinate 
further on Namibia. And still others merely indicated a 
cynical distance from any U.S. administration; thus, 
Jeune Afrique titled an article on the 1980 U.S. electoral 
campaign "Worse than Carter, Reagan." On balance, 
however, there can be little doubt that the general 
standing of U.S. policy in African eyes was higher in 
January 1981 than it had been in January 1977. 

The Reagan Administration. Ronald Reagan was 
not, by and large, Africa's favorite candidate. 
Nonetheless, some African leaders, such as Zaire's 
President Mobutu, clearly saw bilateral advantage in the 
election of a staunch conservative who could be counted 
on to help America's friends without engaging in liberal 
shilly-shallying over balance or human rights. 
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Initial concerns centered above all on Reagan's 
cold-warrior, cowboy image, his expressions of 
friendship for South Africa, and Pretoria's public joy at 
his election. Overall, however, Africans reacted to the 
new Reagan administration with considerable 
forbearance. In particular, many commentators argued 
that the White House would not have a free hand and 
that Congress and public opinion would act as pressures 
and constraints. As a November 10, 1980 West Africa 
editorial concluded: "Some comfort can be gained from 
the historical fact that people grow to fill the positions 
thrust upon them, and that the exigencies of office 
always temper the practical applications of campaign 
rhetoric. President Reagan will not be as bad as it is 
feared." 

Of the two areas of concern, the fear that the 
militaristic cowboy would shoot up Africa was largely 
set at rest, at least until the direct 1986 military strikes 
against Libya (which, it should be noted, were seen 
largely as counterproductive efforts that helped Qaddafi 
rally domestic opinion and obliged African states to 
offer public support to a leader they detest). It is not so 
much that public relations have changed President 
Reagan's image in Africa as that Africans recognize 
that U.S. policy in Africa has not become notably more 
militaristic or bellicose than it was under the previous 
administration. Also, Africans clearly note that military 
aid and action make up a far larger portion of the Soviet 
repertoire in Africa than they do of that of the United 
States. As a thoughtful1984 study in Jeune Afrique put 
it: "If under Ronald Reagan the discourse flexes its 
muscles, the sales of military equipment have 
diminished. On the other hand, [we see] increased 
military assistance- cost-free and selective- and 
reinforced 'strategic cooperation.' " 

It should be further noted that Africans by and large 
do not react as negatively to increased military aid as do 
many American liberals. In the AAI conferences, U.S. 
legislators regularly worry about militarization of the 
U.S . .-ole in Africa; Africans worry about getting their 
armies equipped and preserving regional military 
balances. 

It is the Reagan administration's southern Africa 
policy of "constructive engagement" that has aroused 
the greatest African apprehension and opposition. 
Africans have perceived constructive engagement as an 
affront to their dignity. Part of this reaction is produced 
by the policy's negotiating premise - the diplomatic 
and seemingly moral equivalence of the South African 
government and those who oppose it, internally, in 
Namibia, and elsewhere in the region. 

Part comes from the manner in which the policy has 
been presented and carried out, which Africans perceive 
as at best condescending. Some of this is a matter of 
style. Humility does not rank high on the long list of 
virtues of the policy's principal architect, Assistant 
Secretary of State for African Affairs Chester Crocker, 
as members of Congress before whom he has testified 
are well aware. Thus it is not surprising that Africans 
bridled at early Crocker statements such as the one in a 
February 1981 memorandum that ''African leaders 
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would have no basis for resisting the Namibia-Angola 
linkage once they are made to realize that they can only 
get a Namibia settlement through us." As Africans see 
it, style is closely tied to procedure, which in tum affects 
the substance of policy and its likely outcomes. The 
Reagan administration's increasingly unilateral 
approach to the Namibia negotiations was perceived as 
a superpower's disregard of African interests, as well as 
an affront to dignity. 

Another African concern over the Reagan administra
tion's policy has been the fear that the United States 
would take direct action to destabilize a black-ruled 
state by providing aid to Jonas Savimbi's UNITA in 
Angola. Even before President Reagan took office, 
African spokesmen made a point of stressing the 
intensity of African feeling on this matter. The Savimbi 
issue faded from the forefront of African concerns after 
the Reagan administration's first year, with only the 
extreme left of African opinion (e.g., Afrique/Asie) 
claiming that the United States was actively in league 
with South Africa in trying to bring down the Angolan 
government. Concern reintensified in 1985 when the 
U.S. Congress repealed the Clark Amendment, and 
boiled up in late January 1986 when Savimbi was 
received warmly by Secretary of State George Shultz 
and President Reagan, and Congress began seriously 
debating aid to UNIT A. 

Savimbi's Washington visit coincided with SADCC's 
fifth annual consultative meeting (see "Southern 
African Interdependence" by Stephen R. Lewis, Jr. in 
CSIS Africa Notes no. 56, March 27, 1986). The 
SADCC gathering, chaired by Botswana's Vice 
President Peter Mmusi, decided that even at the risk of 
jeopardizing U.S. contributions to the organization, it 
was essential to take a stand on the Savimbi issue. The 
chairman's final statement included the following 
passage: 

During the course of this conference we have 
learned with disbelief that the President of the 
United States of America and several of his senior 
administration colleagues have received Jonas 
Savimbi, rebel leader of UNITA. SADCC member 
states wish to draw the attention of the U.S. 
administration to the fact that this act together 
with moves currently on the floor of the U.S. 
legislature to extend assistance to UNIT A run 
counter to American professions of friendship and 
cooperation with the independent states of 
southern Africa. This now places the United States 
clearly in league with South Africa in aggression 
and in fomenting instability in this region. 

Similar reactions came from a March 1986 meeting of 
the OAU Council of (Foreign) Ministers, which 
expressed "indignation" and noted "with the gravest 
concern that what the Reagan administration has 
decided to implement today with respect to Angola, it 
can also carry out tomorrow against any other 
legitimate government." The Council concluded by 
voting to send a five-person delegation to the United 
States to mobilize opposition to the administration's 
policy. The African press has kept up the criticism, often 
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warning that all of Africa is actually or potentially 
threatened by U.S. direct support for an African 
guerrilla movement. 

If the Africans Are Critical, So What? 
It is not the chief object of foreign policy to have warm 
and friendly relations with all countries at all times. Any 
nation - certainly any major power - must be quite 
prepared to pressure friendly (as well as neutral and 
hostile) countries in the pursuit of priority goals, and 
rare is the action that will please all. Beyond that, 
occasional hard-heartedness and even unpredictability 
have their exemplary uses. As Machiavelli taught, it is 
useful to be loved, but that is not always possible; in 
such circumstances, it is better to be feared than 
thought weak. Thus, the fact that Africans are unhappy 
with U.S. southern Africa policy is not by itself proof 
that the policy is unwise or counterproductive. 

Southern Africa policy is only part of U.S. policy 
toward Africa, and for most African states the character 
of their bilateral relations with the United States is 
more pressing than their interest in seeing the United 
States support the anti-apartheid struggle. These 
relations can be insulated because bilateral foreign 
policymaking is even less democratic or subject to the 
play of domestic pressures and opinions than other 
aspects of African government. 

The farther one gets geographically and culturally 
from South Africa, the less pressing the issue may 
seem. As a 1985 Jeune Afrique article challenged: 
"Let's be honest! Francophone Africans do not feel 
excessively concerned over apartheid .... "For 
countries that enjoy such distance from southern 
African problems, the official attitude toward U.S. 
southern Africa policy is more likely to be determined 
by the state of bilateral relations than bilateral relations 
are to be affected by southern Africa policy. 

Relations between the United States and Chad 
provide a particularly clear example. Chadian foreign 
policy under Hissene Habre concentrates, to the virtual 
exclusion of other concerns, on mobilizing international 
resources to chase the Libyans out of northern Chad 
and on obtaining economic aid without which the state 
structure would collapse. Since the United States 
materially and diplomatically supports Chadian efforts 
against Libya, and contributes substantially to keeping 
the Chadian economy afloat, U.S. policy toward 
southern Africa is never raised in bilateral meetings, nor 
do Chadian spokesmen discuss the subject in public 
forums. 

This does not mean that Chadian government 
officials do not care about southern African issues; 
interviews leave no doubt that they share the views of 
other Africans on apartheid and, for that matter, on the 
principle of supplying arms to groups trying to 
overthrow established African governments. Were the 
situation to be reversed, with the United States 
determinedly opposing the intense desires of the 
Chadian government, the same officials would most 
certainly seize upon U.S. "misdeeds" in southern Africa 
as a golden opportunity to discredit the U.S. position on 

those issues immediately affecting N'Djamena. 
There are limits to what the United States loses by 

virtue of its southern Africa policy, and by extension 
limits to what highly ranked goals it would achieve if it 
radically altered its policy. Would Qaddafi renounce 
terrorism? Would the Ethiopians send the Russians 
home? Would Liberia's President Samuel Doe hold an 
honest election? The questions are absurd because 
African states, like all states, compartmentalize issue 
domains. By the same token, the Soviet Union has 
gained comparatively little in concrete terms from its 
uncompromising position on southern Africa. The 
Angolan government buys Soviet arms and rents Cuban 
soldiers because it needs them to survive, not because 
the Soviet Union has ideologically correct policies on 
apartheid- or on socialism either, for that matter. 

Nonetheless, consistent disregard for the opinions of 
Africans can have costs. The United States loses the 
advantage of its partners' forbearance; its policies suffer 
a reverse "halo effect" in which negative reactions to 
southern Africa policy put other U.S. policy initiatives in 
a bad light. Overcoming this entails increased entry and 
transaction costs in bilateral relations. These costs 
become higher the closer the country involved is to 
southern Africa and the more salient southern African 
issues are to its elites, and the closer the subject matter 
of the initiative is to anything involved with southern 
Africa, especially if it touches on anything to do with 
U.S. support for Savimbi. (Backing the United States in 
its opposition to state-supported terrorism is an obvious 
example.) 

Costs will be higher yet, and the chances of a policy 
initiative succeeding less, when the issue involves 
multilateral discussions. Multilateral processes in such 
forums as the OAU, SADCC, and the UN Security 
Council have a semipublic character; spokesmen must 
perform before strangers and some version of public 
opinion can be brought to bear. Opponents of 
cooperating with a U.S. initiative have an easier time in 
arguing their case if the general reputation of U.S. 
policy is one of opposition to African interests and 
disregard of African concerns. 

It is when multilateral African cooperation is needed 
to achieve something that the costs become most 
evident. The one unambiguous U.S. policy success in 
modern southern African affairs, furthering the 
negotiated independence of Zimbabwe, depended 
deeply on the forbearance and active cooperation of the 
Front Line states. Assistant Secretary Crocker's 
operating premise has been that the Africans need the 
Americans to achieve their goals in southern Africa; the 
reverse of that proposition is at least as true. 

One of Crocker's predecessors as assistant secretary 
(Donald Easum) has argued that U.S. policies in 
southern Africa will affect African acquiescence in the 
major economic reforms most Western specialists think 
African states require: "Whatever the nature of the 
African-American economic relationship, and however 
rational the application of conditionality formulas. . .. 
the chances of success for the new program of rewards 
for reforms will be significantly enhanced to the extent 
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that U.S. policies in southern Africa are seen as 
acceptable by African leaders." 

This argument is probably too sweeping, but it may 
apply under some circumstances. In general, the 
specificity of issue domains is likely to insulate most 
economic reform decisions from the broader play of 
international politics. But Easum's point may well be 
valid in multilateral forums and in countries such as 
Nigeria, where (as in the IMF debate) economic reform 
may be widely discussed in public and where U.S. policy 
generally has high visibility. Should the intensity of 
feeling against U.S. policy become exacerbated on a 
sustained basis, the important role of Western-trained 
economic pragmatists could be compromised, or (more 
likely) the economic pragmatists would tum virulently 
anti-American as a way of protecting their positions, 
and perhaps their policies. 

One striking aspect of African opinion on the Reagan 
administration's policies is directly relevant to the "so 
what?" question. This is the surprising degree to which 
Africans make a distinction between President Reagan 
and his administration on the one hand and the United 
States and its people on the other. Whether the 
particular Americans mentioned are businessmen (e.g., 
those of Chevron, the largest single U.S. investor in 
Africa), or members of Congress, or blacks, or even 
university professors, Africans seem to think that there 
is a true America that can stand up against policies 
devised on a particular president's watch and 
potentially defeat them or limit their severity. This 
feeling that the "true" America sympathizes with Africa 
and shares much of its point of view received a powerful 
boost in October 1986 when Congress overturned 
President Reagan's veto and enacted as the law of the 
land the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986. 

Much of this line of thought reflects wishful thinking 
about immediate prospects for sweeping change in U.S. 
policies. Underneath, however, one senses that many 
Africans, perhaps overly influenced by the increased 
prominence and influence of blacks in American society, 
take the constellation of interests and African policies in 
the Carter administration as representing the normal or 
"true" U.S. position toward Africa. It is not a perfect 
America, but it is seen as an America that holds out 
hope, that accords Africa respect, and that deserves 
respect in return. 

It remains to be seen how long this perception of a 
separation of the American people from responsibility 
for the policies of their own government will prevail 
against those who argue that, in effect, "imperialist" 
America has no attractive side to show the world. 
Should a post-Reagan administration be perceived as 
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following similarly misguided southern Africa policies, 
the "true" America will likely cease to benefit from such 
sympathetic forbeara11ce. While the U.S. government
and the American people - may well decide that they 
are prepared to pay the price of losing such forbearance, 
prudence would dictate that the price be paid only if the 
offending policy is likely to produce a clear and 
important success. Meanwhile, policymakers in the 
Reagan administration as well as in its successor may 
wish to give careful thought to how policy, as well as 
rhetoric, might best take advantage of the "true" 
America's good repute. 

In this brief study, I have looked at African opinion 
principally as something that reacts - however 
appropriately or erratically- to U.S. policy and 
actions. That may be only part of the story, however. It 
is at least possible that African opinion has come to 
have a discernible effect on U.S. policy, principally by 
influencing the attitudes of those U.S. officials who care 
about Africa and who are in a position to affect U.S. 
policy. African lobbying efforts are hardly the main 
explanation for Congress' overturning President 
Reagan's veto of the 1986 sanctions legislation, 
although the vigorous expression of African opinion 
may well have been a necessary adjunct. Examination 
of African opinion as an independent variable is another 
subject, one for another time. 
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