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CHAPTER 12

Microphone Revolution : North Korean 
Cultural Diplomacy During the Liberation 
of Southern Africa

Abstract

North Korea is an overlooked actor in studies of Afro-Asian solidarity or the Cold War, even 

though it developed an independent foreign policy and managed to forge connections to African 

liberation movements. This chapter explores North Korea’s cultural diplomacy during the lib-

eration of southern Africa through the establishment of Juche Study Centers. Juche, the official 

ideology of North Korea, was marketed in Africa through public meetings at Juche Study Centers, 

the distribution of translated literature, film viewings, and travel opportunities to Pyongyang. 

Juche was a vague philosophy that resonated with African views of post-colonial nation-building. 

Today, few people take Juche seriously but the fraternal ties between North Korea and African 

political regimes have withstood the test of time.

Keywords: North Korea, Cold War, cultural diplomacy, liberation struggles, Juche

On 8 April 1975, the Council of Ministers of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) 

held an extraordinary meeting in Dar es Salaam to discuss the unfolding liberation 

of southern Africa. The fight for independence had reached a critical stage. Angola 

and Mozambique were in uncharted territories after the sudden collapse of the 

Portuguese Empire and would soon descend into civil war, while Rhodesia (modern 

Zimbabwe), South West Africa (modern Namibia), and South Africa were subjected 

to white-minority rule. African national liberation movements (NLMs) were at the 

forefront of the struggle, which was fought on two fronts: the diplomatic arena and 

low-intensity guerilla warfare on the ground.

“This, for us, is a crucial meeting. The Southern African crisis for us is a matter 

of life or death”, said Vernon Mwaanga, the Zambian Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

to the assembled OAU Council of Ministers. “Mozambique, Angola, Zimbabwe and 

Namibia have written the history of their independence struggle in blood. Zambian 

blood is part of the ink with which that history is being written.”1 The explicit 

transnational nature of southern Africa’s liberation struggles was particularly felt 
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in Zambia.2 As one of the Frontline States, Zambia harbored freedom fighters from 

all over the region and suffered therefore from imperial pressure, violence along 

its borders, and the influx of refugees.3

At the end of his speech, Mwaanga made an interesting observation about the 

character of the liberation struggles: “A very strange form of revolution seems to be 

emerging in our ranks and that is ‘Microphone Revolution’, based on making nice 

speeches for public consumption at home.”4 The term ‘Microphone Revolution’ is a 

useful metaphor to view one of the key questions of this era: peaceful means versus 

violence, diplomacy versus the armed struggle. It is true that actions speak louder 

than words. Nonetheless, words mattered during the liberation of Africa, because it 

was diplomacy that helped NLMs to rally support and aid for their cause from indi-

vidual governments, multilateral fora such as the United Nations, the Non-Aligned 

Movement (NAM) and the OAU Liberation Committee, and international solidarity 

movements. The struggle was often fought through a microphone.

The NLMs operated as ‘governments-in-waiting’ and wielded an elaborate 

diplomatic strategy, resulting in connections that were truly global.5 One loyal but 

largely unknown ally of African freedom fighters was the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea (DPRK), a country that – according to its own mythology – suc-

cessfully resisted the yoke of Japanese colonialism and had vowed to support the 

liberation of Africa. North Korea used this opportunity to disseminate its own brand 

of socialist ideology, named Juche ( ). Through Juche Study Centers, which were 

founded across Africa, North Korea facilitated discussions, film screenings, and 

exhibitions to illuminate Africans about the wonders of North Korea and Juche 

thought. Texts from Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il were translated into English, 

Afrikaans, and Swahili. Numerous Africans were invited to travel to Pyongyang 

for scholarships, military training, or political meetings.

This chapter offers a critical analysis of Juche Study Centers and seeks to under-

stand why they were founded, how they operated, and their impact in Africa. While 

they may seem like an obscure relic of the past, some Juche Study Centers continue 

to exist. Their history illustrates the important role that North Korea played in the 

contemporary history of southern Africa. The DPRK is often misunderstood as a 

‘hermit kingdom’, an isolated country without international ties. But in truth, exten-

sive relations existed between African NLMs and North Korea, relations that remain 

relevant today because several contemporary African governments continue to 

support the DPRK despite international sanctions against the North Korean regime.

Before focusing on Juche Study Centers, this chapter will first explore the 

historical background of inter-Korean competition in Africa and the diplomatic 

connections between exiled African liberation movements and the DPRK. In the 

next part, Juche will be the central focus. The chapter will discuss the establish-

ment of Juche Study Centers in Africa and how they operated. In addition to public 
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meetings, the distribution of literature, film screenings and travel are the main 

components of North Korean soft power. Finally, it will be discussed how Juche 

inspired African political elites in the development of post-colonial nation states, 

through examples of African contributions to Juche journals.

Through its novel focus on North Korea, this chapter decenters the roles of 

China and the Soviet Union during the era of African decolonization. North Korea is 

an overlooked actor in studies of Afro-Asian solidarity or the Cold War, even though 

it developed an independent foreign policy and managed to forge connections to 

African liberation movements that have withstood the test of time. Unfairly, the 

DPRK is often seen as an agent of either China or the Soviet Union but this was not 

the case. Juche Study Centers, the topic of this chapter, are an illustrative example 

of the lived experiences of Afro-Asian connections: exiled African freedom fighters 

or post-colonial nation-builders engaged with North Korean ideology. As the Cold 

War progressed, the DPRK gradually became more involved in the pursuit of South-

South cooperation, which is why most Juche Study Centers appeared to be active 

in the 1970s and 1980s.

A Tale of Two Koreas

The Korean peninsula was, prior to the end of the Second World War, colonized 

by the Japanese Empire. When Japan surrendered in 1945, Korea was divided by 

the United States (US) and the Soviet Union. For thousands of years Korea used 

to be a unified state and the post-WWII division was meant to be temporary. 

However, throughout the subsequent years the leadership in both parts of the 

peninsula became consolidated and in 1948 two separate states were established: 

the Republic of Korea (ROK) in the south and the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea in the north. In 1950 the DPRK invaded the south, signaling the start of the 

Korean War, which ended with a stalemate in 1953 and has not yet resulted in a 

formal peace treaty.

The stalemate of the Korean War made both Koreas realize that international 

allies were necessary in order to strengthen their own contested position as a 

legitimate government. At this time, the decolonization of the African continent 

was in full swing, meaning that at a rapid pace new non-aligned countries became 

independent. Lydia Walker vividly describes this “moment of seeming national 

possibility of the late 1950s and early 1960s, when at times new states were recog-

nized every week.”6 The independent African states became members of the United 

Nations General Assembly, where they “began to turn the table on the Korean 

question.”7 Korea was the oldest Cold War issue debated in the UN, and African 

states seemed to favor North Korea over its southern rival.8
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The ROK was at first uninterested in establishing diplomatic ties with African 

countries as a result of its Hallstein-type doctrine, which prevented the South 

Korean government from establishing ties with communist countries or North 

Korean allies. This policy changed in the late 1960s but South Korea remained an 

unattractive partner for African national liberation movements, as it was governed 

by a far-right dictatorship and was strongly aligned with the United States. The US 

was unpopular in Africa because of its domestic policy of segregation, its ties to the 

apartheid regime of South Africa and the disastrous Vietnam War.9

The DPRK, on the other hand, developed a different strategy and was much 

more successful in appealing to the NLMs.10 North Korea was ruled by a charis-

matic leader, Kim Il Sung, and proudly advertised its own heroic liberation struggle 

history.11 But perhaps more importantly, the state was some sort of economic mira-

cle. Bombed to absolute ruins during the Korean War, North Korea quickly rebuilt 

its towns and cities and was for a while economically superior to its southern 

rival. This ability to rise like a phoenix from the ashes was appealing to African 

liberation movements, who sought to similarly transform their countries after 

independence was gained. While during the 1960s most of Africa was liberated, 

only southern Africa was still largely embroiled in a complicated and often violent 

struggle against colonialism and white settler regimes. It is therefore that North 

Korea supported NLMs.

North Korea before the 1990s was a vastly different country than it is today. The 

1990s signify an important historical juncture, as the Soviet Union was dissolved 

and North Korea could no longer depend on the Soviet’s economic assistance. As a 

result, North Korea’s public distribution system collapsed and a widespread famine 

ensued. In 1994 Kim Il Sung passed away and his son, Kim Jong Il, took command.12 

Since the end of the Cold War, the DPRK became primarily interested in earning 

hard foreign currency and was much less interested in promoting its ideology and 

providing global assistance to newly independent nations.

One question that pervades this story is how we can interpret the motivation 

behind African-DPRK cooperation. Were these strategies informed by pragmatism 

or ideology? Ideology, as Christopher Clapham argues, “is not merely an alien 

imposition on willing Africans. It also strikes a local resonance, and serves to build 

moral linkages that extend beyond mere economic interests.”13 This chapter will 

show that many Africans were indeed receptive to the ideas of Juche philosophy. 

On the other hand, North Korea was forced to abandon its African Juche Study 

Centers when it faced economic hardship and focused on earning money instead 

of spending money. Perhaps we should not think of this question as a dichotomy, 

because Juche was able to do both: it appealed on ideological grounds to southern 

African freedom fighters and simultaneously forged practical close connections 

between liberation movements and the North Korean regime.
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I contend in any case that it is too easy to simplify this collaboration as a purely 

communist friendship. We must be careful not to interpret the decolonization of 

Africa purely in Cold War terms, in other words, as an existential battle between capi-

talism and communism.14 This robs African national liberation movements and their 

North Korean partners of their agency. NLMs and North Korea had mutual interests 

and were mainly driven by pragmatism, as is perhaps best explained by Eduardo 

Mondlane, the chairman of the Mozambican liberation movement FRELIMO:

Every time I go to the United States, I am asked again and again whether FRELIMO is 

“pro-East” or “pro-West”, “pro-communist” or “pro-capitalist”. My answer as president of 

FRELIMO is that FRELIMO is pro-Mozambican, principally, primarily and finally.15

North Korea is similarly often misunderstood as a pawn within the greater family 

of communist states. I disagree with the idea that the DPRK was only an emissary 

of the Soviet Union or China. After the Sino-Soviet split of 1956 North Korea was 

able to skillfully maneuver between both major powers while remaining largely 

independent in its own foreign policy, particularly in Africa.16 North Korea was 

not part of the Bandung Conference in 1955, but became a proud member of the 

Non-Aligned Movement in 1976, a major diplomatic achievement because South 

Figure 12.1. A DPRK stamp commemorating the 10th anniversary of the Bandung conference. 
While the stamp proudly depicts the African and Korean peoples standing shoulder to shoul-
der, North Korea was not present at Bandung! The text in the top-right corner means: Asia 
Pacific Conference (Bandung Conference) 10 year anniversary. The text in the bottom-light 
corner means: Joseon stamp.
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Korea was denied membership. The DPRK also became a member of the Afro-Asian 

Peoples Organization (AAPSO), an institution based in Cairo that fully supported 

the North Korean plans for the reunification of the peninsula.17 The DPRK moved 

through multilateral fora with relative ease and boasted of its allegiance to the new 

independent nations of the world (see fig. 12.1), but it is mostly the competition 

with the ROK that motivated its endeavors in the African continent.18

Diplomacy in Exile

Exile politics were an essential dimension of the liberation wars in southern Africa. 

Colonial governments violently opposed African national liberation movements, 

forcing these organizations to establish bases abroad. In places such as Dar es 

Salaam (Tanzania), Lusaka (Zambia), and Luanda (Angola), the NLMs came in con-

tact with each other, and with non-African governments and aid organizations.19 

The liberation of southern Africa thus had a strong international dimension. 

Without the material and political support of foreign governments and other 

organizations the NLMs had little chance of succeeding in their goals.

In their development as full-fledged organizations, liberation movements 

mirrored the state that they vowed to overthrow. National liberation movements 

operated as proto-states long before independence: they were ruled by a president, 

a vice-president, and a central committee that acted as a cabinet, each NLM had an 

extensive bureaucracy with various thematic departments, an army, and hosted 

public institutions such as schools and hospitals.20 Foreign missions functioned as 

embassies and were extremely important in mobilizing international support and 

material aid.21 In exile camps the NLMs were for the first time able to rule over 

their own citizens.22

Today, most countries in southern Africa continue to be firmly ruled by parties 

with roots in the struggle for independence: amon g them are Angola (Movimento 

Popular de Libertação de Angola – Partido do Trabalho, MPLA), Botswana (Botswana 

Democratic Party, BDP), Namibia (South West Africa People’s Organisation, SWAPO), 

Mozambique (Frente de Libertação de Moçambique, FRELIMO), South Africa 

(African National Congress, ANC) and Zimbabwe (Zimbabwe African National 

Union – Patriotic Front, ZANU-PF). Importantly, North Korea established contact 

with these organizations long before the respective dates of independence.

NLMs usually had to choose between two paths towards independence: diplo-

macy (negotiation) or war (a violent uprising), and most of them used both. The 

Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere summarized this dilemma shortly after a debate 

on southern Africa in the Commonwealth Summit Meeting: “We want majority rule 

out of a conference or out of a battlefield”.23 North Korea offered opportunities for 
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both strategies. Next to military support, the regime forged diplomatic ties with all 

major liberation movements in the region. One way to do this was by manifesting 

itself in multilateral fora and the hosting of international conferences.

A diplomatic victory for North Korea was the organization of an Extraordinary 

Ministerial Conference of the NAM in Pyongyang, from 9 to 13 June 1987.24 The deci-

sion to organize this conference was made at the 8th Non-Aligned Summit in Harare, 

Zimbabwe, in 1986.25 Kim Il Sung expressed in his opening speech his “deep gratitude” 

to the Zimbabwean government.26 Robert Mugabe, Prime Minister of Zimbabwe and 

Chairman of the NAM, maintained a personal friendship with Kim Il Sung (see fig. 12. 

2) and delivered a statement at the Pyongyang Conference.27 After four days of con-

sultations, the conference adopted the Pyongyang Declaration and Plan of Action on 

South-South Co-operation, an extensive program (22 pages) on the basis of “collective 

self-reliance”28, a phrase once firmly embedded in the discourse of the NAM but now 

solely used by North Korea.29 In addition, the Declaration voiced strong support for 

SWAPO and the ANC and condemned the apartheid regime in South Africa.30

Even more important, perhaps, were the personal invitations of African free-

dom fighters to Pyongyang. Virtual all leaders of the NLMs in southern Africa, most 

of them future presidents, met with Kim Il Sung during the Cold War to underline 

their mutual agreement for cooperation. On 11 June 1986, for example, the North 

Korean regime arranged a banquet in Pyongyang in honor of SWAPO, the national 

Figure 12.2. Robert Mugabe and Kim Il Sung meet in Pyongyang, in 1993 (AP).
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liberation movement of Namibia. Namibia would only be liberated four years later, 

but Sam Nujoma (the future president) and his comrades were received as states-

men-in-waiting. Nujoma thanked the DPRK “for the practical material assistance, 

political and diplomatic support” and in turn offered SWAPO’s “full support” for the 

DPRKs foreign policy objectives.31 In his response, Kim Il Sung promised that “his 

Party and people would firmly stand by SWAPO in the future too, and support and 

encourage the just liberation struggle of the Namibian people”.32 Such meetings 

also occurred in the cases of Seretse Khama, Robert Mugabe, Samora Machel, 

Leabua Jonathan, José Eduardo dos Santos, Kenneth Kaunda, France-Albert René, 

and other prominent southern African politicians (see fig. 12.3 for an example).

The history of African-DPRK cooperation remains largely unwritten for two 

reasons. In the first place is it difficult to obtain primary source material. North 

Korea is not accessible for critical researchers while most liberation archives in 

southern Africa are closed to the public.33 In addition, the relationship between 

North Korea and African countries is tainted by its contemporary illegal nature. 

Most of the current dealings, such as the construction of monuments by North 

Korean forced labourers, the repair of military hardware, and the narcotics trade, 

are illegal.34 The United Nations Panel of Experts, which monitors UN sanctions 

against North Korea, has reprimanded African governments for their unwilling-

ness in submitting reports and responding to enquiries.35 Thus, research on this 

topic is sensitive and little work has been done in the past.

Figure 12.3. Kenneth Kaunda, his wife, Betsy Kaunda, and a large Zambian delegation meet 
with Kim Il Sung in Pyongyang, 1987 (Eugene Makai).
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Exporting Juche

Usually translated as self-reliance and understood through its main principle 

that “man is the master of all things”, Juche replaced Marxism-Leninism as the 

official ideology of the DPRK in 1955. While it is often assumed that Juche serves 

as North Korea’s guiding principle for policy-making, and is thus closely entangled 

with its iconic ‘hermit kingdom’ status, Brian Myers has argued that Juche “was 

never meant to work ideologically.” Instead, the philosophy is part of North Korea’s 

multi-track discourse, which consists of the inner track (propaganda for domestic 

consumption only), the outer track (propaganda for domestic consumption but 

aware of outside monitors), and the export track (propaganda for outsiders). Juche 

was specifically designed for export.36

Changing the state ideology from communism to Juche made North Korea more 

appealing to the non-aligned countries of the world, which was an advantage for 

Pyongyang’s desire to marginalize South Korea during the Cold War.37 Precisely 

because Juche was vague and emphasized self-reliance, it was remarkably com-

patible with the philosophies of liberation movements around the world, including 

those in Africa (see fig. 12.4). After decades of oppression by capitalist colonizers it 

was only natural that they would take inspiration from socialism while their politi-

cal programs were built around the ideas of political and economic independence. 

Mark Nash described how Marxism and communism resonated with nationalist 

movements in Africa, constituting a “major ideological force in African culture and 

politics.”38 Juche hinted at key socialist principles and continuously underlined the 

importance of self-determination.

The main strategy of North Korea to export Juche to the outside world was the 

establishment of Juche Study Centers in foreign countries. Very little documentation 

exists of this phenomenon, but during archival fieldwork in Namibia I stumbled 

upon an extensive collection of Cold War era editions of the ‘Study of the Juche 

Ideas’ journal. This proved to be an unexpected treasure trove. Published by the 

International Institute of the Juche Idea (IIJI, an organization founded on 9 April 1978 

in Tokyo, Japan) the journal is closely aligned with North Korea and consists of 

written contributions from Juche followers from around the world. The journal also 

contains short texts by Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il and provides basic data about the 

organization of Juche Study Centers and seminars outside North Korea.

I found the journal in the archives of the former United Nations Institute for 

Namibia (UNIN), an educational body set up by the United Nations Council for 

Namibia in Lusaka, Zambia, on 26 August 1976. UNIN was created to facilitate 

education for exiled Namibians in preparation for an independent Namibia. It 

was closed in September 1990, six months after Namibian independence, and 

its archives were donated to the University of Namibia (UNAM), in Windhoek. 



274 TYCHO VAN DER HOOG

Figure 12.4. A North Korean poster depicting the various peoples of the world united through 
Juche.
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It is telling that an educational body for Namibians in exile assembled such an 

extensive collection of Juche journals, with editions running from 1979 to 1990.39 

The journals regularly featured contributions from African authors and therefore 

provide an unique insight into the reception of Juche in southern Africa. The next 

sections will describe the organization of Juche Study Centers and the contents of 

the journal based on the issues that I found in Windhoek.

Juche Study Centers in Southern Africa

The very first Juche Study Center in the world was established in Africa, in Mali 

to be precise. On 15 April 1969 the “Study Group of the Works of Comrade Kim Il 

Sung” was founded on the occasion of the 57th birthday of Kim Il Sung.40 Mali was 

the first African country that established full diplomatic relations with the DPRK, 

in 1958.41 “Juche”, wrote the journal devoted to this ideology, “like oasis, has been 

flowing into the hearts of the African people who recently liberated themselves 

from the colonial rule of imperialism and are on the way of building a new society.” 

The meeting was attended by several Malian intellectuals. In 1985 the National 

Committee for the Study of the Juche Idea in Mali was established. Mali was a model 

for study centers around the world. Local chapters were coordinated through a 

national committee, and in time continental bodies emerged, such as the African 

Regional Committee for the Study of the Juche Idea. The International Institute of 

the Juche Idea is the global body that oversees all activities.42

Based on the available North Korean journals in the UNAM Archives and other 

archival sources it can be estimated that people from at least 29 African countries 

were engaged in the study of Juche during the Cold War.43 In reality this number 

might be higher, for the data set is incomplete because I was unable to track down 

all editions of the Study of the Juche Idea journals, and archival sources about 

African-North Korean cooperation are scarce.

While Juche Study Centers were eventually established all across Africa, the 

majority of local chapters seemed to be located in West Africa and relatively few 

centers were located in southern Africa. This discrepancy might be explained 

through the fact that West Africa was the first African region to be liberated from 

colonialism, and southern Africa the last. Unlike the rest of the continent, southern 

Africa remained largely occupied during 1960-1990. Political independence and 

formal diplomatic ties were logical requirements for the establishment and fund-

ing of Juche Study Centers. The distinctions between these centers, North Korean 

embassies and friendship societies were often blurred: Juche meetings were 

sometimes held in embassy offices and the embassies provided funding and read-

ing material for the study groups.44 Independent countries (Zambia, Zimbabwe, 
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Mauritius, Madagascar, Tanzania) were thus able to host such institutions, while 

occupied countries like Namibia and South Africa were, for practical reasons, not. 

When the latter two became independent, it was too late: the Soviet Union had 

collapsed and North Korea was in dire need of money, and decided to trade its soft 

diplomacy approach for a quest for hard foreign currency. Juche Study Centers 

became a lot less important.45

During the Cold War, however, the export of North Korean ideology was at 

full speed. Exiled southern African freedom fighters who were not able to set up 

or join Juche Study Centers in their home countries frequented study groups in 

liberated parts of Africa. When Sierra Leone hosted the first Pan-African Seminar 

on Comrade Kim Il Sung’s Juche Idea between 18-20 December 1972, among the 

fifty delegates from sixteen African countries were representatives from the MPLA 

and SWAPO.46 Zimbabweans studying in Sierra Leone attended the “Group for the 

Study of the Immortal Juche Idea of the Supreme Leader Comrade Kim Il Sung”, 

prior to Zimbabwean independence in 1980.47 SWAPO members attended study 

groups in Tanzania and Sierra Leone, prior to Namibian independence in 1990.48

As reported through descriptions in the Study of the Juche Idea journal, public 

meetings of individual chapters took place according to a set protocol. Usually a 

portrait of Kim Il Sung was symbolically placed in the room (this is also a significant 

custom in North Korea) and sometimes classic books or photographs from the 

Supreme Leader were displayed. The journal always highlighted the attendance 

of high-ranking African officials. Sometimes a speech will be given, sometimes a 

lecture, but the meeting would always adopt a number of proposals, working plans, 

and letters for Kim Il Sung or Kim Jong Il (and sometimes for both).

On special occasions, meetings could last several days, such as the “National 

Meeting on Socialist Revolutionary Charter of Madagascar-Juche Idea”, held in 

Antananarivo, Madagascar, from 31 August to 2 September 1988. Gatherings like 

these were given special attention in North Korean propaganda: descriptions 

boasted about the number of participants and reported glowing well-wishes from 

foreign attendants for Kim Il Sung. Organized under the auspices of the National 

Committee for the Study of the Socialist Revolutionary Charter of Madagascar and 

the Juche Idea of the Malagasy Vanguard of Revolution (short titles were never 

North Korea’s forte), this meeting was apparently visited by some 200 persons, 

“including senior officials of the party and government”.49 Occasionally a pan-Af-

rican seminar was organized, for example in Sierra Leone in 1973 (see fig. 12.5).
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Figure 12.5. Book cover of The great idea of Juche radiates over the revolutionary struggle of 
the African peoples, published in preparation of the Pan-African seminar on the Juche Idea in 
Sierra Leone, 1973.
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Inspiration for the Party

Walker stressed that “Independence was not simply a rupture: it involved the 

re-routing and re-visioning of continuities of rule.”50 During the tumultuous wars 

of liberation in southern Africa, exiled liberation movements had years and some-

times decades to imagine the state before they were able to actually produce the 

state. As governments-in-waiting they absorbed ideas on how to organize a state 

and create a nation.51 The ideology of Juche provided several appealing ideas on 

this matter. We can see this influence clearly in the African submissions to the 

Study of the Juche Idea journal, which details how Juche can be applied to the 

development of recently liberated African countries.

The Study of the Juche Idea mainly consisted of submitted articles by non-Ko-

rean authors and a significant part of them were from Africa. North Korean state 

propaganda can become monotonous and repetitive since it is designed by the Kim 

regime, but the journal is written by real, non-Korean people and gives us thus an 

insight into the global appeal of Juche. In the case of the African contributions the 

authors were usually well-established men in high-ranking positions in society: 

journalists, ruling party officials, Members of Parliaments, or university employ-

ees. To a certain extent, Juche provided the ideological scaffolding that was useful 

for the construction of one-party rule.

Take for example Edson Shirihuru, in the early 1980s a Member of Parliament 

for ZANU and a man with impeccable struggle credentials in the Zimbabwean 

liberation struggle. He attended the West African Regional Seminar on the 

Juche Idea in Lagos, Nigeria, in June 1980 and this experience encouraged him 

to establish the National Committee for the Study of the Juche Idea in Zimbabwe 

shortly thereafter.52 In 1981 he published the article “Sovereign State Power 

and Building of National Economy in New-Emerging Countries” in the Study of 

the Juche Idea.53 Referring to the selected works of the “respected and beloved” 

Kim Il Sung, Shirihuru argued that it was “very important to use state power as a 

powerful weapon” to consolidate national independence.54 Shirihuru later became 

the Deputy Director of the Central Intelligence Organization (CIO), an extremely 

important position within the Zimbabwean state, until he died in custody in 1993 

following the disastrous end of a mysterious love affair.55

Juche and African state ideologies complemented each other well. In south-

ern Africa, the first independently elected governments were former liberation 

movements and these organizations strongly believed that they not only deserved, 

but were also destined to rule. Their rule was legitimized by their role in the revo-

lutionary liberation struggle. In this respect Juche formed a useful inspiration – it 

was exactly the sort of vague ideology that emphasized the importance of a glorious 

revolution and the privilege to rule by a single, united organization. The DPRK was 
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irrefutable evidence of this idea. Despite enormous external pressure, the Workers’ 

Party of Korea (WPK) had governed North Korea since its inception in 1948. While 

in truth this history is far more complicated, North Korean mythology constantly 

connected the earthshattering victory over Japanese colonialism to the eternal rule 

of the WPK.

In 1988, the Study of the Juche Idea organized a roundtable to discuss Kim 

Jong Il’s text “On Some Problems of Education in the Juche Idea.” The participants 

included several educators from Zambia and Zimbabwe who reflected upon the 

value of Juche for their respective home countries. It was particularly the following 

excerpt of Kim’s philosophy that resonated with them:

“For the popular masses to be an independent subject of the revolution, they must be 

united into one organization with one ideology under the guidance of the party and the 

leader. Only the masses who are united in this way can shape their destiny independently 

and creatively. The subject of the revolution means the integrated whole of the leader, the 

party and the masses.”56

The African participants of the roundtable used the transformation of their national 

liberation movements into independent governments to illustrate the usefulness 

of Juche philosophy. The participants included a delegation from the UNIP School 

in Zambia. Zambia was ruled by the United National Independence Party (UNIP) of 

Kenneth Kaunda and had recently become a one-party state. The Zambians under-

lined the similarities between the teachings of Kim Jong Il and Zambian humanism, 

a philosophy developed by Kenneth Kaunda. The dean, D.S. Bwalya, wrote that 

the “principle of revolutionary duty and comradeship” revolves around unity and 

“the cohesion of the leader, the party and the masses.” K.M Mutumweno, a senior 

teacher at the UNIP School, argued that the University of Zambia should award the 

“outstanding thinker and theoretician” Kim Jong Il an honorary degree.57

Another member of the roundtable was Kempton Makamure, a professor at the 

Law Faculty of the University of Zimbabwe. He explained the “correctness” of Kim’s 

philosophy through the “national-liberation struggle of the Zimbabwean people” 

and underlined the importance of uniting around one leader, who should preside 

over one organization: “a single ideology under the guidance of the party.” This 

also referred to ZANU, the former liberation movement that has ruled Zimbabwe 

since 1980, while its leader Robert Mugabe was in power until 2017. At the time of 

the roundtable, ZANU was eliminating its opposition under the guise of protecting 

the hard-won independence. The feared Fifth Brigade, trained and armed by North 

Korea, killed more than 20,000 people in Matabeleland, where Mugabe’s main 

opposition resided.58 Makamure wrote that Juche “provides us with a powerful 

theoretical and practical weapons capable of building up the firm independent 
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subject of the revolution”. James Bwerazuva, the rector of the Mkoba Teachers 

College and participant of the roundtable, agreed:

“But, today the absolute majority of the Zimbabwean people are firmly united as one under 

the leadership of the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) and Premier Mugabe to 

become the independent subject of history, and are building a new life in Zimbabwe. 

Indeed, the proposition that the independent subject of history means the integrated whole 

of the leader, the party and the masses is a valuable truth that can be clarified only by the 

Juche idea.”59

In a different article, from 1986, F.K. Chihota explained the intimate knowledge 

of ZANU officials of Juche. Chihota was the Deputy Chairman and the Secretary 

General of the National Committee for the Study of the Juche Idea, the organization 

founded by former Member of Parliament and intelligence director Shirihuru. In a 

piece aptly titled ‘Beamlights of Juche Also Here in Zimbabwe’ Chihota detailed that 

seminars of local Juche Study Centres were sponsored by the Ministry of Education 

and the Department of Information of ZANU, and visited by “high-ranking” govern-

ment officials and party members. “In the coming years, under the guidance of the 

ZANU (PF)”, promised Chihota, we will further deepen our study of the Juche idea”.60

But despite the profuse language that celebrated the eternal friendship between 

the Korean and African peoples, the story of the Juche Study Centers shows that 

the relationship between North Korea and southern Africa was mainly pragmatic. 

It was a terrific advertisement for the anti-imperial credentials of the DPRK, but 

there is no evidence of genuine collaboration between North Korean and African 

intellectuals in the pursuit of Juche thought. North Korean citizens never visited the 

study centers, except for the occasional diplomat. There are no examples of joint 

articles or books by African and Korean authors. The appeal of Juche seemed to be 

limited to certain African elites that were closely intertwined with the prevailing 

regimes of their countries, and did not reach the masses. But as Frederick Cooper 

recently pointed out, “unequal relationships are still relationships and they can be 

pushed and pulled on.”61 It is a fact that the Study Centers did exist and managed 

to excite interest in Juche, and thereby in North Korea.

Soft Power through Literature, Film, and Travel

Cultural diplomacy was used to boost North Korea’s image in Africa.62 While South 

Korea concentrated on trade diplomacy, North Korea was interested in “concluding 

cultural agreements” with African partners and relied “heavily” on cultural diplo-

macy.63 Juche Study Centers were a key component in the display of North Korean soft 
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power in Africa. In addition to the organization of public meetings, the Centers had a 

key role in the execution of cultural diplomacy, for example through the distribution 

of North Korean literature and the organization of film viewings.64 The Centers were 

also a gateway for travel to Pyongyang, so that African elites could attend training ses-

sions or political meetings. This section will describe how Juche Study Centers were 

important hubs for the distribution of North Korean soft power during the Cold War.

The personal papers of Mose Penaani Tjitendero, a high-ranking SWAPO 

official, show that North Korean literature easily appeared on the bookshelves of 

key figures in Africa’s liberation struggles.65 In 1964 Tjitendero traded South West 

Africa for exile in Tanzania and steadily climbed the ranks of SWAPO. He eventually 

became the first speaker of the National Assembly of Namibia and was declared 

an official national hero when he passed away in 2006. His personal papers are 

preserved in the UNAM Archives and a sizable collection of North Korean books 

and journals indicates his interest in the DPRK, while bulletins from the DPRK 

embassy in Windhoek illustrate the post-colonial presence of North Koreans in 

Namibia.66 Whether this kind of literature had any effect on Tjitendero and other 

freedom fighters is hard to say.

Tjitendero is not an exception. Archives all around southern Africa hold North 

Korean literature, which was also routinely gifted to African leaders during the 

visits of North Korean delegations. In 1973, for example, the North Koreans visited 

Botswana and provided the cabinet of Botswana with a number of presents. The 

British High Commission in Gaborone noted that the visit was “a fully mounted 

propaganda exercise:”

Books and brochure and photographs of the illustrious (almost deified) leader of the 

national Kim Il-Sung, praising the glories of the North Korean brand of national socialism 

were dished out by the hundredweight to all Ministers and Senior Civil Servant and to any-

one else who fancied a set of the red-covered publicity material. The “independent” nature 

of Northern Korean communism was discernible from a total absence in the literature of 

any references to Mao Tse-tung or other occupants of the Chinese Pantheon.67

In addition, the cabinet received Korean porcelain and “pieces of fabulous Korean 

dried root with alleged aphrodisiacal qualities” (the British embassy in Gaborone 

gleefully commented that they: “don’t know if there were any private requests 

from Ministers for second helpings”). The Koreans travelled through Lusaka in 

order to circumvent problems with the South African authorities.68 Such visits 

were fairly typical and were usually reciprocated by African delegations to North 

Korea. While speaking at a mass rally in Pyongyang in 1976, Seretse Khama, the 

first president of Botswana, professed his admiration for Juche, “which he likened 

to Botswana’s national principle of ipelegeng/boipelego (self-reliance/self-help).”69
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Literature for the global export was translated and produced by the Pyongyang 

Foreign Languages Publishing House, an organization that falls under the 

Propaganda and Agitation Department of the Workers’ Party of Korea.70 The 

Pyongyang Foreign Languages Publishing House published books by North Korea’s 

leaders, which often concerned the development of Juche. Examples are titles such 

as “On carrying forward the Juche idea” or “On the Juche idea of our party” by Kim 

Jong Il, which I found in the National Library of Namibia.71 The apartheid regime in 

South Africa and Namibia banned these books because of its communist contexts. 

The words of Kim Il Sung and others were not only translated into English, but 

also in specific African languages such as Swahili and Afrikaans. In the National 

Archives of Namibia I found copies with titles such as “Basiese beginsels van die 

opbou van die revolusionere party” (Basic principles of building the revolutionary 

party) and “Die historiese les van die opbou van sosialisme en ons party se algeme 

lyn” (The historical lesson of building socialism and our party’s general policy).72 In 

Tanzania, North Korean newspaper articles were translated into Swahili by the local 

Peter Msungu, who visited North Korea and was a member of a Tanzanian Juche 

Study Center. Msungu, however, “pretended to do the work himself” and instead 

delegated the work to a friend while cashing in on North Korea’s remuneration.73

In addition to translated books from its leadership, the DPRK distributed 

international newspapers (such as the Pyongyang Times) and magazines (such as 

Korea Today or the Foreign Trade of the Democratic People’s Republic). The latter, 

to take one example, is an English language monthly magazine which explains the 

rules and regulations of the DPRK on joint ventures and features successful North 

Korean businesses. In a Namibian archive I found a copy from 1987 (three years 

before Namibian independence) which, among other things, contained a colorful 

feature of the West Sea Bathing Resort, a popular holiday destination.74 This goes to 

show that the DPRK was actively seeking to monetize their fraternal ties with newly 

or soon-to-be independent nations in Africa.

In Zimbabwe in the 1980s, the local Juche Study Centers stimulated the devel-

opment of the ‘Kim Il Sung Bookshop’ in Harare, where such pamphlets were 

distributed.75 Those interested in Juche could also enjoy a range of publications 

from the IIJI. The bookshop not only sold the Study of the Juche Idea, it also offered 

the bulletins ‘Age of Juche’ and the ‘Banner of Independence’, both produced by 

the IIJI. In 1973 a “Kim Il Sung Works’ Library” was funded by North Korea in 

Mauritius.76 Zimbabwe and Mauritius were not exceptional cases. In 1989, the IIJI 

had distributed North Korean propaganda to eighty countries across the world.77

Art has always played a vital role in North Korea, where it serves the political 

leadership.78 “Film show is one of the important methods,” wrote Chihota, the 

Deputy Chairman and Secretary General of the National Committee for the Study 

of the Juche Idea in Zimbabwe. “Since all the people cannot visit Korea to see the 
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realities there, film shows were frequently arranged to show the realities of Korea 

where the Juche idea has been materialized and realize the correctness of the Juche 

idea.”79 It is noteworthy that the first-ever Non-Aligned Movement Film Festival 

was held in Pyongyang, on 1 September 1987. The theme was “The Role of the Film 

Industry in the Anti-Imperialist Struggles.”80

North Korean films highlighted the amazing qualities of Kim Il Sung and 

were famously anti-American.81 In the earlier-mentioned visit from North Korea 

to Botswana, a film show was organized at the Capitol Cinema and publicly 

announced over Radio Botswana.82 Juche Study Centers all across the continent 

organized film screenings and in some cases the North Koreans produced films 

in Africa. In Tanzania, a North Korean camera crew shot the Swahili documen-

tary film “Tanzania Yasonga Mbele” (Tanzania Forges Ahead). British diplomats 

predicted that this endeavor promised to be “an effective piece of propaganda” 

because it would show “Tanzanians parading in the North Korean way” and would 

be a pioneering step in a young and upcoming film industry.83 Film screenings were 

also held in other parts of Africa.84

Every once in a while the DPRK would organize Juche seminars in Pyongyang, 

allowing foreign delegations to visit the socialist paradise on earth. In the 1980s 

alone, at least 200 students from various African countries (including Madagascar, 

Figure 12.6. A North Korean poster depicting Kim Il Sung admired by his African supporters. 
Notice the Juche banner.
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Tanzania and Zambia) were invited to attend Juche courses.85 Such meetings, for 

example the ‘Seminar on Treatise of Secretary Kim Jong Il “Let Us Advance under 

the Banner of Marxism-Leninism and the Juche Idea”’, held on 11 September 1983, 

were regularly frequented by African visitors, in this case by delegations from 

Madagascar and Tanzania.86 In the case of Zimbabwe, between 1982 and 1984, 30 

people had been sent to Pyongyang to acquaint themselves with the finer details of 

Juche thought, sometimes up to three months at a time.87 In addition to seminars 

about Juche, North Korea also invited delegations from NLMs for political meetings, 

and hosted all sorts of political conferences.88

First-hand reports from Africans visiting North Korea are rare, especially 

in the case of southern Africa.89 One exception is O.T. Mupawaenda, a Deputy 

Librarian of the University of Zimbabwe in the 1980s. He visited Pyongyang for 

a month, together with two fellow countrymen (a lecturer in law and a Ministry 

of Justice officer). Sponsored by North Korea, these gentlemen received an all-ex-

penses-paid trip around Pyongyang in 1986. Mupawaenda submitted an exultant 

article to the Study of the Juche Idea journal, with the title “Present Times and 

Idea of Independence, Friendship and Peace”.90 Interestingly, he also wrote about 

his experiences in a Western scientific journal, published by the US-based SAGE 

Publications. “The Korean experience”, said Mupawaenda in 1987, “was far more 

rewarding, gratifying and interesting than previous visits to other countries, social-

ist, capitalist or non-aligned.”91

Conclusion

Mwaanga, the Zambian Minister of Foreign Affairs, condemned the ‘Microphone 

Revolution’ that he witnessed in southern Africa, a revolution based on speeches 

for “public consumption at home.”92 While he surely was not referring to North 

Korea, this concept is an apt description for the rise of Juche Study Centers across 

the region.93 The metaphor of a microphone is not only useful to determine who 

speaks, but also to determine who listens. Juche was an ideology specifically devel-

oped to boost North Korea’s global image, a tool in the soft diplomacy strategy 

that the East Asian state deployed across the world. The exiled national liberation 

movements of southern Africa were particularly receptive to this message.

Juche was part of the ‘export track’ of North Korean propaganda, as Myers 

has argued, while Juche Study Centers were simultaneously fantastic sources 

for the ‘inner track’ of North Korean propaganda: domestic North Korean media 

made grateful use of the African love declarations for their country. North Korean 

citizens were thus constantly reminded that Kim Il Sung was indeed a leading 

world figure and that foreign leaders envied the DPRK (see fig. 12.6 for an artistic 
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illustration). But during the Cold War many Africans seriously considered Juche 

to be an inspirational ideology and used the opportunity of the Centers to meet 

people, read literature, watch films, and travel.

Today, no party or government official in southern Africa is involved in the 

development of Juche thought. Hardly anyone outside of North Korea takes this 

philosophy seriously. Even a former North Korean Party Secretary for Juche, Hwang 

Jang Yop, admitted that Juche was created to enhance North Korea’s standing in the 

world when he defected to South Korea, thus shattering its last shreds of credibil-

ity.94 When in the 1990s the communist system collapsed in North Korea the export 

of Juche was no longer a priority and earning hard foreign currency became the 

number one objective. Juche Study Centers largely disappeared in Africa, except 

for a few cases that resolutely continue.95 Examples can be found in South Africa, 

Tanzania, Uganda, Nigeria, Ethiopia, the DR Congo, and Guinea.96 Juche has been 

largely reduced to a niche phenomenon, in some cases upheld by local chapters 

from the Korea Friendship Association, which was founded in 2000 and is formally 

recognized by the DPRK.

Assessing North Korea’s practical contribution to the liberation of southern 

Africa, it is likely that their military support was in the end much more influential 

than their soft diplomacy. Yet, the impact of the latter must not be underestimated. 

In addition to the (domestic) propaganda opportunities for North Korea, Juche 

helped to strengthen the ties with African liberation movements. This is where the 

true significance of Juche comes to light: it highlighted the DPRK as an example 

of a successful party-state based on the mythology of a liberation struggle. North 

Korea not only actively helped NLMs to achieve power through military aid, it 

subsequently provided inspiration to remain in power despite mounting pressure 

from opposition parties or foreign governments.

North Korea had then a similar effect on Africa as China has today, which in 

the words of Clapham is “likely to adapt and modify the African experience, but 

is highly unlikely to change it fundamentally.”97 The global Juche revolution never 

happened. But today, most of southern Africa is ruled by former NLMs that were 

supported by the DPRK during the Cold War. These movements have evolved 

into government administrations that continue to cooperate with the DPRK. One 

significant revenue stream for North Korea is the lucrative construction business 

in Africa, as North Korean art studios design and build monuments, cemeteries, 

museums and other public buildings.98 In addition, North Korea also engages in a 

plethora of illicit activities and military cooperation.99 This proves that the African-

DPRK relationship is not dead, it is merely adapted to changing circumstances. In 

this way the DPRK has turned soft power into hard currency.
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