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[T could be argued that the fundamental change 
in American policy towards Southern Africa 

took place under President Ford and Secretary 
of State, Henry Kissinger, who began, for the 
first time, a process of real and direct American 
involvement in the problems of the region. 

Dr Kissinger's policy statement in Lusaka in 
April 1976 was a landmark in this regard, and 
it was followed by his intensive diplomatic efforts 
to achieve a negotiated settlement in Rhodesia 
and to find internationally acceptable ways of 
settling the Namibian question. These efforts did 
not lead to any concrete results in 1976, but the 
experience gained was not wasted, and, after a 
lull while the new Administration took over at the 
beginning of 1977, the diplomatic initiatives con
tinued. 

It is true that there have been important shifts 
of emphasis, as well as changes in style and 
method since President Carter came into office. 
In particular, the rhetoric is different, in line 
with President Carter's belief in more open diplo
macy. 

Whether these differences yet add up to a 
new policy is, however, open to doubt. The most 
that can be said, in my view, is that the present 
Administration is searching for a policy which 
wilt be coherent, credible and effective, and which 
will also be different from that of Dr Kissinger 
(who is the subject of considerable criticism by 
members of the new Administration). 

When one attempts to examine the development 
of American policy under the new Administra
tion, one gains the impression that there is still 
considerable confusion and uncertainty about 
.vhat the United States can effectively do in re
spect of Southern African conflicts, and even 
about what the aims of American policy towards 
this region should be. 

But it is perhaps worth trying to identify some 
of the elements in the approach of the Carter 
Administration to South Africa, in particular, 
in an effort to understand the thinking behind 
the current policy-making: 

(i) Although it has been specifically stated that 
the American approach is no longer motivated 
by anti-communism (for which Dr Kissinger is 
criticised), this factor is still present, at least 

in the sense that competition with the Soviet 
Union, as the other world super-power, is unavoid
able. 

In his most recent foreign policy statement 
(May 22) President Carter stated that the threat 
of conflict with the Soviet Union has become 
less intensive, even though the competition has 
become more extensive'. More specifically, he re
ferred to the need 'to persuade the Soviet Union 
that one country cannot impose its own social 
system upon another, either through direct mili
tary intervention or through the use of a client 
state's military force — as with the Cuban inter
vention in Angola'. 

As Dr Kissinger did, the present Administra
tion is pressing its diplomatic efforts to obtain 
negotiated agreements, in order to stem the 
spread of violence, and thus reduce the opportun
ities for Soviet and/or Cuban intervention. 

(ii) The present Administration is clearly more 
concerned than the previous one to cultivate better 
relations with Black African states. Although Dr 
Kissinger was also making efforts in this regard 
during his last months in office, he did not get 
the hearing that representatives of the present 
Administration — particularly Ambassador An
drew Young — seem to get. 

From the beginning the Carter Administration 
has been seen in a better light by black Africa, 
because of its expressed intentions to pay more 
attention to Africa. The improved relations with 
Nigeria are a notable example of the change, 
and this is of some practical significance to 
the United States, in view of the growing im
portance of Nigeria as a source of oil and as 
America's largest market in Africa. 

But there is a danger that the new approach 
to black Africa, together with the stronger rhe
toric about Southern African problems, will arou
se expectations in the Continent, which the United 
States will not effectively be able to fulfil. Al
ready there are signs of some reaction in the 
more militant states. 

(iii) The domestic influence on American policy 
appears to have increased, although this was 
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already apparent in Dr Kissinger's time. There 
are several aspects to t h i s : 

Firstly, there is considerably more public atten
tion paid to Southern African issues than there 
was prior to the Angolan war. This is noticeable 
particularly in the media. The Soweto and other 
disturbances last year also brought South Africa 
itself more into the limelight. However, one 
should not assume that Southern Africa is any
where near the top of the list of American 
priorities; in the presidential election, for in
stance, i t played only a marginal role as an 
issue. 

Secondly, black Americans are now playing an 
increasingly significant role in the political sys
tem, out of proportion to their minority position 
in the American population. This has an effect on 
attitudes towards South Africa, which is streng
thened by the fact that President Carter received 
overwhelming support from blacks in his elec
tion. 

Thirdly, although the race question is no longer 
an issue in American politics, there is a fear 
that a racial conflagration in Africa could have 
a profound effect on American society and disturb 
the fragile racial peace achieved there. The pre
vention of such a conflagration for this very 
reason, is an important part of the motivation 
for the present involvement (and this was true 
for Dr Kissinger, too). 

(iv) Related to the latter points is an element 
which is strongly emphasised by the present Ad
ministration, namely the comparison between the 
South African situation and tha t which existed 
in the American South. In fact, South Africans, 
black and white, are urged (especially by Ambas
sador Young), to follow the example of change 
in the South and learn from American experience 
there. 

To my mind, this is a very disturbing element 
in the American approach, and there is reason to 
fear that the US Government is seriously mis
leading itself, and that it may be rushing into 
action on the basis of a completely inadequate 
understanding of the real differences between 
the two situations. 

I t would be wrong to pretend that there are 
no parallels between the two countries; there is 
obviously racial prejudice in South Africa -— as 
there was, and still is, in the United States — 
which seriously inhibits constructive political and 
economic development. In both countries black 
development has been retarded by white con
trolled systems, ingrained with racialism. 

Moreover, the South African argument that 
blacks in the United States are all Americans, 
while blacks in South Africa have their own 
separate cultural and national identities, is only 
partially true, because the urban and more po
litically sophisticated blacks in South Africa in
creasingly see themselves as South Africans, 
without strong tribal identities. Moreover, there is 
no doubt that they themselves do perceive paral

lels between their situation, a t least in the urban 
context, and that of blacks in the United States. 

However, there arc other vital differences which 
make closer comparisons misleading: 

The first obvious difference is in the black/ 
white proportions of the respective populations. 
American blacks overall constitute a 10 per cent 
minority, and even where the proportion of blacks 
is much higher in some individual Southern sta
tes, the position nowhere nearly approaches that 
in South Africa where blacks are in a nearly 
80 per cent majority. 

This leads to the second difference, namely 
that whites in the American South are part of 
a larger political system which gives them an 
underlying sense of security, which the white 
minority in South Africa does not have, when 
it envisages possible concessions of power to the 
black majority. This sense of insecurity is ag
gravated by the perception of a hostile black 
continent, as well as by the violence and disorder 
in neighbouring countries. 

A third difference is that there is external 
involvement in Southern Africa from various 
sources, including the two super-powers, and 
these international pressures were not present to 
any meaningful extent in the American situa
tion. 

Fourthly, African nationalism — supported by 
militant states, the OAU and liberation move
ment — had no parallel in the American civil 
rights movement. That movement used political 
and economic pressures within an established de
mocratic political system, where recourse could 
also be had to the courts as part of the struggle-
Militant African liberation movements, on the 
other hand, do not see their salvation as coming 
through votes or through the courts, because, they 
argue, the political systems in the white-ruled 
countries cannot be reformed; they have to be 
overthrown. 

In other words, to offer the methods employed 
by the civil rights movements as a solution for 
South African blacks, is too simplistic. I t may 
even mislead blacks into courses of action which 
will be ineffective, or even counter-productive, and 
also raise expectations among them, which cannot 
be so easily fulfilled. 

Fifthly, and perhaps most important, the com
parison with the American South completely ig
nores the reality and strength of Afrikaner na
tionalism. There was no equivalent in the Ameri
can South to this deeply held determination to 
maintain group identity and retain political power 
over that group's destiny, 

(v) While the influence of black Americans on 
the American approach to South Africa has in
creased, one must note that there is some un
certainty about the degree of public interest in 
this question, and about whether there would be 
wide public support for a tougher policy (if it 
came to that). With blacks constituting only 10 
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per cent of the population, the President has to be 
concerned with other sections of the population, 
too. 

Although it is often said tha t Mr Carter be
came President because of the overwhelming sup
port of blacks, it can be argued that in the 
final analysis it was the so-called moderate in
dependent whites who put him into the White 
House. This is in fact the conclusion of the Pre
sident's own political pollster (Patrick H. Cad-
dell in The Washington Post, May 7, 1977). 

Looking toward the next election, with the pos
sibility that Southern Africa will become a more 
critical issue during the next few years, the fac
tor of public support for his policies has to be 
taken into account by the President. 

(vi) There is a strong feeling in the Adminis
tration that the United States should not again 
get caught on the wrong side on an issue such 
as that of South Africa — as happened in Viet
nam. Vice-President Mondale stated, for instance, 
after the Vienna meeting with Mr Vorster: 'We 
hope that South Africa will not rely on any illu
sions that the US will in the end intervene to 
save South Africa from the policies it is pur
suing, for we will not do so.' 

He also said, referring to the South African 
Government: 'They know that we believe that 
perpetuating an unjust system is the surest in
centive to increase Soviet influence and even 
racial w a r . . . They know that we will not de
fend such a sys tem. . . ' In other words, the US 
Government does not want to be put into a po
sition of even appearing to support white govern
ments, for fear of the negative effects on its 
international position generally, and for domestic 
considerations. 

(vii) It is also necessary to appreciate tha t the 
American concern is now essentially with the 
question of political development in South Africa, 
and not simply with the removal of discrimination 
in the social and economic spheres. Positive moves 
in the latter regard do make an impression, but 
they will not have a major effect on American 
policy. (This holds true also for other govern
ments.) 

However, there is no clarity on exactly what the 
Americans would regard as significant and ac
ceptable political change. The term 'majority rule' 
has frequently been used — even during Dr Kis
singer's time, although he was more careful when 
applying the phrase to South Africa. Recently 
the term 'full political participation' has become 
more common, although confusion was created by 
Vice-President Mondale's reference, at the very 
end of his Vienna press conference, to 'one man 
one vote'. 

In spite of this comment, my impression is that 
the US Government is purposely not making a 
specific demand in this regard, as they do not 
have a clear idea of what the best constitutional 
solution would be (just as we do not know here 
in South Africa). The essential point probably 

is that South African blacks, through credibly 
representative leaders, should be seen to be par
ticipating in political decision-making about a 
future dispensation. 

I t must frankly be recognised that the policy 
of separate development is not acceptable, basic
ally because the Americans (and this is true 
also of other Western countries) are totally un
convinced that this policy is supported by South 
African blacks. 

(viii) An important shift in the approach of 
the new US Administration, is the much greater 
attention being paid to South Africa itself, in 
addition to the issues of Rhodesia and Namibia. 
Dr Kissinger was giving priority to Rhodesia, 
followed by Namibia, on both of which issues 
he was seeking the co-operation of Mr Vorster. 
The implication was tha t South Africa would be 
given more time, if help were given in solving 
the other two issues. 

The Americans now maintain that all three 
issues have the same priority — although one 
wonders whether in actual practice (as distinct 
from the rhetoric) the approach has changed all 
that much. Certainly negotiations are now pro
ceeding at a fair pace on Rhodesia and Namibia, 
whereas not much is happening with regard to 
South Africa itself in a concrete sense. 

I t has been suggested above that there is an 
appearance a t least of some confusion in the 
new US Administration about the aims of its 
policy towards South Africa and uncertainty 
about what the US can effectively do to influ
ence 'a progressive transformation of South Af
rican society' (to use the words of Vice-President 
Mondale). There are three possible reasons for 
this. 

Firstly, the Administration has not yet been 
in office for six months. There are many new 
people involved in planning and policy-making. 
There is not the same feeling of the need for 
continuity, which one finds in other political sys-
terms, and in addition there seems to be a feel
ing that the Nixon/Ford/Kissinger policies have 
to be changed. So it may be that i t is just too 
early to expect a coherent policy, and that we 
must wait a little longer for the policy to crystal
lize and, in particular, for the President him
self to begin to draw together the strands which 
are being woven by different people and groups 
within the Administration. 

Secondly, there may be a more fundamental 
problem, namely that the people in the Adminis
tration have not yet answered the basic ques
t ion: What are the real American interests in 
this region? If, as some say, the economic and 
strategic importance is very small in relation to 
America's worldwide interests and commitments, 
then there is no serious reason for the United 
States to become involved in trying to change 
the status quo, and the best course would be to 
disengage as much as possible, politically and 
economically. 
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people in the media and business circles, for in
stance. I t is based on a feeling that there is little 
anyway that can be done about the situation 
which is inevitably heading for disaster. 

This line of thinking tends towards the con
clusion that the best course for the United States, 
in its own interests, is to disengage as fast as 
possible on all levels, as the US cannot really 
do anything to influence the situation and fur
ther involvement will simply be harmful to Ame
rican interests elsewhere. This is, of course, not 
the view of people like Andrew Young, who 
believe deeply in the feasibility of the peaceful 
settlement of conflicts. 

The growth of this fatalistic mood would be 
a very dangerous development, from the South 
African point of view, especially if it affected the 
attitude of investors. The only way in which it 
can be countered is by effective positive action 
within South Africa itself — action involving all 
our people, black and white. 

In other words, it comes down to the fact that 
the answer to the problems in our relations with 
the United States — as well as with other coun
tries in Africa, Europe and elsewhere — lies 
largely hidden in our own hands. We have the 
ability to produce the answers; we now need to 
develop the confidence to apply them in our so
ciety —not for primarily the sake of any outside 
opinion, but for our own future security and 
prosperity. 
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If, on the other hand, an objective assessment 
shows that there is at least some validity in the 
argument that Southern Africa does have long-
term economic and strategic importance, then the 
stable development of the region should be a 
primary American concern, and policies should be 
designed to that end. This would not mean simply 
preserving the status quo, but it would mean find
ing ways of ensuring that the economies of South
ern African countries are not seriously disrupted 
in the transition process. 

Then there are the interests of America's allies 
in Europe to be considered. Even if the American 
stake in the region is not large, the same can
not be said in respect of Britain, Germany and 
other European countries. What would be the 
effect on them of disorder and disruption in 
Southern Africa? 

Another question which deserves to be treated 
more realistically and objectively is the role ol 
the Soviet Union in Africa, and what the response 
of the United States should be — in its own 
interests and that of the West generally. In this 
regard, unfortunately, the exaggerated arguments 
of South African spokesmen have not helped to 
encourage an objective assessment of this ques
tion. 

Thirdly, there is the danger of a mood of fatal
ism developing about Southern Africa. While this 
is not strongly detectable in the Administration 
itself, there are signs of it among influential 


