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ONE 

SUMMARY 

It is proper to wonder how South Africa can so confidently 
defy the civilized world. The conclusion is inescapable that 
it is less sure of its own power, but more sure that great nations 
will not sacrifice trade and profit to oppose them effectively. 
The shame of our nation is that it is objectively an ally of this 
monstrous Government in its grim war with its own black 
people. 

-Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

There have been many changes in the world since Martin Luther 
King, Jr., made that statement in 1965. 1 

Unfortunately, U.S. policy toward South Africa has changed 
surprisingly little. Despite the sanctions legislation enacted in late 
1986- against the will of President Reagan- the United States 
remains the single most important protector of South Africa's 
apartheid regime. (While by 1988 Japan had become South 
Africa's top trading partner, the United States' position as the 
largest economy and the leading military and political power of 
the capitalist world gives it the most influence in the international 
struggle over apartheid.) 

This report explains why this is so. By analyzing the historical 
relationship between the two countries, we lay a basis for proposing 
a new U.S. policy that would simultaneously strengthen the 
struggle against apartheid and advance U.S. interests throughout 
southern Africa. Understanding the potential for these two goals 
to be complementary- which they have not been in the past- re
quires an examination of the interest groups that have traditionally 
shaped U.S. policy toward South Africa. 

The report gives a brief historical overview of U.S. policy. As 



African states achieved independence and black Americans gained 
political rights, U.S. policymakers were forced into a "straddle" 
regarding apartheid: denouncing white minority rule while doing 
little to interfere with the support given to apartheid by major 
U.S. corporations and security agencies of the U.S. government. 

Our analysis then focuses on the Reagan administration's policy 
of "constructive engagement,, explaining how the policy subordi~ 
nated African realities to a dogmatic emphasis on East~West 
competition. By comparing the Reagan team's strategy, as laid 
bare in secret documents, with the changing realities of southern 
Africa, we can comprehend why the policy was not only spurned 
internationally but was rejected by the American people as well. 
The report also provides a theoretical framework for understanding 
why U.S. policy has been so contradictory-denouncing apart~ 
heid while blocking actions aimed at weakening apartheid. It 
exposes the weakness of relying on the nation~state as a key 
conceptual category and develops analytical tools for creating a 
new definition of the "national interest., 

We conclude with a detailed proposal for a new U.S. policy. By 
examining the many measures- economic, political, military
the United States could use to weaken apartheid and build U.S. 
ties to majority forces in South Africa and surrounding countries, 
the report constructs a viable alternative policy. But implementing 
these policy changes will require an antiapartheid movement 
capable of healing its many divisions and expanding its reach by 
convincing large numbers of Americans that they would benefit 
from democracy and development in South Africa. This must be 
part of a larger political movement challenging the U.S. elites who 
implement foreign policies that undermine our true national 
interests. 
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1WO 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

During the nineteenth century and most of the twentieth century, 
U.S. policy toward South Africa could be described as "accumu, 
lationist": safeguarding U.S. corporate access to South Africa's 
human and natural resources in order to accumulate capital. With 
the United States' rise to global prominence following World War 
II, these economic interests deepened and were supplemented by 
so,called national security interests. The CIA found South Africa's 
intelligence apparatus a useful ally in the cold war; the U.S. Navy 
sought friendly ports of call; the Pentagon and arms manufacturers 
wanted secure access to strategic minerals used in making high, 
technology weapons. 

Until the mid, 1970s these corporate and state security interests 
prevented any serious consideration of sanctions to cut off the 
white minority regime. Two major factors kept sanctions off the 
political agenda: the stability of the white minority regimes in 
South Africa, Rhodesia, and the Portuguese colonies of Angola 
and Mozambique; and the weakness of the U.S. antiapartheid 
movement. 2 Although movements opposed to white minority rule 
were developing steadily during the 1960s, it wasn't until the 1974 
collapse of Portuguese colonialism and the 1976 Soweto rebellion 
in South Africa that the Western alliance with white minority rule 
began to crack. Earlier incidents, such as the 1960 Sharpeville 
massacre, inflamed international protest but resulted in little more 
than official declarations against apartheid. But as the 1960s saw 
African nations gaining political independence and Afro,Ameri, 
cans achieving formal political equality, it became necessary for 
U.S. officials to criticize the racial aspect of South African 
injustice. 

A U.S. policy straddle developed: while the verbal criticism of 
Pretoria's violence was designed to placate critics of apartheid, 



continued ties to white minority interests were designed to please 
corporate and national security interests. But as the gulf between 
South Africa and its opponents grew wider, U.S. policymakers had 
greater difficulty sounding credible in denouncing apartheid while 
consistently blocking international moves for sanctions. 
Washington's record of protecting Pretoria is most evident in the 
struggle for UN sanctions (particularly important because sane, 
tions by this multilateral forum would be more effective than 
efforts by the Organization of African Unity, the Commonwealth, 
or individual states).' Both Republican and Democratic adminis, 
trations have blocked or watered down efforts by the international 
community to isolate the apartheid regime, and key European 
allies such as England and West Germany have joined to consis, 
tently block UN sanctions. The most recent example was March 
8, 1988 when the United States and Britain vetoed a Security 
Council proposal for an oil embargo against South Africa, despite 
a new South African government crackdown on opposition groups 
and a defiant speech by Pretoria's UN representative in which he 
said, "We reject your [UN] accusations with contempt and invite 
you to do your damnedest."~ By vetoing punitive measures aimed 
at Pretoria, Washington and its major allies angered many govern, 
ments represented in the United Nations. Moreover, preventing 
sanctions has given Pretoria precious time to stockpile petroleum 
and develop its weapons industry- the two areas of greatest 
vulnerability. 

The one case in which Washington is remembered as backing UN 
sanctions- the 1977 Security Council arms embargo- is generally 
misunderstood. So let us look at that case in some detail. 

By the Carter administration's third month in office (March 1977) 
the Soweto rebellion of the previous year had once again caused 
many UN member states to propose Security Council sanctions. 
Ambassador Andrew Young succeeded in convincing the sponsor, 
ing nations to drop their proposed resolutions. But when South 
African police cracked down on the opposition in October 1977, 
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killing black consciousness leader Steve Biko in the process, the 
push for UN sanctions sprang to life again. 

At this point, when Ambassador Young tried to persuade the 
African member states to drop the effort to isolate Pretoria, he was 
rebuffed. As Young noted, "For good reason the Africa group docs 
not trust the West- any of us, not even me- because they sense 
a long heritage of betrayal.,' 

Security Council members Libya, Benin, and Mauritius submitted 
resolutions calling for a comprehensive arms embargo, an end to 
all nuclear collaboration, and economic sanctions limiting foreign 
investment and trade with South Africa. 6 For the fourth time in 
UN history- each time over the issue of South Africa- Britain, 

' / France, and the United States exercised a triple veto. 

The Western powers knew their actions would carry a high dip~ 
lomatic cost, so they worked feverishly to hammer out a cc.m1~ 
promise resolution. The eventual compromise invoked Chapter 
Seven of the UN Charter (the section detailing the Security 
Council's authority to declare a nation "a threat to the maintc~ 
nancc of international peace and security," and therefore dcserv~ 
ing sanctions) to institute a mandatory arms embargo. But the 
Western officials limited the precedent of the resolution by insert~ 
ing wording to the effect that "the acquisition by South Africa of 
arms or related materials in the current situation"-not apartheid 
per se- was what constituted a threat to international peace. 7 

As if this diplomatic sleight of hand were not bad enough, five 
years after adoption of this mandatory arms embargo a U.S. House 
of Representatives report charged that "while there has been an 
official policy of embargoing arms to South Africa ... the relevant 
U.S. government agencies have thus far failed to adopt procedures 
to effectively implement the embargo. 1111 

After the liberal faction of the Carter administration lost control 
of foreign policy in 1978 to the hard~line faction led by National 
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Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, U.S. policy toward South 
Africa grew more conservative and eventually dovetailed into the 
most proapartheid policy yet- that of the Reagan administration. 9 
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THREE 

THE FAILURE OF 
CONSTRUCTIVE 
ENGAGEMENT 

The Reagan administration's policy toward southern Africa was an 
open book from the start. During the first few months, someone 
in the State Department leaked a series of confidential memos 
outlining the policy that would come to be known as constructive 
engagement. 1° For some five years- until public pressure forced 
the White House to declare limited sanctions in late 1985- the 
Reagan team did not significantly waver from the strategy outlined 
in the leaked documents. The administration sought (I) reforms 
in apartheid- "US ability to develop full relations with SAG 
depends on success of Prime Minister Botha's [reform] program 
and extent to which it is seen as broadening SAG's domestic 
support"; and (2) "an internationally acceptable settlement in 
Namibia"-preferably excluding SWAPO-in order to gain 
"greater acceptance of South Africa within the global framework 
of western security. "11 It was hoped that these changes would 
"foreclose opportunities for growth of Soviet influence in southern 
Africa."12 

The Reagan strategists viewed the problem of South Africa as an 
inseparable part of regional developments in southern Africa. As 
early as 1981, the administration tried to link a democratic transi, 
tion in Namibia to the removal of Cuban troops from Angola and 
the inclusion of Jonas Savimbi's UNIT A movement in the Ango~ 
Ian government. Aware that linking a Namibia settlement to 
demands on Angola would provoke outrage in Africa, one secret 
U.S. policy memo advises lying about the linkage: "We would 
insist that these are unrelated, but in fact they would be mutually 
reinforcing, parallel tracks of an overall strategy. "ll For nearly two 






























































































































