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Sor.iet leader l\likhail (iorbacher"s nerv rearri of for-
cign pol icy experrs l ias brought irnponant changcs
to the or)ce stcrile, Ilrezhnev-style approach to st>uth-
ern Afr ica. 

' l 'his 
vierv is norv sharetl  evcn by Sor.rt l r

A f r i can  scept ics  ' , vho ,  un t i l  the  v is i t  by  Bavanan
Nlinister Presidenr F ranz Joseph Srrauss, questioncd
thc sincerity of rvhat (iorbachev calls his "nerv Doli-
t i t  r r l  th i r rk i r rg  in  fu rc ign  a f la i rs " .

I Io' ,vevcr, lcss agreenrent cxists aborrt the extent
and inrpl icat ions of these changes. On the one hand,
analysts both hcre and abroad have raised the lrossr-
lr i l i ty t , f  rr  Sovict Sorrt lr  . \ fr i t .an sc( rer . . lc,r l  lnt i  ,r  rc-
al ignmcnt of Sotrth Afr ica's foreign pol icy. F-everish
irnaginations, despcrately Lroking for rneans through
which to reverse South Africa's isolation, har.e eager-
ly ,  i f  r r r r rc r r l i s t i .  r r l l y ,  c l r r l r ra . .cd  s r r t . l r  t l r t .a r r rs .

At the other cnd of t l re spcctnln), sonre studcnts
of Soviet pol i t ics h:rve cautioned against ovcr-enrpha-
sising the extent of the pcrr:eivcd changes irr the
Soviet approach. I t  is higl i l l ,  unl ikely, they argrre,
tlrat tlre Soviet Llnion rvill effect a ttolte face on rhe
issue of apartheid ancl "str ike a cleal rvirh thc South
r\fr ican governnrent". I iurtherrnore, they continuc,
evirlence concerning a change in the Soviet approacli
is yrredonrinantly of a nonofficial naturc, ie it can lle
ascribed rnore to "glasnost", rvhich allows academrcs
and journalists freedonr to raise controversial issues,
tltan to an official reirssessrnent of policy. In fact,
they conclude, acruir l  Soviet pol icy during the past
three years has shorvn littlc signs of a reversal, and
has actually led to an even closer alliance bctrveerr
N'Iost'orv ancl the ANC.

As far as the latrer grsition effectively challenges
the f irst,  i t  is ivorth subscribing to. Yet, as I ho1rc to
sliow, there is cviclence of a changed Soviet approach.'l-his 

evidence conres in three general categories.
l i i rst ly, Soviet acadcnric papers, books and journal is-
tic pieces frave srrggcsted ret'ently that sonre Sovict
rvr i ters are having second thoughts altout their tradi-
t ional vierv of South Afr ica. In gener,r l ,  four t l renies

have lrcen of irrr;ronance: Soviet authors are llow
nitrcir nrore sceptical aborrt the prospects for a srrial-
ist rcwrlrrt ion in South Afr ica; in prornoting the chan-
t'es of a ltegotiated settlentent, Soviet arrthors lravc
encorrraged the l iberation r lovenrcr)t to take rvhite
interests seriorrsly; notable Soviet specialists on Soutlr
Afr ica have bcen attempting to break down sorne of
the stereotypes their Soviet readers have about South
. ' \ fr ica, i ts gove rnrnent and i ts problerrrs; and Sovict
ac'adernics have strggesred thar the [. lSSR and t l ie
LIS should rvork out ajoint approach to thc issue.

Not al l  of thesc icleas are r.ornpletely novel. Sovrct
scrrsit ivi ty alxrut rvhite interests dates back to the' l ' rventies 

w'hcn t lre t l ien Conrnrunist party of South
Africa had a large rvhirc rnerrrbcrship. ln uddit ion,
during t l ie l i ' i f t ics, Sixt ies and Seventics, Sovrcr
autlxrrs w'rote alrout white interests ancl the divisions
in  the  rvh i te  cor r rn run i ty .  ' [ ' l r c  

re - t l i i nk ing  abot r r
social isnr is trcrv, as arc t l l r  L.onsci()us attcntrrts to
lrrcak clorvn ste reot)'pes ancl tlre cLrltivation of a'nu/u,
ru't'ndi wirh tlre LIS concernirrg South Africa.

I l .efreshing as rhcse rvrir ingi nriry bc f, ,r ,r  ; . , , .1".-
ship rvhich lras been lrrguglrt  up on stalc, r i tuai istrc
ancl dogrnatic Soviet rcports about South Afr ica, t l i is
( 'ategory of evidence, i f  taken ir lorre, does r)ot col lsu-
tute a Sovict pol icy change irs such. 

' l 'he 
old total i ta-

rian vierv of Soviet s6-iety wfrich sarv cvcry ptrblic
utterance as the rifficial vierv, no longer airplies. Scep-
t ics rvho argue that rnuch of this cvidence should be
viervcd as the private opinions of journal ists and
academics revclling in thc freedonr o{ glasnost alkrws
thcrn are correct, btrt  onlv to a point.

Yes, glasnost does cornpl icate the rask of the scho-
lar rvho tries to cleclrrce policy fronr Soviet publica-
t ions. \ 'et,  despite their frcedorn, journal ists and ac.a-
denrics in the Sovict Union st i l l  covcr their backs by
nraking sure that at least sonreone in arrthori t t ,  wi i l
protect thent i f  they rvri te . .orrtrot,ersial ; , i" . .es. I t  rs
sirfe to argue, therefore, that sonrc of t l ie ideas f ind
sul)port in off i t ' ial  circ les or t l rat sonreonc in autlrorir l '
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has an interest in al lorvinq such ideas to strrface.
Final l-y, today's nerv i t lers rvi l l  be t()nrorro\v's con-
ventional rvisdclnr. One carrnot, thcrefore, rule out
the potential future off icial endorsenrent of these
vie.ws and_the style of reasoning acconrpanying thern.

With the second category of evidence, a-nalysts
are on safer ground, thotrgh i t  rnay not be as ea*y to
interpret this evidence as is sornerimes bel ieved. On
the official level, a ferv statenrents rvere rnade by,
among otlrers, Gorbachev hinrself ,  rvhi le a Datte;n
is developing in Soviet zrcrior)s corrc.erning Soutlr
Africa. On the cleclaratory level, Soviet leadJe rs and
offic'ials lrave ernphasised the need to restore stabilitv
in the region, that they do not revel in the prospect
of racial rvar inside South Afr ica, that thev rvorr ld
prefer to see a negotiated sett lernent, ancl ihat the
LI.SSR is prepared to rvork otrt a joint approach
rvith the LJS (and other Western cotr ir tr ies). '

[ ,ast year Gorbachev tolcl  l )resiclerrt  foarlr inr Chis_
sano_of Nlozanrbiqtre that "(cont:erning South Afr ica)
rve ckr not strbscribe to the thesis ' the 

rvorse t lre
better ' .  

' I 'he 
re is no doubt that an cl irnination of the

racist systern by rvay of a political sertlernent woul(l
be in the interests of al l  South Afr icans - both black
and rvhite .  One slrould look for ancl f ind the road tcr
such a sett lernent. I t  is t i rne at krng last for I)reton:r
to understand this as rvel l .  Ne rv ir lea*, a frrslr rrPproat.h
and collective efforts are neecled. "

I  Iorvever, Gorbachev's enclorscrrrent of a sett le_
lnel l t  does not inrply any enrlorsernent of the South
African governlnent ancl i ts act ions. In fact. one can
argue that the Soviet desire to rvork out a joinr ap_
proach rvith the [ lS is part l ,y induced by a Soviet
bel ief that this rvi l l  inc.r-ease the pressrrre on the
Sr , r r1 [1  .11 .1 . . , , r r  go \ .en ln len t  t { ,  en ter  in to  r regot i : r t io r rs
rvith "the l iberation rnovenrent". Off iciafy, Soviet
c'ondernnation of aparthe id has not dirninisl ier l .  I i .ur_
thernr()re, Sovict enclorsel lrelt t  of the ANC has rn-
creased r luring thc past three years. For one thing
Ciorba t 'hev  is  the  f i rs t  Gene ia l  Secre tarv  o f  the
C'I 'SL.l  to r)reet an ANC' representati \ .e. I ior11111y111".
the ANC opened a rnissiori  in l \ , Iosc.orv in late 19g7.

At the sanre t irne, though, i t  is evir lent t l rat the
Soviet leatlership is Lrnhappl, rvi th the perforrnance
of the r\NC. Yet in thc alrsence,rf ^r lv , , t1,. .  crecl ible
l ibera t ion  nrover r )en t  and in  the  facc  o f  the  ANC's
grorving internatiorral populari ty, j \ Iosc.orv has no
choice l tut to endorse the ,{NCl. ' ' lhis t loes not Lrre_
ver)t theln, horvevcr, frorrr t .al l ing the ANC to iask
in the back rcxrrn. AN(' , , f f ic i :r ls irave revealecl thirt
Soviet pressrrre to ger thenr kr the negotiat ion table
i.s even str() l)ger than t lrat :rp| l is.1 lrv ihc \! 'est.  . l i r

clate thc ANC could counter t i re lrrcssrrre by arguing
that thcv have no orre to negotiatc rvi th slnce'[rre-
toria is not interestecl in rnakirrg ct>nt:essiot.rs.

i , i t t le need be said alxr111 1i16, t l r i r t l  category of
cvi<lence . 

' [ 'his 
c'onsists of press rel]orts 

" lru, i i  
,r i" . t-

ings lrctu.een South Afr ican r l iplornats and t lrerr
Soviet cnuntcrparts. Not l leing priv1.to t lre rrrforrrra-
t ion wlr i<' lr  <:an ve r i fy or falsi fv t l rese repofts, I  carr
onl l '  l i rni t  rrry ( 'ornl lrents ro t ire l ikel i l rood r>f srrch
rrreetings. ( i iven the evident Sovid clesire to rcvital ise

and expanrl i ts diplornacy, one canl)ot rule out low_
level exploratory rneetings betrveen South African
and Soviet off icials. ' I - l re 

cin-going negotiarions con_
cerning Angola anrl  Nanribia provide ample oppor_
turr i ty and incentives for such rneetings. There is
also no reason to suggest that the Soii.ts arc, ln
principle, opposed to this sort of contact. In fact,
thcy may argue that i t  cor,r ld result in a ntore..re_
sponsible" South Afr ican pol icy in the region. Sirni_
lar reasoning rvas probabiy b. ir ind the Siviet deci_
sron to vero (rvith the US) a Nigerian_backed arrernpr
to have South Africa expelled fiorn the International
Atomic l inergy Agenc-y in September i9g7.

Soviet rvillingness to open cliannels of communica_
tion r.vi th diverse groups antl  inst i tut ions in South
Africa, includi_rrg goven)nrent, does not irnply, horv_
ever, rhat the L.ISSR is preparing to 

, ,str ikeir 
cleal"

rvith South Afr ica, nor thai Sor,[ t  decision rnakers
rvi l l  even consi( ler such a suggestion. . I .he 

Soviet
l ]nion has no r lesire tn b..,rr i ,"  involvecl in antr_
Arrrerican al l iances rvith rogue states at a t irne when
its own.relat ionship rvith the LIS is inrproving. Al ign_
ing itself again-st apartheicl is still the .1l..1.,.it n,"^,r.
the Sor. iet leatlership has of establ ishingits creden_
tials irr  t l re 

' l 'hird 
\ \ ,or lcl  and arnong th. West..n

Public rvho increasingly rnndcnrns al iartheid. South
Africa is jrrst too uninrpoftarrt  as a potential al l t ,  for
t l re  [ 'SSR to  r i sk  bo t l r  these cor rs i t le ra t io r rs ,' fhus, 

there are irrteresting (.ol lceptual changes
taking place in Soviet assessnrcnts of Sorrth Afnca,
and there is reason to bel ieve that diplomatic antl
other contacts rvith the Soviet L. lnion' is nou, rrrore
l ikely t lran r lrrec l  ears ago. \ 'et,  none of this inipl ies
t lrrt  l iouth Afr i t .a lras an opportunity to break out of
i , t* is,r ler i ,rrr.by al igning i tself  rvi thi lre Soviet bloc.
. r  

l )e re  a re  d rP lC)111211.  oppor tun i t ies  in  a l l  th is ,  bu t
iscilation rvillonly go the da,y aparthei<1 goes.
. In the end, the relat ive\.fruit less j .bate 

"boutthe possibi l i t ies of a Soviet South Afr i t .an er)tente is
not addressing the rnost irnportant issue: an unanr_
biguous change in Soviet pol icy. ' fhe 

Soviet LInron
has shown a greater rvi l l i r igness than before to f incl
a joint aJrproach rvith the US rorvards South Afrrca.
I{egular lneetings betrveen Sovict an<l Arneric.arr
special ists lrnve alreadl '  led to a rvide_ranging unrler_
stt l l tdlng bctr '" 'ee n t l le t \vo superporve rs on this issue.
Of rnajor. inrportance is the Soviet suggestion that
the tiN plays a bigger role.

Suc'h a developrnent shoukl be rvelcorned beciiuse
it  wi l l  contr ibute to i l  l r)ore reslx)r lsible ancl guarcled
role.by both superporvers in t l ie region. I t  i ic learly
not in southern Afr ica's interests to have the suucr_
por.vers-trying to outbid errclr other in a dangerous
garne of inf luence. At the sanre t irr ie, t l re prosirert of
a loint l l '  s iro11s1y16'11 superl)orver resolut icln in thc:
LiN Sertrr i ty Co1rn1.i l  ro inst i tute nrandatory sanc_
tions against South Afr ica should be cl isconc.ert irrg
to s() lne people in l)retorra, anrl  r iglrt ly so.



Cape Argus, 2 February 1956


