
Red sails on the horizon
Philip Nel, Director of
the Institute for Soviet
S tud ies  a t  S te l l en -
bosch, suggests that
there could be diplo-
ma t i c  t i es  be tween
Moscow and Pretoria
in the not too distant
future.

I

I For the first t ime in 33 years, Pretoria and its

i  presumed arch enemy, the USSR, are on the
lverge of  establ ishing of f ic ia l  channels of
lcommunicat ion which in the not too distant

I futur. may lead to diplomatic ties between

I the two.
I Since Eric Louw closed the Soviet consul-
I  ate in SA in 1956 -  because i t  "meddled in
the po l i t ica l  a f fa i rs  o f  the Union"  and had
transgressed the Liquor Act by invit ing
blacks to diplomatic get-togethers - off icial
contact between the two countr ies was re-
str icted to the exchange of often acrimonious
diplomatic notes at the UN. This has
changed dramat ica l ly  s ince 1987 when,
m 7 on the init iat ive of the Soviet Union,
ofhcral exchanges between the two coun-
tr ies, even on ministerial level,  have become
iair ly frequent.

While the Soviet Union st i l l  publ icly de-
nounces apartheid and expresses i ts contin-
ued so l idar i ty  wi th  the ANC, Sov ie t  d ip lo-
mats are court ing a diverse range of interest
groups in SA, including the government.
Even more surprising is Pretoria's wi l l ing-
ness to play along, despite the fact that the
communis t  ons laught  is  s t i l l  he ld  respons ib le
for most of the country's problems.

What l ies behind this volte-face on both
s ides of  the d iv ide? On the par t  o f  the USSR
two considerations circumvent the more tra:
dit ional ideological approach towards SA.
On one hand Moscow desperately wants to
prevent a racial war in SA lest this puts the
skids on the sound relat ionship i t  has been
cul t iva t ing wi th  the US.  Whi le  arms negot ia-
t ions and t rade re la t ions wi th  the West  are
steadi ly  improv ing,  ne i ther  s ide would l ike  to
see an exp los ion in  th is  par t  o f  the wor ld
which wil l  involve the two superpowers on
opposing sides.

Thus, Moscow has come around to the
American posit ion that a negotiated solut ion

in SA should be promoted - or at least that
a deteriorat ion of the status quo should be
prevented. To achieve this, Moscow now rea-
l ises that i t  is not only necessary to nudge the
ANC c loser  to  the negot ia t ing tab le ,  but  that
the excessive fears of the SA government
concerning the dangers of communism
should be put to rest. From its own experi-
ence, Moscow knows that a government
which bel ieves i tself  to be threatened and
isolated is prone to irresponsible and destabi-
l is ing behav iour .  By estab l ish ing channels  o f
communicat ion wi th  Pretor ia ,  the Gorba-
chev team is hoping to modify SA fears and
behav iour .

Secondly :  g iven the d imin ish ing re turns o f
past Soviet strategic investments in Southern
Afr ica (espec ia l ly  mi l i ta ry  a id  to  be lea-
guered al l ies), Moscow hopes to breathe new
li fe into i ts diplomacy in the region. Again
the US sets the example. As the recent round
of negotiat ions on the region has proved, i t  is
dogged diplomacy and a wil l ingness to talk
to al l  sides which eventual ly e nsures a last ing
presence for a superpower. In accordance
with Messrs Gorbachev and Shevardnadze's
desire to revital ise Soviet global diplomacy,
attempts are being made to improve the
Soviet posit ion as potential rnediator in this
part of the world. To achieve this, some kind
of access to the SA government is indispens-
ab le .

In view of both considerations, i t  came as
no surprise when a senior Soviet journal ist

and confidante of successive Soviet leaders,
Alexandar Bovin, recently suggested that the
USSR should  cons ider  estab l ish ing d ip lo-
matic t ies with SA in order to improve Soviet
leverage in  the reg ion.  Af ter  a l l ,  s imi lar
arguments have been used to just i fy the re-
establ ishment of low-level diplomatic t ies
between the Sov ie t  Union and Israe l  in  1988.
The important question is, of course, what
the l ikely SA reaction wil l  be.

While i t  is uncertain whether al l  govern-
mental decisionmakers are equally keen on
this score, the professional diplomats in Pre-
toria have wisely identi f ied the opportunit ies
a modif ied Soviet approach offers (and their
voice these days seem to carry some weight
in  Tuynhuys) .  Qui te  sens ib ly ,  they are t ry ing
to broaden the ambit of SA foreign pol icy to
encompass more than just the tradit ional

contacts with the West, and is thus steering
SA towards a more non-al igned posture. In
addit ion, serious thought is being given to-
wards exploit ing the definite, though l imited,
trade opportunit ies which exist in Eastern
Europe.

There is, however, a third course of act ion
possible which, while the government is giv-
ing no indication that i t  is considering i t ,  is
worth pursuing. I t  is surely premature to talk
about the immediate prospects for a ful ly
negotiated sett lement inside SA. I t  is, how-
ever, never too easy to start the arduous task
ofpreparing the ground for eventual negotia-
t ions which must  sure ly  inc lude the ANC.
Third part ies can play a crucial role in nar-
rowing the dif ference between the opponents
by cult ivat ing a sense that more is to be
gained from talking than from shooting, and
by supplying guarantees for the eventual
bargaining process.

The conservative governments in the UK
and US are ideal ly placed to effect this as far
as the SA government is concerned - i f  they
have the wisdom to know when to encourage
and when to pressurise. The Angola-Nami-
bia negotiat ions have proved that the SA
government is not impervious to the foreign
stick as long as the carrot is also palatable
enough. What is desperately needed, though,
is actors who can del iver the ANC to the
negot ia t ing tab le ,  ex t ract  the r ight  k ind o f
concessions from them, and can supply guar-
antees that these concessions are honoured.

None is better placed to effect this than
the current team of Soviet diplomats. And
they are keen to play this constructive role i f
only they wil l  be al lowed to do so. In this
respect the continued inf luence of the USSR
in the ANC, v ia  the SA Communis t  Par ty ,
should be viewed as a bonus and not as
someth ing to  be lamented.

Of course. the Soviets st i l l  have some dis-
tance to go before they have convinced every-
one that their motives are pure or that every-
o n e  o f  i m p o r t a n c e  i n . t h e  S o v i e t
establ ishment has real ly taken leave of the
ambit ion to export revolut ion. Fortunately,
as in  the case of  Pretor ia ,  the d ip lomats  seem
to be carrying the day. Whether this wil l
continue to be the case depends as much on
the vision of the SA government as i t  de-
pends on the power struggle in the Kremlin.
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