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here is a clear consensus in  the foreign T policy community that the United States 
should exert pressure on the South African regime to 
change its domestic racial policies. This is striking 
because it  coexists with a feeling that, in  the wake of 
Vietnam, the Unitcd States possesses neither the domes- 
tic political will nor the practical ability to determine 
events in  other countries. Why then should South Africa 
be viewed as an exception‘? What is at stake for the 
United States in  South Africa that would warrant an 
effort to affect the course of events there? 

While the debate about U.S.-South African relations 
has not yet been fully joined and is to some extent muted 
by Western attempts to resolve the more pressing prob- 
lems of Zimbabwe Rhodesia and Namibia, the Republic 
of South Africa raises some uncomfortable questions for 
Americans. Why is there such disagreement over the 
methods of persuading the South African Government 
to move in  the direction of fundamental change‘? How 
important are the internal dynamics of American society 
in encouraging or inhibiting a more activist policy 
toward South Africa? And can the United States in its 
role as a world power actually influence the course of 
events i n  South Africa‘? 

There are, of course, no casy or definitive answers, 
but i n  an attempt to produce an mite rather than a 
poslmortem insight into this complcx issue the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace recently conducted 
a study on United States-South African relations involv- 
ing in-depth interviews with more than eighty Ameri- 
cans who have power, influence, or a specialist’s knowl- 
edge in the field. The people interviewed included prom- 
incnt government officials; congressmen; public interest 
activists; black, church, and labor leaders; academics; 
lawyers and businessmen. A major effort was made to 
include and cover the broadest range of  political opinion, 
regional and racial differences, and the views of influen- 
tial individuals as well as of recognized sectional inter- 
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ests. The study, while laying no claim to a scientific 
methodology, was thorough-each interview lasted ap- 
proximately two hours and focused on the individual’s 
attitudes and perceptions rather than on his specific 
knowledge of South Africa. Respondents were assured 
that the views they expressed would not be attributed to 
them. 

raditional measures of the national inter- T est-strategic, economic, and diplomatic 
concerns-carry surprisingly little weight when it  
comes to South Africa. I n  the words of one respondent, 
“You have to distinguish between national interests 
which are vital and those things that are nice to have. I n  
terms of vital interests, I don’t know of any in South 
Africa.” And even in the “nice to have” category, there 
was no clear agreement on what was at stake for the 
United States. Admittedly, Soviet-Cuban activities in 
Africa have created some apprehensions. A worst-case 
scenario’finds the United States “painted in a corner 
with the whites while the Soviets are on the side of the 
victorious blacks.” But the majority do not regard the 
Soviet Union, despite its efforts, as capable of making 
lasting and significant gains by exploiting conflict in  
South Africa. 

There are some who worry about the freedom of ships 
to pass through the sea lanes around the Cape of Good 
Hope. But the  predominant view was expressed by an oil 
company executive: “You usually have to answer the 
speeches of some retired U.S. admiral who says you’ve 
got to protect those sea lanes. But what the hell, even if 
Soviet Russia with ten Cuban divisions was sitting in  
Capetown, any attempt to interfere seriously with ship- 
ping on the high seas is an act of war, which would have 
to be responded to in the same way as if  we tried to cut 
off Soviet shipping through the Dardanelles.” 

Likewise, access to South Africa’s important niiner- 
als-gold, diamonds, uranium, vanadium, platinum- 
does not give the United States a vested interest in the 
South African status quo, because any South African 
government concerned about the welfare of its people 
will need to market its minerals in the West. “ I t  is hard 
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to see how any national government in  South Africa, 
whatever its political leanings, would deny us access to 
the minerals.” Other economic interests-trade and 
investment-are regarded as minor, and even the more 
substantial interests of important allies such as Britain 
are not considered decisive for the U.S. 

The effect of United States-South African relations 
on our relations with the rest of Africa and the Third 
World is taken more’seriously. “But,” says one high 
State Department official, “this can be overemphasized, 
since most African countries are not going to let their 
very important bilateral relations with the United States 
be impaired by the South African issue.” 

Despite the general discounting of tangible, tradition- 
al measures of national interest in South Africa, these 
interviews indicate that the foreign policy community 
does indeed believe that the United States has a signifi- 
cant stake in what happens in South Africa. Says one: 
“At the top of our agenda is the dollar problem, strate- 
gic arms limitations, the Middle East, energy, and our 
relations with the Peoples Republic of China. Then 
South Africa.” A high Carter administration official: 
“South Africa ranks on the foreign policy agenda among 
serious issues. The president is concerned about it.” 
Why ? 

The answer suggested in the interviews is that the 
importance of South Africa derives from its symbolic 
importance as the citadel of racism. A contributing ele- 
ment in this is that South Africa presents a disquieting 
mirror image of our own society. As the masters of an 
advanced industrialized nation, descendants of West 
European settlers who profess to share many of our 
values, white South Africans offend our self-image by 
institutionalizing racial discrimination as official policy. 

South Africa’s policy of apartheid, or separate devel- 
opment, is condemned by people representing all points 
on the political spectrum. Even those who are generally 
sympathetic to the plight of South Africa’s whites agree 
that change in South Africa is desirable and inevitable 
and that the United States should encourage it. As one 
politically active conservative put it: “I  think we should 
be resolute in  our opposition to apartheid and use the 
diplomatic and moral dimensions of our policy” to 
encourage change. A prominent business executive 
agreed, adding, “clearly South Africa will have to make 
some fundamental changes, and, given the background 
and current politics, this is overwhelmingly difficult. 
But it is still inevitable.” South Africa thus becomes a 
challenge to America’s moral character and to its com- 
mitment to the principle of racial equality. 

eneath the consensus that change in South B Africa is inevitable and desirable, and 
that the United States should exert pressure to that end, 
lie a host of contradictions, inconsistencies, and dis- 
agreements. 

Agreement that change is inevitable masks disagree- 
ment about how it will come about. Is it a revolutionary 
situation? Will there be protracted but inconclusive vio- 
lence? Or  is it likely to evolve peacefully into a more 
acceptable situation? 

There is widespread and fervent hope that the forces 
of social and economic evolution in South Africa will 
produce a political result that will avoid racial warfare. 
Those who b’elieve that peaceful change is possible point 
to the long-term effects of industrialization and urban- 
ization. One prominent American politician put it clear- 
ly: “The thing that impressed me most of all [in South 
Africa] is that social change arises from prosperity. 
Social change does not come from hard times. I f  we 
impose hard times on South Africa, we rigidify the 
social structure and make it impossible for whites to 
grant any black demands.” 

But, fundamentally, apartheid is seen as being simply 
inconsistent with economic rationality, which sooner or 
later will dictate fuller integration of the black work 
force into the entire structure of the society. Black trade 
unions, for example, are needed to introduce stability 
into the labor market. The hope is that an increased 
black economic stake accompanied by an increase in the 
educational level of blacks will  somehow bring into play 
the forces that have helped transform the American 
South. Given this, some believe the most positive role 
the Unite States can play is to promote prosperity in 
South Af ‘ca through investment and trade. 

There. IS, however, considerable dissent from this 
approach. i ome question both the influence of economic 
factors and the responsiveness of the authorities. Others 
fear that there is not enough time for the process to 
work itself out. The ultimate question, of course, is 
whether peaceful evolution is possible or whether vio- 
lence will be the agent of change. And this involves 
perceptions of the fundamental trends and major actors 
in  South Africa. 

.Again, there is an apparent consensus in the foreign 
policy community on the basics involved. The predomi- 
nant view is that the  Afrikaners are ruthless, clever, and 
utterly determined to retain political power even i f  i t  
means economic sacrifice. One prominent academic 
expert sees “a certain bloody-minded pragmatism, but 
also a lot of irrationality.” A conservative politician put 
it starkly: “They have no boats and they’re ready to 
shoot.” 

There is much less certainty about developments in 
the black community in South Africa. (The foreign pol- 
icy community’s perceptions of trends in South Africa 
are clearly influenced by the far easier access influential 
white Americans have t o  white South Africa than to 
black South Africa.) But the general impression was of 
an increasingly frustrated black population that is 
becoming more politicized, more radicalized. 

The resultant image, in  the words of one respondent, 
is of “an irresistible force meeting an immovable 
object,” and the prognosis is for a continuing pattern of 
confrontation and violence in the mode of Belfast. How- 
ever, in spite of the logic of their own perceptions, the 
foreign policy ’Fommunity persists in  the hope that 
peaceful evolution will dominate the process of change 
in South AfricaLa reluctant but rational response by the 
Afrikaner government to reasoned demands by a black 
population willing to accept real but gradual progress. 

To some this means extensive U.S. economic involve- 
ment combined with the encouragement of marginal 
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reforms intended to defuse discontent. To others it 
means locating the particular vulnerabilities that we can 
exploit to cause changes in South African policy. To still 
others it means ending all involvement, economic and 
diplomatic, to increase the isolation of the South Afri- 
c a n  Government in hopes of bringing it to its senses. 

A high administration official: 
f f I  don’t think there’s a lot of hope 

for peaceful change, but I think it’s 
important to act as if there is hope. 11 

If a violent confrontation of races in South Africa is 
inescapable, increased American economic involvement 
is futile and perhaps detrimental. If we do not know 
which trends to reinforce to promote peaceful change, or 
if  we have deep reservations about whether it is possible 
at all, then a consensus on the desirability of pressure is 
meaningless. The disagreements extend deep into the 
Carter administration, where uncertainty about trends 
in South Africa compound its diplomatic problems in 
Southern Africa. As one high administration official 
says, “I don’t think there’s a lot of hope for peaceful 
change, but I think it’s important to act as if there is 
hope. You’ve got to try.” “But,” says another high offi- 
cial, “in my view, violent conflict is inevitable and there 
is little that the United States can do about it. Given this 
perception, I do not th ink  that we have a policy toward 
South Africa. We are unwilling, perhaps unable, to con- 
front the real situation and thus write prescriptions for 
an imaginary illness.” 

he foreign policy community believes that T South Africa has a special resonance in 
the United States. According to one businessman, 
“There are all sorts of oppressive regimes in the world, 
but the thing that makes South Africa unique is that it 
impinges directly on the composition of American soci- 
ety.” I 

It is a striking feature of these interviews that .Jhe 
racial implications of South Africa for the United States 
are accorded signal importance, but in practical terms 
few of those interviewed could really demonstrate that 
the issue was highly explosive among either whites or 
blacks. 

South Africa does, nevertheless, highlight the profile 
of racial politics in the United States, raising questions 
about the role of blacks as an ethnic lobby, about public 
attitudes, about the constellation of organized interests, 
and about a latent racist element in the American for- 
eign policy process. 

The black and white leaders we interviewed have sig- 
nificantly different perceptions of the meaning of our 

policy toward South Africa. For American blacks it is 
not an abstract foreign policy issue with domestic impli- 
cations. It is a litmus test of domestic racial attitudes, 
and our relations with South Africa are regarded as a 
mirror image of those attitudes. Thus the goal of the 
blacks is not to handle South Africa in such a way as to 
minimize potential domestic racial tensions here but to 
reaffirm our fundamental commitment to racial equality 
through our policy toward South Africa. 

Black respondents in particular emphasize the poten- 
tial for greater black involvement as an increasingly tur- 
bulent South Africa has an impact on an expanding 
black American political consciousness. The reaction of 
American blacks to the South Africa issue is often seen 
as visceral: “When an explosion occurs in South Afri- 
ca,” says a black interviewee, “ripples run through the 
black community here-in bars and barbershops and on 
the streets. It is not an intellectual thing, but on a deep 
visceral level the mass of black Americans know they are 
involved in this.” 

Blacks acknowledge their current impotence in the 
making of foreign policy. “We have access, we have 
visibility, but we don’t have power.” In their view, it is 
not for want of trying. “Black leadership has had a tradi- 
tional and consistent concern with policy toward Afri- 
ca,” according to a black academic. Or, in the words of 
another: “The opinion of the black community has been 
practically irrelevant. Ever since Sharpeville they have 
been saying ‘do something.’ ” Thus despite the efforts of 
the Black Caucus, black activist groups, and mass orga- 
nizations, and the presence of Andrew Young in the 
United Nations, they believe black America’s voice goes 
unheard and unheeded in Washington and that policy is 
made by whites, who give it a sometimes unconsciously 
racist tinge. 

A black respondent: f f  ... on a deep 
visceral level the mass of black Ameri- 
cans know they are involved in this. 99 

Although the potential for a massive white backlash is 
generally discounted, latent racism is still a fundamental 
element of American society, according to many. In  the 
words of a senior statesman: “1,am nervous about the 
thinness of the layer of civilized society in the United 
Stites. There are primitive passions just beneath the 
su face.” The black respondents are acutely aware of 
this. “Essentially we are a racist society. If you were to 
reverse the color of the people involved, we  would not 
even be having a debate on South Africa. We would be 
doing something.” And in their eyes this results in a 
conscious or unconscious racial bias in  policy. Says a 
black senior government official, “It’s intensely racist. 
When you’ve worked in this building, when you work 
with people day after day, you learn about the opinions 
that hold sway around here.” 

I 
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he acknowledged impotence of the black T community is only reinforced by the 
apparent breakdown of the traditional liberal alliance of 
blacks, Jews, and labor on the issue of South Africa. The 
Jewish community is widely regarded as neutralized by 
the complex of relations between South Africa, Israel, 
and the United States. “They are in a real quandry on 
this. The situation in South Africa certainly violates 
their basically liberal impulse. But they have psycholog- 
ical ties with the Jewish community in South Africa-a 
genuine fear of being an oppressed minority. Add to this 
the Israeli-South Africa connection and the attitudes of 
Africa toward Israel.’’ 

Although the Executive Council of the AFL-CIO 
passed a resolution in early 1978 condemning South 
Africa’s racial policies, organized labor as a whole has 
not made South Africa a priority concern. As one con- 
gressional staffer puts it: “There are two kinds of [AFL- 
CIO] Executive Council resolutions: those that are 
backed by lobbying and those that are not .... They aren’t 
lobbying on behalf of hostility to South Africa.” 

The business community is perceived to have a mildly 
restraining influence on policy formation, but it rarely 
lines up as a united front. “The net result is that you 
really don’t have a [business] lobby, rather a coalescing 
of people with like interests on a particular issue. It  is a 
constantly shifting alliance, and the only thing in com- 
mon is agreement on the immediate issue at hand.” 

The overall impression held by the foreign policy 
community is that while organized activity on the South 
African issue is confined to relatively small groups on 
either side bf the issue, this is an issue that could serious- 
ly engage the major organized interests, in some cases 
putting them on the spot. Links between Americans and 
South African Jews, between the U.S. labor movement 
and emerging black South African unions, between 
American and South African blacks, as well as business 
ties, are all possible fissures in the American fabric that 
could be widened by an increase in the level of violence 
in South Africa. 

The feeling that South Africa could activate “primi- 
tive passions” lying beneath the American calm coexists 
with the hard perception that at the moment public 
opinion on South Africa is thin-“Archie Bunker never 
talks about it.” Some of those interviewed clearly feJt 
that except when called upon to make real sacrifices, the 
public was irrelevant to the foreign policy process. Oth- 
ers felt that in this post-Vietnam period the public, and 
in particular its representatives in Congress, were des- 
tined to play a larger role in foreign policy. Throughout 
the discussion, however, there is a clear sense that those 
interviewed were not at all happy about the prospect of 
public involvement in foreign policy and would much 
prefer to leave it in the hands of the foreign policy 
experts. 

The foreign policy community worries that the coun- 
try may be pulled in two directions at once by the pub- 
lic-toward responding to Soviet expansion and, in the 
absence of Soviet activity, toward paralysis resulting 
from learning too well the lessons of Vietnam. The 
dilemma this could pose was expressed by one senior 
official in the administration: “What we will see are ... 

irreconcilable demands to stop the Soviets and not get 
involved.” Clearly, public opinion is not perceived as 
providing an impulse for an activist policy, as demand- 
ing action on South Africa. 

Indeed it is hard to overestimate the concern the for- 
eign policy community has about public opinion, espe- 
cially as it is re cted by the Congress. A recognition of 

icy initiative coexists with a profound uncertainty about 
how to mobilize the public or what direction opinion will 
take if an effort is made to arouse the public. And some 
in the administration are concerned that a public debate 
on South Africa could go the wrong way. 

the need for p LR lic mobilization behind any foreign pol- 

n many ways the issue posed to the United I States by South Africa is a microcosm of 
the doubts and uncertainties that afflict U.S. foreign 
policy generally. How is a superpower, chastened by 
Vietnam, to cope with explosive internal situations in 
important nations? What, in fact, are the limits of US. 
power? What kinds of intervention by the U.S. are legit- 
imate? All of these unsettled issues are present in the 
South African problem. The only segments of the for- 
eign policy community with unambiguous answers to 
these questions are those on the nationalist Right who 
believe we can and should control events abroad and 
those on the ideological Left who see American imperi- 
alism as the hidden hand of international relations. 

A senior administration official: 
46 What we will see are ... irreconcilable 
demands to stop the Soviets and not get 
involved. 99 

But the vast majority of those interviewed were aware 
of the limitations of U.S. influence and agonized over 
the implications this held for U.S. policy toward South 
Africa. As one analyst said: “I think you must start with 
the assumption that there may be no way in which the 
United States, even with its power and influence, can 
bring about a happy result.” 

To a few this implied almost total impotence. But far 
more pervasive was the feeling that the United States 
simply cannot be peripheral to the unfolding of events in 
South Africa. According to one labor official, “The 
United States as the largest and most powerful democra- 
cy in the world has a,responsibility to try to use its moral 
suasion to change those situations in the world we think 
are wrong.” This attitude is not a comment on existing 
relations between South Africa and the United States. 
And as previously discussed, it does not proceed from 
any perceived “vital interest” at stake. Rather i t  reflects 
an almost visceral reaction that, as a world power, the 



A leading academic: 44This is almost a 
no-win situation, in which you are 

going to have to make very dificult 
choices, minimize losses, and hopefully 
come out with a little integrity. 99 

United States should be able to influence the course of 
events in South Africa. “For better or worse, we are still 
number one in the world. We can influence what other 
countries do.” 

hus, in assessing current policy toward T South Africa, the basic criticism is not of 
the thrust of the policy but of its execution. There is a 
general consensus (some disagree, of course) that the 
policy of the Carter administration is pointed in the 
right direction: to exert American influence to bring 
about the peaceful transformation of South Africa. But 
the policy is also considered rhetorical, fuzzy, confused 
and confusing, inconsistent, and conveyed in an inappro- 
priate tone. The basic charge from both the Left and the 
Right is that current policy is not effective in  influenc- 
ing events in South Africa; the tacit assumption is that 
we could be effective if  only we pulled the right levers. 

When asked to identify specific sources of leverage, 
the answers betrayed the same range of confusion that is 
the basis of the criticism of current policy. The problem 
is one of relating ends to means. In practical terms, 
much of the debate revolves around the use of economic 
leverage and the effect various forms of economic sanc- 
tions would have on South Africa. This debate, in turn, 
not only raises fears that sanctions might cause more 
suffering among black South Africans while reinforcing 
the stubborness of the whites, but also engages the ques- 
tion of the American commitment to free enterprise and 
our own economic well-being. Opponents of sanctions, 
many of whom are highly critical of South Africa’s 
racial policies, argue that in addition to the uncertainties 
of the effects of sanctions on South Africa, we would be 
“shooting ourselves in the foot” by cutting ourselves off 
from a profitable foreign market, giving business to our 
international economic competitors, and increasing the 
reluctance of American businessmen to explore foreign 
market opportunities. 

While there is little confidence generally about the 
efficacy of sanctions against South Africa, there never- 
theless is substantial support for somehow using our 

economic relations as a lever to pry change from the 
South African authorities. Another, more widespread, 
impulse is to use existing economic involvements them- 
selves to promote social and economic change. In this 
view, libeial practices by American businesses operating 
in South Africa and pressure on South African firms 
receiving U.S. Export-Import Bank aid can set examples 
and put forces into motion that may bring change in the 
long run. The model for this approach is embodied in 
the “Sullivan Principles,” a code of behavior for U.S. 
firms operating in South Africa. In part this focus on 
economic leverage comes about by default, for there are 
few other acceptable ways to put teeth in our official 
position on apartheid. But it is also derived from a stub- 
born belief that white South Africans are, after all, cap- 
italists, and that if we c a n  hurt them i n  their pocket- 
books it will surely have an effect. 

Other possible levers are essentially discounted. Psy- 
chological isolation is paired with the danger of increas- 
ing Afrikaner resistance to change. For some the answer 
may lie in closer relations with the present authorities in 
Pretoria. Others say this would l a d  to co-optation when 
the requirement is clearly for stern public disapproval. 
Between the unacceptable extremes of immediate disen- 
gagement and military intervention of any sort there is 
no agreement on specific measures to be included in the 
package of foreign policy toward South Africa. In  the 
plaintive words of a congressional staffer: “I know the 
end I want. I don’t know how to get there. Our role is to 
try to influence events, but we’ll leave it to the techni- 
cians to figure out how it ought to happen.” 

To complete this discontinuous circle of logic there is 
wide, though often grudging, support for a process of 
staged disengagement should the South African Gov: 
ernment fail to respond to the appropriate pressures. 
The catch is that the responsiveness of the South Afri- 
can Government then becomes the measure of the 
appropriateness of such a policy. Interestingly, the tar- 
get of our pressure and thus the measure of success is 
the attitude of the South African Government, and to a 
lesser extent the Afrikaner communty; little or no con- 
sideration is given to the possibility of influencing blacks 
i n  South Africa. A leading American academic sums up  
the dilemma: “This is almost a no-win situation, in  
which you are going to have to make very difficult 
choices, minimize losses, and hopefully come out with a 
little integrity .” 

The debate about South Africa in these interviews has 
been carried on in the same terms in this country for 
years, and in that sense there is a timelessness about the 
entire discussion. The potential of American blacks for 
becoming a significant force supporting an activist poli- 
cy toward South Africa and the heightened perception 
that South Africa’s number is finally about to come up 
underlie the present feeling that the United States 
should exert some kind of pressure for change. This does 
not, however, translate into a consensus on policy. With- 
out such a consensus the United States may in fact be 
caught unprepared, divided, and uncertain if  and when 
serious conflict does erupt in the last bastion of white 
rule on the African continent. 


