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Namibia's Independence: 
A Political and Diplomatic Impasse? 

Namibia, a land twice the size of California, is seven
eighths desert and semi-desert, with only its northern 
hinterland receiving crop-sustaining regular refreshments of 
rain. Nearly two-thirds of all Namibians, especially the 
dominant Ovambo and their Kavango and Caprivi neigh· 
bors, live in this northern sphere, traditionally growing 
sorghum, pulses, and-recently-maize amid the palm 
trees south of the Kunene and Kavango Rivers. The 
Ovambo number about 600,000, the Kavango 100,000, 
and the Caprivi 40,000. In the arid west are 11,000 
Kaokovelders. Many Ovambo have become labor migrants, 
working either in the territory's mines, in its few cities and 
towns, or on farms owned by others. 

Central Namibia contains Windhoek, the capital and the 
only main city (population 120,000), a number of small 
towns, and-on the Atlantic coast-both Swakopmund, a 
Hanseatic German-appearing and -sounding touristic 
center and, nearby, the South African enclave of Walvis 
Bay, Namibia's only real port. This central belt of the 
country is the home of about 93,000 Damara and 71,000 
Herero, as well as 40,000 Coloureds (recent emigrants 
from South Africa) and nearly all of Namibia's 70,000 
whites (10,000 English-speakers and 25,000 German
speakers, With the remainder using Afrikaans as a mother 
tongue). Of the whites, only 4,000 farm. Most are 
employed in the civil service or by the South African-run 
railways, airways, and other state bodies. About 9,000 
Tswana and 35,000 San (Bushmen) live in the eastern sec
tions of this central region. 

Southern Namibia-from Rehoboth to the Orange River 
border with South Africa-is a dry grazing area inhabited 
by 45,000 brown-skinned Nama (nineteenth-century con· 
querors from South Africa), 25,000 similarly brown-colored 
Baster farmers who live in and around Rehoboth (the 
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Basters also come from South Africa), and a few thousand 
whites. 

In the far south, at the mouth of the Orange River, 
Namibia mines gem diamonds. Taxes on these exports of 
the Consolidated Diamond Mines, a wholly owned subsid· 
iary of the De Beers Ltd. cartel of South Africa, contrib
uted in recent good years about 46 percent of the annual 
revenues of Namibia (now R900 million). Although dia· 
monds may in the future play a somewhat less crucial role 
than they now do in the country's economy, Namibia will 
probably live largely on their glittering proceeds for at least 
the rest of this century. 

There is coal, too, in Namibia's south, but it is not of 
high enough quality to be exploitable in today's market. 
Instead, second to diamonds, is the 5,000 tons or so of 
yellowcake-uranium oxide-which is dug each year out of 
a mountain east of Swakopmund by a company controlled 
by Rio Tinto Zinc of Britain, operating with Canadian, 
French, and South African partners. Although the world 
spot price of yellowcake is now too low to justify new min· 
ing of uranium in Namibia, the present operation has 
long-term contracts sufficient to make uranium a key con
tributor to Namibia's state revenues and to its GNP. 

Copper, cadmium, lead, zinc, and arsenic, mined at 
Tsumeb and elsewhere in the country's central region, 
command such low world prices that they are now unim
portant as national revenue producers or the basis of 
profit-making enterprises. There are small tin mines, too. 
Only Tsumeb is a sizeable enterprise, but it has returned 
little to its American owners (Newmont Mining and AMAX, 
Ltd.), or their South African partners, since the middle 
1970s. 

Fish were formerly caught and canned in Namibia, but 
the large schools of sardines and pilchards which were 
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once brought into Walvis Bay were overfished and may not 
reappear in this century. The market, largely West Ger
man, for the skins of karakul sheep has also receded due 
to recession and changes in fashion. Namibia has never 
slaughtered much of its cattle, and its abattoirs are small. 
Nor has there been much internal production of food 
staples for inter-regional sale. 

For a country of small population and limited potential, 
Namibia is a highly geared economic entity with an out
standing infrastructure and a first-rate service system. The 
South African connection has clearly contributed to this 
modernity, giving Windhoek and the other towns a striking 
aspect in the midst of an arid and semi-arid grazing zone. 
But Namibia imports 70 percent of its food (predominantly 
from South Africa), and virtually all of its consumer 
durables. It adds little value to its major raw material 
exports, all of which are ultimately sold in the northern 
hemisphere. 

If world markets for base metals should improve dra
matically over the next two decades, Namibian resources 
could be exploited more than at present, but the cost of 
proving new deposits under 50 meters of Kalahari sand are 
high. likewise, known hills of uranium could be exported if 
world prices doubled. Failing these improbabilities, and 
absent the return of sardines and pilchards, Namibia will 
remain no unusually rich prize. Its best hopes lie in the 
continued production and export of diamonds and uranium 
(the two largest areas of employment of local labor), an at
tempt to raise and slaughter more beef and sheep, and~if 
the terms of rural trade can be arranged satisfactorily-the 
devotion of major new attention to the production of maize 
and rice for local consumption. 

In addition to these basic economic factors which put 
limits on Namibia's future growth, the country's most 
serious impediment is its shortage of trained indigenous 
manpower. Because of German (to 1915) and South 
African failures to provide educational opportunities for the 
people of the territory, there are today no more than 300 
black Namibians who have graduated from a recognized 
university. There are less than a half dozen black lawyers 
and five black physicians, and a sprinkling of other in
digenous trained professionals or technically qualified indi
viduals. Indeed, in recent years fewer than 100 indigenous 
Namibians have matriculated (graduated) annually from 
secondary school. In 1982 the number fell to 20. 

The Internal Political Scene 
Politically, there are two Namibias. Since the mid-1960s, 
the South We5t Africa People's Organization (SWAPO) has 
been the only indigenous party of national and international 
salience. Founded as an Ovambo group in the late 1950s 
and as SWAPO in 1960, it was anti-South African and 
Western-backed until about 1971, when it turned for funds 
and arms to the Soviet Union. Since then, and especially 
in the late 1970s, SW APO has attempted to oust South 
Africa from Namibia by force, raiding first across the 
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Zambezi River into the Caprivi region of Namibia from 
Zambia and then, after South Africa attacked Zambia and 
Angola became independent, from bases in Angola be
tween the upper reaches of the Kunene and Kavango 
Rivers. These guerrilla attacks have successfully disturbed 
northern Namibia as far south as Grootfontein and 
Tsumeb. Since the mid-1970s, South Africa has used 
25,000 or more troops to defend its presence in Namibia 
and, in recent years, to push SW APO well back into 
Angola as well. 

In terms of battlefield strength, SWAPO probably can 
count about 6,000 to 7,000 trained guerrillas (down from 
12,000 a year or two ago) and logistical support from the 
Angolan army, Cuban troops in Angola, and Soviet and 
East German advisors. Its arms are no match for those of 
the South African Defense Force. Nor can it interfere more 
than sporadically with South African control of the skies of 
southern Angola and northern Namibia. Yet, as pronounc
ed as South African military might is in the area, SW APO 
is a guerrilla movement and continues to infiltrate small 
groups into Namibia. There it mines roads, bombs admin
istrative buildings, and assassinates collaborators. While 
SWAPO is weakened as an insurgent force in 1983, it is 
not defeated, and probably never can be. On the other 
hand, SWAPO is unlikely to win independence for Namibia 
by warfare because it cannot bleed Namibia in the way the 
Patriotic Front did Rhodesia. 

Although SW APO is militarily weaker in the 1980s than 
in the 1970s, it remains the only Namibian political entity 
with unchallengeable legitimacy both outside and inside the 
country. Its organization inside Namibia is admittedly 
much more flaccid than it once was; some of its leaders 
are discredited and others have been detained or have fled. 
But South Africa's aggressive military and political offen
sives against SW APO as "the enemy" have bolstered its 
reservoirs of political strength among potential Ovambo, 
Kavango, Damara, and Nama electors. Even Herero, who 
traditionally have been anti-Ovambo, are well represented 
among the upper ranks of the SWAPO official hierarchy. 

Serious political alternatives to SWAPO are not now ap
parent. Although the Democratic Turnhalle Alliance (DTA) 
remains an entity of national pretension, its support among 
potential Ovambo electors is as weak as its appeal else
where continues questionable. As an amalgam of black 
and brown local groups led by an Afrikaner and supported 
from its inception in 1977 by South Africa, the DTA's real 
ability to counter SWAPO's inherent and historic appeal 
was always problematical. This became more and more 
apparent, especially to South Africa, in 1982, leading early 
in 1983 to a final public rupture between Pretoria and the 
DT A. Whether or not the DTA now maintains itseH as a 
vigorous Namibian political party, South Africa no longer 
regards it as a prime vehicle for countering SWAPO in 
elections. Indeed; the policies of the DTA, which controlled 
the territory's Council of Ministers, were successfully oppos
ed in 1981 and 1982 by two right-wing parties, especially 
the National Party of Namibia, and finally by South Africa 
itseH. 



How will South Africa deal with the new reality that no 
political grouping to which it gives birth and which it 
backs morally and financially can prove viable in Namibia 
in this decade? One alternative would be to construe the 
demise of the DT A as an unparalleled opportunity for the 
new administrator-general of the territory to take the posi
tion that a new political era has commenced, and to begin 
readying the territory for its eventual emergence as a 
black, doubtless SWAPO-ruled, state. Making such a tran
sition meaningful would enhance the likelihood that 
Namibia and South Africa could develop a mutually 
agreeable relationship as weak and strong neighboring 
nations after independence. But domestic South African 
political considerations, South African military successes, 
the diminished costs of international obloquy, and the 
political disarray of Namibia itself combine to render it very 
unlikely that the administrator-general's instructions permit 
such a progressive approach to the territory's short- and 
long-term future . 

South Africa instead may continue casting about for or 
manufacturing alternatives to SW APO. Given its disen
chantment with the white-led model represented by the 
DT A, and given a widespread recognition, at last, that 
consortia of minority peoples are far less politically relevant 
than a body that draws its strength from the majority 
Ovambo, South Africa has but two choices in its search 
for a new way of undercutting SWAPO: (1) to step up its 
support of the National Democratic Party, a year-old 
Ovambo group led by Peter Kalangula, chairman of the 
Ovambo Executive Committee, or (2) to create or locate 
some new leader and new organization. Until a year ago, 
Kalangula was president of the DTA and his credibility 
among Ovambo must inevitably be limited by his and its 
long-term association with South Africa. If Pretoria 
chooses the second option, one question is, whom? Or, we 
could ask, how? A third question is: Could such a 
stratagem work? 

There are a plethora of other Namibian political parties, 
most of which are and have been opposed to South 
African control of Namibia. They each disapproved of the 
DT A, and cooperated as little as possible with rule by the 
council of ministers. Nearly all accept the salience of 
SWAPO while eschewing the use of violence as a means 
to the mutually desired end of independence. Few any 
longer reckon that alone or in combination they would 
er: erge from a national election with a decisive bloc of 
votes. 

From a historic point of view, the most important of 
these intermediate organizations is the South West Africa 
National Union (SWANU), which had Chinese and radical 
chic support throughout the 1960s. Now, however, it is a 
local organization with a predominantly Herero member
ship. Ably led by Moses Katjiuongua and Nora Chase, it 
has recently become much more realistic than before in its 
public view of SWAPO. Ottilie Abrahams, Chase's sister, 
and Dr. Kenneth Abrahams, her husband, run the very 
small Namibian Independence Party. SWAPO-Democrats 
(SWAPO-D), another small unit, is led by Andreas 

Shipanga, an Ovambo who rose to very high rank in 
SWAPO before breaking with the SWAPO hierarchy in 
1976. John Kirkpatrick and Bryan O'Linn lead the tiny 
white Federal Party of South West Africa. Together, most 
of these groups, along with the Damara Council, once 
were linked loosely as the Namibia National Front (NNF). 
But the Council now runs the second-tier (regional) 
Damara government and has retreated from the national 
scene, and the NNF is, for most purposes, moribund. Ad
ditionally, each ethnic group or locality in Namibia is 
represented by one or more political vehicles of personal or 
group expression, but none is of national significance. 

In sum, apart from SWAPO, there is a political vacuum 
in Namibia today. The vacuum is being filled for the mo
ment, as in 1978, by the new administrator-general. But 
command of the political arena can be maintained only if 
Dr. Willie van Niekerk acts by proclamation as sweepingly 
as did a predecessor, Judge Marthinus Steyn. If 
Pretoria wants to modernize Namibia politically, and 
thereby vastly alter South Africa's likely future relations 
with an independent Namibia, then van Niekerk will have 
to move rapidly to weaken the influence of the local 
right-wing white parties, to extend the scope and hasten 
the pace of desegregation in the territory, and to fold the 
regional governments into a new, truly national, govern
mental framework. The existence of regional entities 
enhances ethnic identities and gives local whites a large 
measure of control over educational, medical, and other 
services which would otherwise be subject to multiracial 
influence. Bold moves by the administrator-general could 
also include the acceleration of education and training for 
Africans and the development of economic uplift schemes, 
especially in the north. 

These kinds of initiatives would make events in Namibia 
itself much more central than they are at present in the 
decision-making arena. Absent such new policy departures, 
the fate of Namibia will continue to be decided else
where-primarily in South Africa, in Angola, and at the 
international negotiating table. 

The Cuban Troop Withdrawal Issue 
Despite much sturm und drang, the negotiations on 
Namibia's future have been stalled for almost a year. In 
terms of the modalities of an overall settlement, or even 
the details of each modality, little separates South Africa 
from SWAPO and the Western Contact Group. Agreement 
on many items had been reached before the Carter ad
ministration left office. Its successor, ultimately hewing to 
the guidelines of Security Council Resolution 435, worked 
out a compromise over constitutional principles and the 
form of an eventual "free and fair," internationally 
validated, national election for a Namibian constituent 
assembly. The deployment, the numbers, and the approx
imate composition of the United Nations truce administer
ing force is known. So are the numbers and dispositions of 
the South African troops who would remain during the 
transition period. The time periods between agreement and 
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the stages of implementation are fixed. True, fine points 
still need to be discussed, questions about the command 
and control of UN and South African forces require 
answers, the logistics of the exercise-never easy across 
such remote distances-need to be planned, and the 
required funds must be found. 

But as close as the several principals may be on these 
and other issues, the negotiations in a real sense are in 
abeyance. They are in abeyance-as they often have been 
before-because South Africa is in no hurry to settle and, 
indeed, is precluded by domestic considerations from 
agreeing to any simple conclusion to the Namibian ques
tion. The presence of Cuban troops in nearby Angola was 
added in 1982 as a further impediment. 

Cuban troops came to Angola in 1975 to assist the 
Soviet-backed Movimento Popular de Liberta~iio de 
Angola (MPlA) in its struggle for victory in Angola against 
two Western-supported armies: the Frente Nacional de 
Liberta~iio de Angola (FNlA) and the Uniiio Nacional para 
a lndependencia Total de Angola (UNITA). The Cubans 
also helped the MPlA counter a short-lived 1975 South 
African invasion of Angola. Today the Cuban soldiers 
shield the MPlA government against UNIT A, which has a 
secure base in southeastern Angola and is supplied and 
assisted by South Africa, and provide some logistical 
backing for SWAPO. They do not actively counter South 
African preemptive attacks into southern Angola, but their 
presence, together with that of the Angolan army, may to 
some extent deter South African raids on central and 
northern Angola. 

In 1982, the United States and South Africa linked the 
exodus of Cuban troops from Angola with decisive progress 
on a settlement of the Namibian problem. The assertion 
that removal of the Cubans will enhance South Africa's 
sense of security in the southern African region can be 
argued plausibly, but the major advantage for the South 
Africans would be psychological. A Cuban exodus would 
support the South African government's domestic and 
regional image as a negotiator obdurate enough to pre
serve white South Africa against external danger. ·Once the 
Cubans went, Prime Minister Pieter W. Botha's government 
could end its control of Namibia with less concern about 
adverse domestic political fallout, or about accusations that 
it had handed the territory, and the whites there, over to 
Marxism. Its inability to devise an effective internal political 
counterweight to SWAPO would not seem so worrying. 

According to another view, these various pleadings are 
more or less irrelevant. A Cuban withdrawal is linked, by 
South Africa anyway, to the effective settlement of the 
Namibian question largely because the likelihood of such a 
withdrawal is remote. Although the Angolans have time and 
again said that they want the Cubans to go-and although 
there are good economic and political reasons why their 
government should, in fact, want the Cubans to leave-the 
very existence of the present government of Angola would be 
at risk if the Cubans departed without a satisfactory prior 
elimination of, or accommodation to, the threat from 
UNITA (see John A. Marcum, 1be Politics of Survival: 
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UNITA in Angola," CSIS Africa Notes, No. 8, February 18, 
1983). 

Recent bilateral direct talks between Angola and South 
Africa in Cape Verde (and elsewhere?) need not be seen as 
indicative of significant movement toward a Namibia settle
ment. Construed as a separate initiative, leading to a possi
ble cease-fire, such talks could produce specific benefits for 
both South Africa and Angola, isolate SWAPO, strengthen 
UNIT A, and lead away from, not toward, a resolution of the 
larger Namibia issue. Given the extent to which South 
Africa has gained military mastery in recent months over 
southern Angola, it is in Luanda's interest to end hostilities. 
At present, Angola can exercise little effective hegemony 
over its southern reaches. With an end to the war, South 
African raids would presumably halt, and Luanda would 
(depending on the South Africa/ UNITA factor) have some 
hope of gradually asserting itself to the farthest points of its 
own domain. Likewise, with SW APO leashed, South Africa 
could pull back to the Na~ibian border and compel Angola 
to undertake the policing of SWAPO. 

A cease-fire would represent an acknowledgment of 
South Africa's current position of strategic superiority, 
diminish the stature of the Cubans, give the South African 
government's image a boost with its electorate, and deflect 
attention from the Namibian settlement negotiations them
selves. Moreover, with the cessation of hostilities and the 
virtual end of the guerrilla threat to Namibia, South Africa's 
ability to pursue the possibility of some kind of internal set
tlement would be greatly enhanced. Whether or not these 
are South Africa's intentions, it is noteworthy that the cur
rent talks about a cease-fire lead along the second of the 
two tracks that have long been followed by South Africa's 
negotiators. A cease-fire also profoundly enhances South 
Africa's international bargaining position. 

Why Pretoria Is Ambivalent on Namibia 
South Africa, as a presumed rational actor in a rational 
world, should want to bring the long-running Namibian 
soap opera to an end. Large expenditures could be 
foregone; the war on the border is estimated to cost up to 
$500 million a year. Additional costs include the time 
underutilized by conscripts whose efforts could be employed 
more productively at home; industrial capacity diverted to 
armaments and other supplies of war; and the diversion of 
logistical resources away from the civilian economy of the 
Republic and the region. The large budgeted sums saved 
could be devoted to underfinanced national needs such as 
the expansion of black educational and training facilities, 
the raising of salaries in the black educational sector, or 
the development of the impoverished rural homelands. 

Although South African losses in the war have been few 
(77 versus SWAPO's 1,268 dead in 1982), eliminating the 
likelihood of casualties would still have widespread appeal 
in the white community of the Republic. The border con
flict cannot yet be considered unpopular, but only in a few 
quarters is it regarded as a fully "just war." From admitted
ly impressionistic evidence, it appears that white South 
Africans-the current electorate-are less worried about 
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the potential dangers of a black-run Namibia than are 
their political leaders. Namibia still seems remote, 
separated by a vast, largely uninhabited desert from the 
main South African population centers in the Transvaal, 
and north a long way across equally harsh terrain from 
Cape Town. 

The West wants a Namibian settlement. Thus, it has 
long been assumed, an agreement would embellish South 
Africa's image in Western eyes and result in tangible as 
well as psychological benefits for Pretoria. There would 
also be domestic political advantages to be gained by 
removing Namibia from the list of international disputes. 
The proposition is also advanced that South Africa can cut 
its best deal-indeed, its only favorable deal-over Namibia 
only so long as the Reagan administration is in office. A 
less "constructively engaged" American adversary would 
give Sout_h Africa poorer terms when and if South Africa 
decides or is compelled to loosen its hold on Namibia. 
Within the Republic, too, politicians note that the Namibian 
issue becomes more and more controversial as an election 
approaches. The Botha government need not call an elec
tion for whites until 1986. Depending upon how one 
evaluates the right-wing strength of the Conservative and 
Herstigte Nasionale parties, a good case can be made for 
concluding a Namibia settlement in 1983. 

These are reasonable arguments which should help con
centrate South Africa's official mind on a devolution of 
power in Namibia. There are, however, countervailing ax
ioms, and these seem to have held South Africa to its 
churlish, curmudgeonly course despite the many explicit 
and the many more implicit carrots of constructive engage
ment. Anxiety persists in the National Party about potential 
domestic political disgruntlement if Namibia becomes or 
seems to be becoming a SWAPO-dominated state. The 
acknowledgment that SW APO today probably would have 
a marked electoral edge only accentuates that anxiety. 
Reassurances by Western observers about the depth of 
SWAPO's actual Marxist commitment and intelligence 
estimates of the extent to which a SWAPO government 
would work effectively with South Africa in the post
independence era have not dampened the official enthu
siasm to categorize SWAPO as pernicious, its leaders as 
devils incarnate, and so on. 

At least one influential group of South African decision 
makers is determined to permit an internationally validated 
election in Namibia only when a surrogate political party 
has taken shape and somehow developed sufficient popular 
appeal to counter the undeniable attraction of SW APO. 
Despite the demise of the DTA and the weakness of the 
Kalangula alternative, the military and some of the politi
cians concerned with Namibia still wish to create such a 
client, even if to do so from scratch will obviously take 
several years. 

Less is said now than in earlier years about the advan
tages of moving South Africa's defense perimeter south 
from the Angolan border to the Republic's Orange River 
frontier with Namibia. The military has demonstrated its 
ability to pursue an Israeli-model strategy of retaliation and 

preemption; politicians are comfortable for the most part 
with its unexpected success. For at least the next year or 
two, no unmanageable challenges to the continued pursuit 
of such a regional policy are foreseen: the West's com
plaints are parried, the Soviets and their proxies are not 
spoiling for a fight, and both Angola and SWAPO have 
been sufficiently weakened to embolden the most ambitious 
of the architects of South Africa's forward policy. If a 
separate peace should be achieved with Angola, the hostil
ities would de-escalate, costs would be deferred or saved, 
the psychological advantages would be significant and far
reaching, and a wall of time would tie created behind 
which to pursue the surrogate option. 

South Africa has several other incentives for deferring a 
settlement as long as possible. The Reagan administration's 
tactics have given Pretoria more elbow room to pursue a 
policy of tactical realignment at home and destabilization 
abroad than was possible in the Carter years or may be 
possible in the future. By this logic, bringing the Namibian 
imbroglio to an early conclusion makes no sense; as soon 
as Namibia ceases to be an issue of international concern, 
the West will-a fortiori-focus its attention on South 
Africa itself. The argument that a subsequent U.S. 
administration, or even this one, sufficiently annoyed, will 
take a harder line with South Africa is a risk that-given 
the success of Pretoria's bargaining wiles since 1977-is 
thought to be worth running. The costs of remaining mini
mally engaged while sheltering behind the bogey of a Cuban 
presence in Angola are perceived to be less, probably far 
less, than the risks of giving up an advantage without clear 
gain. The fruits of Western gratitude cannot be sweet 
enough. Only the kinds of guarantees that no Western gov
ernment could give to white South Africa would substitute 
for the broad power that Pretoria continues to derive from 
its control of Namibia. 

South A&ica's Priorities 
The first priority for white-ruled South Africa is ensuring its 
short- and long-term security. Western pressure for inter
nal change, when combined with urban unrest and/ or an 
upwardly escalating equilibrium of violence, poses the ma
jor threat to the perpetuation of this hegemony. (The 
Soviet threat is largely derivative, a function of apartheid 
and the failure to develop viable channels for black political 
participation.) This being so, it is profoundly in white South 
Africa's self-interest to keep the attention of the West • 
focused on Namibia. In this light, Namibia's main value to 
South Africa is as a psychological buffer-an object of 
bargaining contention. Pretoria gives up the position of 
bargainer in the great game of Namibia only at its own 
peril, or only when Namibia has outlived its usefulness to 
South Africa. When Rhodesia was still an issue interna
tionally, the question of Namibia seemed easier to resolve. 
And it was, because the West needed South Africa's help 
in the Rhodesian arena. Today, only the existence of the 
Namibian problem keeps the West from South Africa's 
door. What, then, is the overriding South African incentive 
to settle? · 
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Constructive engagement has reinforced South Africa's 
appreciation of its bargaining advantages. Instead of pro
viding incentives, the linking of the Cubans to the process 
and the tempering of demarches about destabilization have 
given South Africa every reason to strengthen its borders, 
and to negotiate a separate peace rather than the com
prehensive settlement that the West wants. Namibia's 
independence will not soon occur. 

The Reagan Administration's Dilemma 
South Africa and the United States have interests in 
Namibia that diverge fundamentally. The West wants to 
eliminate a potential source of East-West conflict by taking 
Namibia to independence. It also wants to strengthen ties 
to the nations of black Africa by visibly fostering Namibia's 
transformation. Overall, it sees the achievement of 
Namibia's independence as the primary means of bringing 
stability to an otherwise volatile region. Stability is essential 
for economic development and political progress. Its spread 
also deprives the Soviet Union and its allies of new oppor
tunities to fish in the turbulent waters of discontent. But 
the South Africans-erroneously from the American view
regard peace and prosperity on the South African 
periphery as weakening the case for continued white tutel
age within South Africa itself. There is an unsubstantiated 
notion that greater economic and political stability and 
self-reliance in the neighboring states would "destabilize" 
South Africa's own black population. 

The West wants to close the Namibian case. Construc
tive engagers have said that South Africa needs the United 
States and therefore must, especially during this adminis
tration, produce results. But the South Africans no longer 
fear an American retreat from the bargaining table. They 
reason that too much is at stake for the State Department 
to pull out. Too much has been invested. Moreover, South 
Africa never says "no." It simply buries its reluctance 
behind the Cubans as it once cried a lack of UN impar
tiality. Moreover, since it is at least arguable that South 
Africa's fundamental interest is never to settle and in-

cessantly to bargain-always to be wanted and never to 
concede-a process characterized by constant wooing can 
succeed only if there are major shifts in South Africa's 
assessment of its available options. 

How to effect that reassessment, a Cuban exit or no, 
has become one of the Reagan administration's foreign 
policy dilemmas of 1983 and 1984. Constructive engage
ment is by now a posture composed of a series of omis
sions and commissions. The fine-tuning of constructive 
engagement that would be required to get South African 
policy on Namibia back on the main track could involve a 
basic reevaluation of the importance of the Cape sea route, 
of the minerals of South Africa, of South Africa's value to 
the Free World-indeed, of the whole notion of South 
Africa's strategic significance to the West. If those issues 
are placed in a fresh perspective (an action which has not 
been the hallmark of this administration), and if South 
Africa's own true self-perception of its own self-interest 
becomes fully appreciated, then and only then can the 
impress of American needs be brought productively to bear 
on South Africa, and therefore on the question of Namibia. 
Implicit in this formulation is the setting of American goals 
in a regional and African context. In terms of our global 
goals, too, a cozy relationship with a pariah South Africa 
would hold few benefits for the United States. It is also 
arguable that such a cozy relationship retards South 
Africa's pursuit of those very goals of substantial reform 
which are in its own overriding self- interest. 

Robert I. Rotberg, a frequent visitor to southern Africa, is 
Professor of Political Science and History at Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. His many writings on southern 
Africa include Namibia: Political and Economic Prospects, 
ed. (Lexington Books, D.C. Heath and Company, 1983); 
Suffer the Future: Policy Choices in Southern Africa 
(Harvard University Press, 1980); Black Heart: Gore-Browne 
and the Politics of Multiracial Zambia (University of Cali· 
fomia Press, 1978); and The Rise of Nationalism in Central 
Africa (Harvard University Press, 1965). 
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