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If the Cold War is Over in Africa, 
Will the United States Still Care? 

by Martin Lowenkopf 

In C.P. Cavafy's poem, "Waiting for the Barbarians," the townspeople find 
their leaders in a state of great unease over rumors of a barbarian invasion. 
As time passes and it becomes clear that the invaders are not coming, the 
people return home in deep and despondent thought, asking "What will 
became of us without barbarians? They were a kind of solution." 

Africa specialists may see Moscow's new flexibility in Africa and the rest of 
the Third World as a vindication of their insistence that communism (Afro- or 
otherwise) has nev~r been particularly relevant to the African condition; that 
the dominant ideology on the continent, even in countries where Marxism 
was embraced with varying degrees of conviction in the 1960s and 1970s, is 
a pragmatic African nationalism; and that Africa is not about to be "won" or 
"lost" by anybody. But if the Soviets are truly not coming, what will Africa 
mean to those in the U.S. policy community who saw the continent primarily 
as part of a Cold War global chessboard? 

East-West considerations largely account for the fact that Africa is on the 
very short lists of claimed foreign policy successes of the last two presidents 
(majority rule in Zimbabwe for Carter, the Angola-Namibia accords for 
Reagan) and is credited with having played a role in one major failure (when 
SALT II was "buried in the sands of the Ogaden," if Zbigniew Brzezinski's 
rhetorical response to Soviet intervention in the Ethiopian-Somali conflict of 
1977-1978 is to be accepted). 

Now, with the Namibian conflict on the way to resolution, the Cuban 
military (having declared victory in Angola and undertaken to withdraw) 
effectively out of future power equations, and the continent's remaining 
internal wars unlikely to continue for long at their current levels of intensity 
without substantial outside support, Africa seems to be moving off the global 
agenda. And with Qaddafi's reach and interest apparently blunted, apart 
from some meddling in border states, who will need or heed the Africanists 
now? 

Some Africa-watchers already have migrated from the Cold War to the 
issues of debt , South Africa 's racial impasse, AIDS, refugees, hunger, 
despots, and human rights . Others want to harness Soviet good will (or even 
form a new superpower condominium, since both countries missed the 
carving up of Africa by the Europeans in the nineteenth century!) to resolve 
the rest of Africa's problems. But these initiatives usually are conceived in 
terms of U.S. interests, and their proponents seem to forget that Moscow has 
yet to define its own (reduced) priorities in the continent. 
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If the policy review currently under way takes into 
account both the challenges and the opportunities of the 
new international environment (and does not become, as 
Helen Kitchen has warned, just another African safari), 
the United States may not only do some good in Africa, 
but could in the process come to understand more clearly 
that it has interests on the continent other than simply 
trying to deny others (i.e. , the Soviets, Cubans, and 
Libyans) their ephemeral moments of influence. But 
given more than four decades of focus on the Cold War, it 
remains to be seen if U.S. policymakers will have the 
resilience to take on the problems Africa will generate in 
anything but a them-us, good guys-bad guys framework. 

The following are some of the issues locked in old 
perceptions and prescriptions that demand fresh 
approaches: 

( 1) African Debt 
The Department of State, and presumably Treasury, 
already are cooing with approval and self-satisfaction over 
the recent World Bank/ UNDP report (Africa 's 
Adjustment and Growth in the 1980s, March 1989) of 
"encouraging signs" among African countries with strong 
reform records. The UN's Economic Commission for 
Africa (ECA), on the other hand, charged in early April 
that World Bank- and IMF-prescribed reforms have failed 
to reverse Africa's economic decline and forced 
unacceptable cuts in social programs, and that the Bank 
had manipulated statistics in an attempt to prove that its 
reforms are working . 

As Carol Lancaster recently pointed out in CSJS Africa 
Notes ("How the IMF and the World Bank Affect African 
Decision Making, " no. 97 , April 20, 1989), "[t]here are 
no African success stories to date in which stabilization 
and structural adjustment have resulted in economic 
recovery and sustained growth. " One reason is that far 
more foreign exchange and capital than is now in 
prospect must be pumped in if sub-Saharan African 
countries are to reverse their declining or static per capita 
GDP rates. (See G.K. Helleiner, "The Sub-Saharan Debt 
Problem: Issues for International Policy," a paper 
prepared for the Second World Scientific Banking 
Conference , Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia, June 7-10 , 1989.) 
Yet, the IMF takes $500 million more out of Africa in 
repayment of earlier loans per year than it Ienos in new 
money, and "despite increased World Bank effort, new 
programs in the IMF, a beefed-up African Development 
Bank, and the redirection of bilateral aid flows towards 
Africa, total official net flows. . . to Africa remain 
stagnant. " (Helleiner) 

While expressing a willingness to incorporate write
downs of Paris Club rescheduling of official export credits, 
the 1988 Western Economic Summit in Toronto offered 
little real relief to low-income, debt-distressed African 
countries. The reductions are too small, the rescheduling 
and rates of interest still too stringent. Nor is there much 
prospect of increased bilateral economic assistance; U.S. 
aid, for example, has declined over the past several years. 
(See Lancaster, U.S . Aid to Sub-Saharan Africa: 

Challenges, Constra ints, and Choices, CSIS Significant 
Issues Series, 1988.) 

Part of the World Bank report 's optimism seems to 
derive from a failure to distinguish between countries with 
small and large populations in assessing success stories. 
How many countries can expect the nearly $60 per 
capita pledged to Ghana for 1989? And, in spite of a 
substantial external economic shot-in-the-arm, even 
Ghana, regarded as a "model" country, is not out of the 
woods. Of $3.6 billion received between 1983-1988, 
$2.6 billion went into reduction of arrears and current 
debt servicing; Ghana is now facing a threat of industrial 
collapse with the elimination of protective trade barriers; 
and both savings and investment appear to be falling . 

The United States in particular has not addressed the 
inadequacy of its own and the international financial 
institutions' efforts to alleviate Africa 's current debt crisis. 
Juggling (e .g. , by recouping from other aid line items) but 
not increasing resource flows to debt-distressed countries 
may look good in budgetary and domestic political terms. 
It will not, however, do much for sustained African 
development. Nor will a sort of economic aid triage , in 
which selected "viable" countries receive the lion 's share 
of assistance, do much for equitable growth- a potentially 
serious political problem for the poorest of the poor. 
Moreover, the plan proposed by Treasury Secretary 
Nicholas Brady would provide little , if any, relief or basis 
for reducing the debt burden and getting on with 
meaningful economic development in Africa; the Brady 
plan addresses principally bank debt, whereas in Africa 
most debt is "official. " 

In sum, externally imposed reform has not proven 
itself, except in a few special cases. It has contributed to 
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serious cutbacks in social services and hurt most those on 
the margins of existence and, in consequence, created or 
exacerbated political instability. Murmurs of sympathy 
and understanding are of little comfort to those countries 
which "fall off" IMF- and Bank-mandated reform and then 
lose their foreign assistance and credit ratings. 

This is not to say that Africa should be "pardoned" for 
past profligacy, or that serious and far-reaching reforms 
are not essential. But the problem must be reexamined 
candidly, in terms of the resources necessary and the 
reforms possible, leaving the research neither to the 
institutionally nor the ideologically biased. 

(2) Bilateral Relations Typologies 
Now that it makes less sense to try to label African 
regimes as "pro-Western" or "pro-Soviet/Cuban" or to 
declare so-called Marxist regimes to be "lost" (some of the 
Reagan administration's major policy successes involved 
not applying the Reagan Doctrine in such places as 
Mozambique and Congo), the United States can 
reevaluate past typologies of bilateral relations with a view 
to recasting them where appropriate. 

U.S.-Zimbabwean relations provide a useful case study. 
The U.S. charge d'affaires and President Jimmy Carter 
were justified in their decision to walk out of the July 4 
celebration at the American Embassy in Harare in 1986 
when a junior minister, speaking on behalf of the foreign 
minister, attacked U.S. Africa policy (see "The 
Nonaligned Summit: Behind the Rhetoric" by Gillian 
Gunn , CSIS Africa Notes no. 63, October 25, 1986, 
p. 8 .) But to regard that indiscretion as evidence of 
implacable Zimbabwean hostility and, thus, grounds for 
concrete displays of U.S. anger was overkill. And then to 
characterize Zimbabwe's criticism of U.S. policies 
elsewhere-e.g., Nicaragua, Angola-as "proof' of that 
hostility, when in fact the disagreements may well have 
been honest ones, becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy and a 
prescription for even more unfriendly relations. Although 
relations have improved somewhat of late, it was poor 
policy to relegate regionally important and potentially 
powerful Zimbabwe to the "unfriendly" column, just as it 
is to get too friendly and committed to governments with 
which the United States has only fleeting shared interests. 

One of the most frequently heard criticisms of U.S. 
foreign policy is that it is "inconsistent. " Consistency is 
the first casualty when strategic and other geopolitical 
concerns intrude. Hence, one has seen U.S. 
entanglements with countries-or rather regimes-that 
seem to mock U.S. values and even long-term interests. If 
Africa now can be perceived as not an East-West 
chessboard, it would appear that we could permit 
ourselves the luxury of choices not driven by Cold War 
imperatives. 

Under most of the criteria for compatibility and shared 
interests, Zimbabwe fits the bill. It is democratic (elections 
have been free and fair) and tolerates a diversity of 
opinions, perhaps more than most other states in the 
Third World . It has a free-market economy and welcomes 
foreign investment. President Robert Mugabe has 

CSIS AFRICA NOTES I 3 

responded to corruption openly and firmly. And the 
government works rather well, offering a broadening 
array of social services and opportunities to its people. 
Moreover, Zimbabwe is critically located in the southern 
African region and already plays an important role, more 
or less in harmony with U.S. goals in the region, e.g., in 
support of the Mozambican government against a 
destructive insurgency. And given its relative wealth and 
economic potential, Zimbabwe is likely to exert even more 
influence in the future. 

The only trouble in applying these standards elsewhere 
is that many African countries, whose leaders, as the 
Mexican writer-diplomat Octavia Paz has put it, often 
have little to offer but "the monologue and the 
mausoleum," would not qualify for U.S. friendship and 
support. So much for the luxury of choice. On the basis 
of size, potential wealth, military power, and likely future 
influence in their regions, any list would have to include 
Nigeria, Zaire, Ethiopia, and Angola. These are the 
middle powers of Africa which are likely to play important 
roles on the continent, whatever their forms of 
government. 

This in no way is a prescription to abandon other 
values the United States holds dear, or to launch a hasty, 
unconditional effort to normalize relations with Angola or 
Ethiopia. Still, the MPLA regime in Luanda has, over the 
past few months, progressively eased its conditions for 
reconciliation with UNIT A, continues to make 
"adjustments" away from Marxist economic concepts, and 
seems to want closer relations with the West. But the 
MPLA needs to make clearer what it proposes to do to 
ameliorate bilateral and regional relations. This applies as 
well to Ethiopia, where the United States still enjoys 
vestiges of good will from an earlier era. But Mengistu 
does fit the "implacably hostile" description, and both 
U.S. and humane interests will be better served by not 
doing anything to legitimize or fortify his rule. In the end, 
both of these countries are likely to play important roles in 
an Africa in which the United States and the Soviet Union 
no longer are in direct contention and Cuban armed 
forces no longer roam. Eventually-preferably sooner 
rather than later-a modus vivendi with Angola and 
Ethiopia, as well as with other, perhaps currently 
unfriendly, regional powers, will have to be fashioned . 

(3) Washington's Pariah Clientele 
At the other end of this continuum are les liaisons 
dangereuses. There are times when policymakers know 
in their heart-of-hearts that an association or 
commitment-diplomatic, financial , or military-will come 
back to haunt them. U.S. support (covert, for about 48 
hours) to UNIT A was, for many, such a wrong move. 

Notwithstanding the debatable after-the-fact opinion 
that aid to UNIT A was critical to the ultimate success of 
Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Chester 
Crocker's Angola-Narnibia initiative , the original objectives 
were unclear. The United States certainly did not 
envisage a UNIT A victory, nor was U.S. aid critical to 
UNIT A's survival (Pretoria was taking care of that). 
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Moscow could and did outbid Washington all the way. 
Once engaged, however paltry the amount of aid 
involved, the United States was and is (now essentially for 
domestic political reasons) locked in. What will 
Washington do if UNIT A experiences serious military 
trouble now that South Africa no longer is near at hand, 
or Savimbi becomes a greater embarrassment because of 
recent allegations of brutalities within UNIT A? Moreover, 
the aid to UNIT A was also seen as putting this country in 
bed with South Africa. 

There were further complications. The MPl.A 
government in Angola was so offended that it suspended 
ongoing regional peace negotiations with Washington for 
15 months, during which time the concept of 
"constructive engagement" became a term of derision. 
Calls went out across the U.S. political spectrum for 
Crocker's resignation. (How soon we forget!) Almost as 
if to even the score, Congress overrode a presidential veto 
to pass the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986. 

One might ask here, given the low U.S. stake in the 
Angolan conflict, whether it was wise to impose the 
burden of supporting a then seemingly failed policy on 
Secretary of State George Shultz's State Department 
when other, more important issues were on the table. 
Indeed, the far right used this African "failure" to attack 
Shultz and undercut his arms control and other global 
initiatives. 

Because the United States cannot simply abandon 
UNIT A (to do so would cast doubt on our willingness to 
honor other, less dubious commitments), our freedom of 
action in Zaire is much compromised. President Mobutu 
Sese Seko's rule has produced heavy burdens-debt, 
corruption, human rights violations, stirrings of internal 
dissent, and tarnished regional relations-which encumber 
relations with the United States. But what is the 
alternative? Most post-Mobutu scenarios make 
policymakers nervous. 

This tendency to overlook a government's 
shortcomings because there seems to be no clear or 
reliable alternative to the incumbents also complicates 
U.S. relations with President Samuel Doe of Liberia and 
Daniel arap Moi of Kenya. The same litany of problems 
afflicting Zaire resounds in these two countries, albeit on a 
reduced scale (because they simply have not been able to 
replicate Mobutu's extraordinarily powerful one-man rule), 
as do U.S. strategic considerations and the need for 
access to facilities deemed important. Out of concern, 
again, for internal stability and continuity in bilateral 
relations, policymakers resist and seek to compensate for 
legislation requiring them to cut aid. But with the 
international stakes and risks so greatly reduced, is it not 
time to stand aside and see if Zairians, Liberians, and 
Kenyans can sort out their own political fates? 

( 4) South Africa 
Formulating U.S. policy toward South Africa would be 
easier if it could be disentangled from domestic politics 
and emotions, and if everyone agreed on what actually is 
going on there. Sanctions have become a symbolic act to 

register abhorrence of apartheid. Pretoria's friends have 
lost their strategic rationale for advocating friendly 
relations; if the Soviets are not coming, then such 
considerations as "choke points," bases in time of war, 
and halting the Communist onslaught no longer apply, if 
they ever really did. 

However the debate goes, it is important constantly to 
reexamine developments in South Africa to see what has 
changed and what has remained the same. It is simply 
not sufficient to declare that South Africa is irrevocably 
racist, that its system of rule is so frozen that only a 
revolution (which no serious observer expects in this 
century) can remedy the situation, and that, therefore, 
there is little outsiders can or should try to do. Nor can 
this problem, deeply engraved in the international agenda, 
be ignored or left to glacially slow "market forces," as 
some suggest. 

Recent developments indicate that there is more 
changing than entrenching going on. Under the category 
"more of the same" are the too familiar: 

• policies of reform and repression, the twin 
instruments of maintaining white domination and the 
socioeconomic status quo ; 

• unwillingness (or insufficient imagination) on the 
part of the National Party government to come up with 
a power-sharing plan that might attract even the most 
moderate of "credible" black leaders; 

• South Africa's ability to withstand the still mild 
international economic sanctions that have been 
imposed thus far. 

Of greater significance is what is different in South Africa: 
• Pretoria has finally bitten the bullet on Namibia 

and is acting in apparent good faith in fulfilling its 
agreement to permit the territory to become 
independent in 1990. President P.W. Botha has tried , 
with modest success, to parlay the Republic's new 
international cooperativeness into better relations with 
a few black African states. While the countries and 
their circumspection were predictable, and the "charm 
offensive" may not lead anywhere, Pretoria will be 
obliged at least to take black African opinion into 
account if it wishes to mitigate its pariah status in 
Africa. This is a modest pressure point that Africa has 
not had at its disposal before. One by-product of this 
development is the virtual ending of South African 
attacks on ANC facilities in neighboring states. (Who 
hears of a Pax Pretoriana anymore?) 

• A change at the top. P.W. Botha's imminent 
departure from leadership after a decade at the helm is 
not necessarily a guarantee of reform. Indeed, apart 
from some kindlier and gentler personal qualities, his 
probable successor after the September 1989 
elections, Minister of National Education F.W. de 
Klerk, has not in the past shown greater flexibility or 
more liberal tendencies than has Botha. Both came up 
through the stultifying National Party professional 
ranks. De Klerk is no Gorbachev, however similar 
their respective predecessors. But if the ruling party's 
new center is not yet more liberal , it is shifting to a 



younger generation that counts more reform-minded 
individuals among its numbers. The "New Nats" are 
few in number, but like the Gingrich Republicans in the 
U.S. Congress, they may come to exercise 
disproportionate influence in Parliament. 

• Something that can be called reform-be it reform 
of apartheid, painfully slow salami-slicing reform, or 
even too little too late-is going on. History shows 
that unintended consequences play at least as great a 
role in change as the careful plans of social and 
political architects. Some of the main foundations of 
apartheid-pass laws, job reservation, group areas
are, or soon will be, history. The recognition of black 
trade unions in 1979, even though carried out 
essentially for economic reasons, has had a profound 
political impact. To ignore such developments is to 
lose the larger picture. 

• Recent Soviet declarations that South Africa 
cannot be liberated by force , and Moscow's 
exhortations to the ANC to seek a Zimbabwe-style 
political solution and provide guarantees for the white 
population, merely articulate what had been an 
emerging Soviet perception over the preceding several 
years. (See "A 1988 Update on Soviet Relations with 
Pretoria, the ANC, and the SACP" by Winrich Kuhne, 
CSIS Africa Notes no. 89, September 1, 1988.) And 
now Soviet officials have been quietly-but not so 
quietly that Pretoria and the press have failed to make 
a great show of it-meeting their South African 
counterparts in numerous locales, including southern 
Africa. 

Although amelioration of Soviet-South African 
relations would tend to undercut the Communist 
"onslaught" slogan the Botha government has used to 
justify its aggressive domestic and regional policies, 
meeting with the Soviets affords Pretoria a novel aura 
of international legitimacy. A danger here is that the 
United States, unwilling to be seen as less indulgent 
than the Soviets, might convey a degree of tolerance, 
for example in high-level official exchanges, that would 
tempt the National Party regime to try to back off from 
even the modest concessions it has made to 
international opinion. 
What then are U.S. options in South Afriq:1? The 

sterile and at times hypocritical arguments that sanctions 
hurt the wrong people and that the continued existence of 
the National Party government proves their 
ineffectiveness do not hold up. Sanctions do hurt in the 
right places (witness Finance Minister B.J. duPlessis's 
admission in his 1989 budget speech that "economic 
survival in the face of an internationally organized assault 
on the economy [requires] the correct economic measures 
and political progress [italics added]") . In addition to 
their symbolic value, they are "[t]he most salient form of 
sticks at the moment" (see "Negotiations in South Africa" 
by I. William Zartman in The Washington Quarterly, 
Autumn 1988). 

To be sure, sanctions will not topple the South African 
economic edifice or bring the government to its knees so 
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long as the Europeans and Japan do not join Washington 
in some stricter measures, a prospect that clearly is not in 
the cards for the near future. But U.S. sanctions could 
nevertheless have considerable impact if drafted subtly, 
with escape clauses. Just as Crocker employed as a stick, 
or rather a carrot, the tacit assurance that the United 
States would consider ending aid to UNIT A once the 
Luanda regime reconciled with UNIT A, so Washington 
needs to be able to offer Pretoria various levels of relief 
from sanctions once credible steps are taken to expunge 
apartheid and to enter serious discussions with an 
unfettered black opposition. 

(5) Risks of Benign Neglect 
So what will Africa look like in the 1990s? The four 
horsemen of the apocalypse will still bestride the 
continent-internal wars (more like Uganda's baseless 
insurgency than the larger ones in Angola and 
Mozambique which, this author would venture, may be 
disguising other divisions in these countries that could yet 
erupt once the big wars are resolved); famine and 
refugees; a vicious circle of drought, floods , pests, and 
now AIDS (see "AIDS as a Factor in U.S. Foreign 
Relations" by Lynn W. Kitchen, M.D. , CSIS Africa Notes 
no. 93 , December 30, 1988); and, if the West does not 
earnestly address the problems, continuing crushing debt 
and economic crises. If, as now seems likely, the United 
States and the Soviet Union substitute benign neglect for 
interventionism, Africa will not necessarily be better off. 
Other nations may continue to feed the flames of endemic 
conflict, partly for profit, partly in the expectation that 
some countries (or at least their resources) will be up for 
grabs. 

Any assumption that Africa will be riper for the picking 
now that the superpowers seem prepared to reduce their 
political presence ignores some important lessons: 
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• Superpower intervention aggravated (and perhaps 
prolonged) internal struggles and disorder, but it did not 
create them. 

• Most African political systems are still porous, 
leaderships spongy (or misleadingly tough at a one-man 
core), and societies so fragmented that instability, 
disorder, and old internal wars are likely to persist and 
new ones break out. 

• If, in trying to maneuver amidst these shoals and 
do business with military or authoritarian regimes, other 
outsiders become enmeshed in internal politics much as 
the United States, the Soviet Union, and Cuba did, they 
may experience a similar frustration, at a great cost to 
Africa. 

There are, then, sound reasons for continued U.S. 
interest in Africa. One is to keep it off the East-West 
chessboard by working to end old conflicts and to help 
avert new ones. A more peaceful Africa would also be an 
economically healthier one, capable of developing its own 
resources, defending its own economic interests, and 
getting off the international dole and back into the global 
marketplace. 

The traditional U.S. zeal to help the needy, respect 
self-determination, and support pluralistic (and any 
prospect of democratic) development will have new scope 
now that ideological considerations seem to be on the 
wane. There is much to be done to reconstruct and 
revivify Africa in its struggle against its natural and 
economic enemies. Another wave of "barbarians" is not 
needed for that. 
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