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Review by Elaine Windrich, Stanford University

A Diplomatic Folly?

Secretary of State for African Affairs, Chester Crocker, for dealing with apartheid South

Africa, they are that "constructive engagement™ was a disastrous failure on all counts
and that applying it as "a vital diplomatic tool" elsewhere would be not only perverse but
counter-productive. Since the purpose of the article is to compare South African President
Thabo Mbeki's "quiet diplomacy" regarding Zimbabwe President Robert Mugabe with the
Reagan administration’s constructive engagement with South Africa, it would appear that
these lessons have not been learned. Nor is the comparison between the two cases a valid
one, since the only common factor is that of dealing with an international "pariah".
Otherwise, the circumstances are quite different, since constructive engagement was a one-
off Crocker invention to recruit apartheid South Africa as a US ally in the Cold War and to
convey the impression that this was being done for the purpose of "reforming" apartheid
and defending Western interests in southern Africa.

If there are any "lessons to be learned” from a policy devised by President Reagan's

Obviously, none of those concerns are of any relevance in the Mbeki-Mugabe dialogue to
bring about political reform in Zimbabwe today, although the author suggests that Mbeki's
similar failure to react to his partner’s intransigence meant that he too was "likely to be
seen as impotent” (p. 13). But to suggest that Mbeki's appeasement of Mugabe was
"another triumph of ideology over human rights" (p. 11) does seem to be a distortion of the
priorities of a politician known more for his pragmatism than any ideological
commitments. Nor is it appropriate to suggest that constructive engagement will "rarely
succeed in its aim...if the main function of the policy is to provide a palatable appearance
for a politically sensitive policy” (p. 15). Was support for apartheid South Africa,
condemned by the international community as a crime against humanity, merely "a
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politically sensitive policy"? And is Mbeki's collaboration with Mugabe, who has also been
charged with crimes against humanity, to be dismissed in a similar manner?

In the author's view, it was not constructive engagement that was at fault but rather the
application of it. "In each case", she claims, "a more extreme right-wing has damaged the
subtlety so badly needed in the delicate balance of a policy of constructive engagement” (p.
15). But who or what was this "extreme right-wing"? In the case of Crocker's policy, the
consenting parties were President P. W. Botha's hawks in Pretoria and Reagan's cold
warriors in Washington, neither of them likely to be "damaged" by their ideological soul
mates. And who or what is the "extreme right-wing" in Mbeki-ruled South Africa and
Mugabe-ruled Zimbabwe today?

While the author concludes that constructive engagement failed to achieve its "implicit"
and explicit" aims--to ally with apartheid South African without political embarrassment or
damage and to win the Cold War in southern Africa--she still regards it as "a vital tool that
is too important to be subverted as a form of public relations exercise", whatever that
might mean (p. 19). But in any case, constructive engagement was specifically devised to
deal with apartheid South Africa and should not be regarded as a universal panacea for
other diplomatic negotiations, with or without a pariah.

Although apartheid eventually came to an end in South Africa, it did so not because of
constructive engagement but in spite of it. So too with South Africa’s illegal occupation of
Namibia, which was prolonged for another eight years by Crocker's "linkage" of it with the
withdrawal of the Cubans defending Angola from South African aggression. And all the
while, the price being paid for this diplomatic folly, in terms of the loss of lives and
livelihoods, were the peoples of southern Africa.

Elaine Windrich is a research scholar at the African Studies Center, Stanford
University. She has been an adviser to the British Labour Party and the Zimbabwe
Government. She has taught at several universities, including Stanford, and is the
author of numerous publications on southern Africa, including Britain and the
Politics of Rhodesian Independence (1978) and The Cold War Guerrilla: Jonas Savimbi,
the US Media and the Angolan War (1992).

Copyright © 2008 H-Net: Humanities and Social Sciences Online.

H-Net permits the redistribution and reprinting of this work for non-profit, educational
purposes, with full and accurate attribution to the author(s), web location, date of publication,
H-Diplo, and H-Net: Humanities & Social Sciences Online. For other uses, contact the H-Diplo
editorial staff at h-diplo@h-net.msu.edu.

2|Page



