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SUMMARY `

This paper supplements two earlier reports by the author, The Evolution of Sovie t
Perspectives on Third World Security (distributed on 2/19/92), and The Evolution of Sovie t
Perspectives on African Politics (distributed on 3/15/92), and further particularizes hi s
analysis by concentrating on Soviet-Angolan relations . A detailed account of those relation s
from about 1970 to the late 1980's serves almost as a case study in support of the principa l
conclusion of his previous two papers - that the Soviet shift from an aggressively forward ,
ideological, confrontational and optimistic posture to much the opposite was not tactical, an d
not prompted exclusively by extraneous constraints and interests, but was importantly a
product of learning from African realities and Soviet experience with them, and is therefore
lasting. While already dated and overtaken by larger events, this paper provides not only a
useful summary of two critical decades in recent Soviet-Angolan relations, but perhaps also a
litmus for Russian Federation policies, including those presumably pursued by Foreig n
Minister Andrei Kozyrev in his recent trip to Angola and South Africa .
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SOVIET-ANGOLAN RELATIONS, 1975-1990 1
S . Neil MacFarlan e

I. Introduction
This chapter assesses the developing relationship between the People's Republic o f
Angola and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics . The relationship has been significant i n
a number of respects . In geopolitical terms, Angola gave the USSR increased access to th e
southern African region in a period of great instability and change there . This enhanced the
USSR's political and military presence in proximity to South Africa, the richest and mos t
developed state in southern Africa . Access to Angola allowed the USSR to play a mor e
substantial role in support of the activities of the African National Congress (ANC) an d
Southwest Africa People's Organization (SWAPO) . The ANC in the late 1970s and 1980 s
based a significant portion of its military training activities in Angola . SWAPO operated
against targets in Namibia almost exclusively from Angola after 1976 .
At another level, the victory of the Movimento Popular de Libertacao de Angol a
(MPLA) in Angola and the Frente de Libertacao de Mocambique (FRELIMO) i n
Mozambique in 1974-75 presented the first real opportunity for operationalizing the vanguard
party/socialist orientation approach to cementing ties with African radical regimes .' Of the
two, the Angolan experience was the more significant, given the deeper pre-liberation tie s
between the MPLA and the USSR, 3 the much higher priority placed by the Soviets on th e
relationship with Angola, and the greater level of influence enjoyed by the USSR over th e
period in that country .
In assessing the development of this relationship, I ask a number of questions . First ,
what did the Soviets want and expect in their relationship with Angola? Second, to wha t
extent did the relationship satisfy these expectations? And third, to what extent and in wha t
ways did their experience in Angola cause them to redefine their expectations and policies ?
Or, to put it another way, what did they learn from their experience? '
In this context, I take learning to mean lasting change -- produced by experience -- i n
the way that people or groups interpret and respond to external events . As such, it is distinct
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from tactical adjustment . It is my presumption that in the Soviet case, learning involves th e
weakening of the influence (on theory and practice) of more dogmatic and a priori aspects o f
the Marxist-Leninist interpretation of history and politics and a corresponding increase in th e
significance of practical realities in the Soviet approach to regional problems . Given that
ideological principles of interpretation frequently distort as much as they reveal, this favor s
more rational and effective policy.' Change in Soviet policy toward Angola may b e
accounted for in part in terms of tactical adjustments to changing external variables (e .g . ,
increasing American self-assertion in the Third World under the Reagan administration), o r
of deepening domestic constraints (e .g., the resource allocation problem), or as a reflectio n
of a broader shift in the direction and change in the intensity of Soviet policy toward th e
Third World as a whole . But this evolution also shows considerable sensitivity toward an d
adaptation as a result of regional realities . Soviet policy toward Angola shows an increasin g
appreciation of what is possible in a volatile regional environment, and a correspondin g
scaling down of policy objectives in the region .

II. Objectives
The USSR's policy toward Angola in 1975-85 suggests that policymakers entertained
an array of objectives :
1. The expansion and consolidation of influence at the expense of the United
States, other Western powers, and China .
2. The enhancement of Soviet status and role in the international relations o f
Africa .
3. The promotion of socialist-oriented transformation in Africa .
4. The improvement of the capacity of the Soviet military to operate i n
southern Africa and neighboring seas .
5. The acquisition of economic assets of use to the USSR.
The fact that the military returns in the relationship with Angola were minimal (Sovie t
intelligence-gathering aircraft had limited rights to use the Luanda Airport while Soviet nava l
vessels docked at Angolan ports) while the costs of the relationship continued to grow
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suggests that force projection was a secondary objective . Similarly, the fact that Angol a
constituted a net economic burden to the USSR suggests that economic objectives were not a
major determinant in Soviet policy there .
Basic Soviet diplomatic, political, and ideological objectives vis-a-vis Angola may be
categorized in terms of transformation, acquisition, denial, and avoidance goals . The USSR
sought to validate its claim to leadership of the world revolutionary process, and to
possession of a universally applicable model of social, political, and economic developmen t
through the promotion of revolutionary change . The USSR also sought to acquire a n
enhanced diplomatic and political position in the region by securing influence over regional
actors and through recognition of the Soviet role as a player in regional affairs . The reverse
side of this coin was an effort to reduce American and Western influence and stature in th e
region . When established revolutionary regimes enjoying close ties to the USSR or Soviet
positions of influence were at risk, the USSR sought to minimize losses . Sovie t
policymakers pursued these objectives in the broader and constraining context of an effort t o
avoid confrontation or significant damage to the relationship with the United States ove r
regional issues .
The priority accorded these various objectives has varied over time . Soviet policy i n
the mid-1970s tended to focus on the more ambitious end of the scale -- establishing ne w
positions of influence, effecting socialist-oriented transformation, and promoting the proces s
of national liberation . As a result of their accumulated experience in the region, in additio n
to the changes which have taken place within the USSR since 1982, Soviet policymaker s
tended to place an increasing emphasis on sustaining established positions and their role i n
the region while reducing the significance of regional competition on the superpowe r
relationship, and cutting the material costs of their associations with regional actors . Most
recently, Soviet policymakers appear to have placed less emphasis on the sustaining of ties t o
traditional friends . They are looking for ways to disengage honorably from the securit y
affairs of the region through the promotion of peaceful settlements to disputes involving thes e
friends, and display increasing interest in concrete economic benefit from whatever residua l
relationships remain with actors in the region .
From 1975 to 1988, the Soviets relied strongly on cooperation with Cuba in the
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pursuit of their objectives in Angola. Cuba also had a particular agenda in southern Africa .
It was not entirely congruent with that of the USSR . Cuban objectives appeared t o
comprehend a genuine desire to further the process of national liberation in southern Africa ,
to deepen ties with similarly inclined regimes in the Third World, to assert Cuban leadershi p
in the Third World and by extension to enhance its position in the nonaligned movement, an d
to improve bargaining power in their own relationship with the USSR by providing good s
which were useful to the Soviets .' Although there was a significant degree of compatibilit y
between Soviet and Cuban objectives, there was also considerable room for divergence .
Cuban pursuit of the agenda of national liberation was less sensitive to the issue o f
superpower relations than was the USSR's . The quest for prestige in the nonaligne d
movement may have led the Cubans into postures regarding southern Africa that were more
confrontational than those adopted or desired by the USSR . As shall be seen below, th e
Cubans and Soviets clashed repeatedly on questions of policy and strategy in Angola .
Historically, the Cubans enjoyed a more continuous and closer relationship with the MPL A
than did the USSR .
The presence of a third and generally sympathetic party in the relationship gave th e
Angolans a degree of space and flexibility in the pursuit of objectives again only partl y
congruent with those of the USSR . In particular, the MPLA's survival, unlike that of th e
CPSU, was and is at stake in the civil and regional conflicts in southern Africa . Th e
historical record considered below suggests that this concern with survival and politica l
consolidation conflicted with Soviet policies designed to expand influence, limit the extent o f
the US role in the region, and further the revolutionary process at the expense of South
Africa . More recently, the same considerations have conflicted with the Soviet desire t o
achieve political settlement through national reconciliation . The triangularity of th e
relationship with the USSR and Cuba conferred a degree of autonomy on Angola in regiona l
politics . This, in turn, limited the extent to which more ambitious Soviet objectives could b e
realized and contributed to the gradual redefinition of Soviet priorities .
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III. Interstate Relations, 1976-8 0
After the MPLA's victory in the Angolan war of 1975-76, the Soviets set about th e
construction of a strong, multifaceted relationship with the new Angolan state . Th e
declaration signed by the two countries during Lopo do Nascimento's visit to the USSR i n
May of 1976 envisaged broad Soviet-Angolan cooperation in the diplomatic, economic ,
technical, and security spheres .7 In addition, the joint expression of solidarity with th e
struggles for liberation in Zimbabwe, Namibia, and South Africa 8 suggests som e
contemplation of collaboration in support of liberation movements active in those countries .
This emerged reasonably rapidly in the provision of bases and training for the ANC an d
SWAPO on Angolan territory, and in increases in Soviet assistance to these movements .' A s
time passed, the two states signed a plethora of accords involving everything from fishing t o
exchanges among political officers of the two armed forces . They also concluded a treaty of
friendship and cooperation which encompassed articles on mutual consultation in the event o f
"situations arising which create a threat to peace or a breach of the peace," "with a view to
coordinating their positions in the interests of eliminating the threat that has arisen o r
restoring peace," as well as (Article 10) provisions for continuing development of military
cooperation in the interest of strengthening the defense capabilities of the contractin g
parties . 10 The deterrent intent of the treaty in the context of joint Soviet-Angolan and Cuba n
promotion of insurgent challenges to South Africa and Namibia was clearly underlined i n
subsequent commentary by Soviet Africanists :
The Soviet Union displays full solidarity with the liberation struggle of th e
patriots of southern Africa and with the firm course of support for thes e
patriots pursued by the "front line" states . With one of these -- Angola -- the
Soviet Union is linked by a friendship and cooperation treaty . Neither th e
racists not their Western patrons ought to forget this . "
Soviet media cast the significance of the victory in Angola as evidence of a substantia l
change in the correlation of forces which greatly weakened the positions of imperialism 12 and
"hasten[ed] the day of the complete and final eradication of colonialism and racism o n
African soil ."" The record suggests considerable confidence in the permanence of the victor y
in Angola, a belief that this victory was to be followed by further gains elsewhere in
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southern Africa, that Angola was a useful forward base for efforts to promote further gains ,
and that there existed a solid basis for the development of a close Soviet-Angolan relationshi p
in which the USSR could determine the broad outlines of Angolan domestic and foreig n
policy .
Angolan behavior even at this early date, however, shows a desire to limit the exten t
of their cooperation with the USSR . The Angolans were quick to announce tha t
nonalignment was the basis of the new state's foreign policy and to insert into thei r
constitution a clause prohibiting the establishment of foreign bases on their soil . 14 In
comments on external assistance to Angola, they were persistently careful to coupl e
expressions of gratitude to the USSR with similar sentiments vis-a-vis Cuba, as if to
underline that the USSR was not their sole, nor even most significant source of support .
Where the Angolans judged their immediate interests to conflict with the general lines o f
Soviet perspectives and policies toward the region they went their own way . For example ,
despite Soviet views on the role of Western private capital and on the participation of Thir d
World states in the international capitalist economy (see chapter 1), Angola continued to
welcome foreign oil and diamond companies to exploit Angolan natural resources . Despit e
Soviet opposition to Western efforts to mediate the continuing conflicts in Namibia an d
Zimbabwe, the Angolans cooperated during the same period in the Contact Group initiativ e
on Namibia . 15
It was perhaps events such as these, and the independence of perspective which the y
displayed, which led the Soviets into what was perhaps the most serious crisis i n
Soviet-Angolan relations . The efforts of Neto loyalists to consolidate their power at th e
expense of more radical elements of the MPLA and of more or less autonomous organs o f
"people's power" had dominated much of 1975-76 . In this effort they were assisted by Nit o
Alves and Jose Jacinto Van Dunem, two leading MPLA members who had spent the years o f
the liberation struggle inside Angola, rather than in exile . Alves and Van Dunem took
advantage of the neutralization of other groups to expand their own power and position i n
party and government structures, and particularly in the "mass organizations," the Luand a
regional committee of the MPLA, the political administration of the armed forces, and i n
Alves' own Ministry of Internal Administration .
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This activity provoked a concerted campaign against factionalism in the MPLA ,
beginning at the 23-29 October meeting of the MPLA Central Committee . The Committee
decided to abolish Van Dunem's ministry . In May of the following year, Alves and Va n
Dunem were removed from the Central Committee and apparently arrested . This in turn led
to an attempted coup on May 27, 1977 .
The coup was suppressed, though with substantial losses at high levels of the MPL A
apparatus. What is interesting from our perspective is the Soviet and Cuban role in th e
affair . Cuban support for Neto never wavered . Cuban troops assisted Neto loyalists i n
putting it down . 16 The Soviet role, by contrast, is somewhat obscure . There is good reaso n
to believe that the Soviets knew of the coup in advance, and that they failed to warn Neto ,
presumably in the hope that his successor would be more pliable . In any event, the MPL A
leadership perceived some degree of Soviet complicity .17 Although both Soviet and Angola n
spokesmen were at pains to underline the continuing closeness of the relationship, this n o
doubt reinforced the MPLA's historically grounded sense of Soviet unreliability, an d
occasioned a fairly significant deterioration in the Soviet-Angolan relationship during the las t
years of the 1970s .'8
The MPLA was "transformed" at the end of 1977 into a "vanguard party ." Andrei
Kirilenko, the chief Soviet representative at the new party's first congress lauded this step a s
the most important aspect of the process of political consolidation and development along th e
path of socialist orientation . 19 As it happened, however, Neto employed this device as a
means of strengthening his own control over the party and limiting the power of othe r
factions . 20 Angolan perceptions of the USSR by the end of the decade are perhaps bes t
indicated by the rumor that circulated at the time of Neto's death in 1979 (in Moscow) to th e
effect that the Soviets had decided to get rid of him .
Angolan flexibility in this period was increased by the relatively low level of UNIT A
and South African military activity inside Angola . 21 However, it was constrained by th e
unwillingness of the US government to contemplate normalization of relations and b y
residual dependence on the link to the USSR as a deterrent against potential actions by Sout h
Africa and the United States . 22
By the end of the 1970s, the Soviets faced a rather mixed balance sheet in their
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relations with Angola . They had gained some regional prestige from their intervention o n
behalf of, and their subsequent support for, the MPLA regime . The intervention had als o
resulted in some embarrassment to the United States . The USSR had obtained a venue fro m
which it was possible to render more effective assistance to SWAPO and the ANC .
Yet there were significant costs as well . Soviet/Cuban intervention in the Angola n
war damaged the East-West relationship substantially .23 In the meantime, the economi c
situation worsened considerably after liberation, partly as a result of the war and th e
subsequent low-level insurgency, but also due to the disorganization of the state sector an d
excessively rapid and ambitious nationalization . An examination of official economic
statistics for a sample of manufactured goods in 1973 and 1980 provides eloquent testimony .
Production2
Table1
4
. Angolan Industrial

Consumer Goods

1973

198 0

Maize Flour (tons)

62,000

57,308

Sugar (tons)

82,000

25,217

Vegetable Oil (1,000 liters)

16,750

4,847

3,400

73 7

36,518

6,919

Blankets

972,000

238,517

Intermediate Goods

1973

198 0

Footwear (1000 pairs)
Bicycle Assemblies

Plywood (cubic meters)
Tires

13,517

2,86 1

359,000

87,086

There were some exceptions to this general decline (e .g., slight increases in textil e
production and a substantial increase in the production of assembled radios and televisions) .
Moreover, the raw materials sector (oil and diamonds in particular) continued to produc e
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substantial output for export . But the general decline in the domestic economy i s
unmistakable . The 1980 figures cited above refer principally to state sector production .
This suggests that the "noncapitalist path" was in trouble . Performance in agriculture wa s
similarly disastrous, as is evident from the following table of statistics on domesticall y
produced agricultural goods marketed through state-controlled outlets .

Table 2 . Angolan Agricultural Production for Marke t
PRODUCT

1977
Plan

Actual

Wheat

5,600 1 3,450

Maize

50,5001 36,788

Cassava

120,000 1 1,141

1979

198 1

Plan 1 Actual
11,590

1,261

161,6601 19,262

Actual

--- 1 21 0
92,078 1 23,649

7,502

35,706 1 19,027

--- 1 3,352

54,200 1 10,023

51,533 1 27,703

Cotton

6,0001 1,423

21,3201 1,633

10,4701 1,04 6

Beef

19,070 1 3,409

17,500

12,169 1 3,409

Chicken

7,2091 3,550

4,8201 1,223

Vegetables

51,900

Plan

6,213

9,818 1

427

Note : All figures are in metric tons .

The general picture from official figures is one of overall decline in state-controlle d
production, though with some exceptions (e .g ., cassava), and systematic and staggerin g
underfulfillment of plan targets . The result of shrinking production and massive urbanizatio n
was an increasing reliance on imports of both food and other consumer goods . The ne t
effect of this was an increasing need for economic assistance (given that export revenue s
tended to be absorbed by the defense sector), and this at a time when growth in Soviet outpu t
was falling dramatically .
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Soviet aid to Angola during 1975-79 reflects the extent to which domestic economi c
stringency limited the USSR's capacity and will to make good Angola's miserable economi c
performance . A CIA report in 1980 termed this assistance minuscule . 25 Trade activity wa s
not much more inspiring . In 1979, Western Europe provided 56 .4% of Angolan imports an d
absorbed 28 .5% of Angolan exports . In the same year the analogous figures for Nort h
America were 5 .6% and 21 .4% . The CMEA countries, by contrast, provided 15 .7% o f
imports and took 6 .9% of exports . The figures for 1980 showed a marginal increase i n
CMEA imports and decrease in CMEA exports in total Angolan trade share . 26
These figures raise serious doubts about the capacity of the socialist community t o
fuel the process of economic development in Angola . Similar conclusions suggest themselves
in the field of technical cooperation . As the CIA pointed out in its 1980 report, the 9,000
communist bloc technicians in Angola could hardly compensate for the departure of 100,00 0
Portuguese . 27 In conjunction with the prominent role of Western multinationals' production
in the oil and diamond sectors, 28 these figures also raised serious questions about the wisdo m
of Soviet prescriptions concerning the elimination of foreign capital from socialist-oriente d
countries and the displacement of the "international capitalist division of labor" with it s
socialist counterpart . The outright exploitative character of trading and co-production tie s
that did develop between the USSR and Angola (as in fishing) did little to suggest that eve n
if an "international socialist division of labor" could emerge, it would be any better than th e
"neocolonial" nature of capitalist trading and investment practices . 29
The failure of the USSR to establish a meaningful presence in the Angolan economy ,
coupled with the catastrophic and continuing decline of production activity in Angola (as wel l
as the growing Angolan disaffection with the USSR) meant that the Soviet Union had to rel y
increasingly on military instruments in its effort to sustain the position won in Angola i n
1975-76 . In this they were assisted by the resumption of significant UNITA activity an d
direct South African military interference in Angola in 1979-81, and by the advent of a n
American administration which pursued "constructive engagement" with South Africa, an d
which was populated by many individuals favoring support of insurgencies against Third
World socialist-oriented regimes having close ties with the USSR .
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IV . Civil War and Foreign Intervention, 1980-8 8
The war of the 1980s falls into four phases :
1. The growing pressure on the MPLA leading to the Lusaka Accords o f
1984 .
2. The escalation of the internal conflict in 1985-87, as Angola attempted t o
use growing amounts of weaponry in conventional assaults against UNIT A
positions ; first in the Cazombo Salient and subsequently in southeaster n
Angola .
3. The Angolan-Cuban-Soviet escalation in 1988, which was arguably th e
decisive factor in bringing South Africa to accept the independence of Namibi a
and to fully withdraw from Angola in December 1988 .
4. The ongoing internal war between the MPLA and UNITA since Decembe r
1988 .

A. 1980-8 4
The first period began at the end of the 1970s, when UNITA reemerged as a n
effective insurgent force inside Angola . Although UNITA had never completely disappeare d
after the South African withdrawal of March 1976, it had been more or less effectivel y
contained in the southernmost provinces of Angola (Cuando Cubango and to a lesser exten t
Cunene) . There was some sabotage along the Benguela Railroad (the principal exit to th e
Atlantic for Zairean and Zambian minerals in better times), mainly east of Bie, but traffi c
continued to flow . In 1979, however, UNITA consolidated its control over the Jamba area ,
establishing a reasonably secure base within Angola. 30 The rate of sabotage along th e
railroad increased markedly, effectively closing the line . In 1982, UNITA moved north o f
the railroad in force, jeopardizing Angolan diamond extraction . The northward expansion o f
UNITA was facilitated by South African training and logistical support .31 The poo r
performance of the Angolan armed forces (FAPLA) in counterinsurgency warfare, th e
manifest weakness of Angolan governmental structures, and the deepening alienation of th e
rural population of central and eastern Angola contributed to UNITA's success .
The second component of the growing threat to Angola was an increase in direc t
South African military pressure . Again, South African incursions into southern Angola had
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never entirely disappeared . South African forces raided repeatedly across the border in the
late 1970s, ostensibly against SWAPO units and installations . The culmination of thi s
activity was the raid on Kassinga in October 1978 .32 But the activity was sporadic an d
temporary .
This changed in the 1980s, despite reasonably cordial South African discussions i n
1979 about functional issues of mutual concern -- e .g., the Ruacana Falls Dam and offshore
drilling along the Angolan-Namibian frontier . In September of 1981, the South African
Defense Forces (SADF) attacked well into Cunene Province, capturing a Soviet adviser i n
the process, and establishing a substantial military presence along the frontier, withi n
Angola . This persisted until 1984 . The South Africans supplemented this seizure of a buffe r
with acts of sabotage much deeper within Angola, the most damaging of which was th e
November 1981 commando assault on the Luanda oil refinery . This suggested an escalatio n
in South African objectives well beyond their earlier declaratory purpose of harassin g
SWAPO to what amounted effectively to the paralysis of Angola as a whole .
Throughout this period, the USSR reaffirmed their commitments under the treaty o f
friendship to give Angola "the necessary support to resist pressures from the imperialis t
powers . "33 Very little was said, however, about the August-September 1981 South Africa n
invasion. The Soviet broadcast media tended to report the positions of others rather tha n
commenting directly.34 The joint statement on the occasion of the first high-level Angolan
army delegation to the USSR after the South African incursion stressed the particularly
dangerous nature of the growing aggressiveness of South Africa, linked it to US imperialism ,
and then condemned the aggression and demanded an immediate withdrawal .' In noting th e
"barbarous aggression by the racist regime," Soviet commentators expressed their "fraterna l
solidarity with the people of Angola, firmly standing on guard over the gains of th e
revolution ."36 This is a far cry from the earlier cited warning that the Soviet-Angolan treaty ,
and the security commitments therein, constituted a significant deterrent to South African
rapacity .
This tepid response is reflected also in Soviet arms transfer behavior . An
examination of Table 3 (section B) shows only a modest increase in Soviet arms transfers t o
deal with the deteriorating security situation in Angola . This may have reflected Soviet
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unwillingness to get more deeply involved or Angolan incapacity or unwillingness to pay . 37
Table 3 . The Angolan Military, 1980-1990 38

A . Capabilities
Year
1981
1983
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990

Personnel
33,000
37,500
49,500
50,000
53,000
100,000
100,000
100,000

Tanks '
285
375
515
530
540
550
550
550

APCs ACs
150
200
150
200
200
255
200
255
255
200
255
200
255
200
255
200

Aircraft2
41
37
67
51
141
112
136
124
148
127
133
137
179
141
191
141

Key :

APC = armored personnel carrie r
AC = armored car
HC = helicopte r

Notes :

1 Both heavy and light tanks included
'Combat aircraft onl y
'Numbers in brackets represent armed helicopters

HCs3

(12)
(27)
(21 )
(21 )
(22)
(28)

B. Soviet Arms Transfers to Angol a
Year Amount (in millions )
1980 $536
1981 $778
1982 $782
1983 $1,13 6
1984 $1,50 0
1985 $750
1986 $1,130
Notes : Arms transfer values are in constant 1984 US dollars . Aggregate equipment numbers fail to give an
adequate account of the nature of the Soviet-Angolan arms transfer relationship . In particular, they do not
indicate qualitative improvements in Angolan forces as a result of the gradual introduction of more recen t
variants of weapon (e .g ., the supplementing of T-34 and T-55 tanks with T-62s or the increasing number s
of Su-22 and MiG-23 ground attack aircraft in Angolan inventories) .

Soviet reticence to become more deeply involved in the Angolan imbroglio was a
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product of a number of factors :
1. Their deepening involvement in Afghanistan .
2. Their deepening resource constraints .39
3. The aging of the leadership and consequent immobilisme in policy .
4. Disaffection with the Angolan regime, stemming from five years of les s
than satisfactory relations .
5. The salience of issues of greater significance on the Soviet agenda tha n
southern Africa (e .g ., Poland and the dramatic deterioration i n
Soviet-American relations) .
6. Uncertainty concerning the reaction of the new American administration t o
Soviet military initiatives in the Third World .
7. Increasing awareness that they had misjudged the capacity and will of Sout h
Africa to engage in significant military actions against the front line states (se e
chapter 1) .
Whatever the reasons for it, Soviet diffidence could hardly have been reassuring to the Do s
Santos leadership in Angola .
Cuban attitudes were no solace . According to some reports, Cuban policymaker s
were unenthusiastic about pursuing counterinsurgency operations against UNITA, claimin g
that they were in Angola to protect that country against South African aggression .40 Thei r
nonresponse to South African incursions in 1981 and in subsequent years suggests a lack o f
enthusiasm in this function as well .
The net effect was to leave the MPLA in an untenable position . Soon after Luci o
Lara's return from Moscow, the Angolans implicitly indicated their willingness to accept th e
linkage between the presence of Cubans in Angola and the implementation of Resolution 43 5
in Namibia, as proposed by the Reagan administration .41 In a declaration issued on February
5, 1982, the Angolans and Cubans noted that although the question of Cuban troops o n
Angolan soil was a purely bilateral matter, in the event of a complete South Africa n
withdrawal from Namibia, the two governments would consider resuming a gradual
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withdrawal of Cubans . 42 This constitutes an implicit acceptance of linkage . 43
The Soviet response to the Cuban-Angolan declaration of January 1982 suggests the
lack of Soviet enthusiasm at this stage for any deepening of the commitment to Angola . A
commentary in Pravda, while continuing to castigate the West for their insistence on linkin g
the question of Namibian independence with the Cuban presence in Angola and while stil l
insisting that the Cuban presence was a purely "bilateral matter for two sovereign states, "
nonetheless recognized the "important constructive element" of the declaration that stated th e
willingness of Cuba and Angola to begin a gradual withdrawal of Cuban forces when the
external threat to Angola was removed . 44 Since that threat was largely the result of the South
African occupation of Namibia and the supplying of UNITA from Namibian territory, thi s
seems to be a backhanded endorsement of the concept of linkage 45 and suggests a willingness
to consider negotiation on this basis . In other words, despite the generally expressed Sovie t
antipathy to Western-sponsored mediation of conflict in the region and disdain for negotiatio n
with South Africa, they were willing (as were the Cubans) to accede to Angolan willingnes s
to contemplate concessions in the pursuit of peace in the region . Presumably they had littl e
else to offer. In any event, the Angolan position on the Cuban presence was insufficient t o
bring around the South Africans, who were now benefiting from American support on the
Soviet-Cuban presence in the region and who were as yet unreconciled to the prospect o f
Namibian self-determination .
Soviet policy toward the end of the Brezhnev era seemed to be affected by a certai n

immobilisme . On the one hand, the USSR was unwilling to assume new burdens in Angola ,
either in the form of military escalation or increases in economic assistance . On the other
hand, they were unwilling to accept or to actively participate in negotiations led by the
United States or other Western powers that might lead toward a settlement that would reduc e
pressure on the Angolan regime . In these circumstances, they appeared to acquiesce in, bu t
not to promote, policies defined principally by the Angolans themselves, which involve d
collaboration with the West and concessions to them (e .g ., pressure on SWAPO to settle an d
the willingness to contemplate Cuban withdrawal), even to the point of direct negotiatio n
with South Africa . 46
Matters worsened for Angola in 1983-84 . Despite higher levels of oil revenue during
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this period, the Angolan economy continued its downward slide . The USSR's ne w
leadership underlined its unwillingness to assume increasing economic burdens in its relation s
with friends in the Third World ." Xan Smiley graphically depicted the impact of economi c
decay on the quality of life in the capital in late 1982 as follows :
As the strongest base of MPLA support, Luanda is probably better off than
most provincial centers . . . But even so, Luanda's squalor is acute . Nearl y
every large building has broken windows, streets and sidewalks are pitted ,
rubbish is everywhere . Queues are everywhere . . . The price of a cabbage or a
couple of eggs sometimes exceeds the daily wage . 48
In these conditions, the access of party and government workers and foreign aid personnel to
special foreign currency shops not surprisingly aroused considerable discontent .
As time passed, the share of government expenditure allocated for defense grew whil e
the price of oil faltered . The desperate and worsening condition of the economy in tur n
created fertile ground for further expansion of UNITA's influence in the hinterland . Th e
capacity of UNITA to operate north of the Benguela Railroad suggested some degree o f
support among the MPLA's traditional base, the Kimbundu .49
In this context, the Soviets, by now under the leadership of Andropov, proved mor e
forthcoming in military assistance (see table 3) . This reflected not only the USSR's mor e
militant line vis-a-vis the West under Andropov, but also presumably the increasing Angolan
need for assistance in view of the fading of reasonably high hopes for a settlement i n
Namibia. A third factor contributing to the increasing provision of assistance to the MPL A
may have been the latter's courting of China, with whom diplomatic relations wer e
established in January of 1983 .50
The Angolan establishment of relations with China, Angolan cooperation with th e
West in regional security initiatives, and direct Angolan-South African negotiations may hav e
together suggested that unless the USSR increased the tangible benefits to Angola from th e
Soviet-Angolan relationship, they risked losing their position there . Dos Santos hinted a s
much in his visit to the USSR in May of 1983 :
The need to strengthen our defense capability and to develop our economic an d
trade ties based on the excellent relations of friendship, mutual respect, and
mutual benefit which have always characterized our cooperation and promote d
the more effective solution of our country's most current problems -- this is
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what determines our interest in the fruitfulness of this working and friendl y
visit to the motherland of Lenin, to the country symbolizing the unwaverin g
defense of the principles of Marxism-Leninism .51
One can interpret this remark not only as an appeal to the ideological conscience (and image )
of the Soviet leadership, but also as an indication that unless concrete objectives were met ,
the interest in such relations would not exist . Significant increases in economic assistance
were out of the question . The only alternative was military assistance .
Increasing military assistance to the Cuban contingent in 1983, however, was no t
sufficient to improve the MPLA's position with respect to internal security . The Contac t
Group's initiatives on Namibia finally foundered in 1983 over, among other things, Sout h
African efforts to arrange an internal settlement, differences over the structure of a
post-independence electoral system, and the failure of the various parties to reach agreemen t
on the question of linkage . France withdrew from the group, citing its ineffectiveness, bu t
also suggesting discomfort over the growing unilateralism of US policy . UNITA continued
to score military successes, solidifying its position in the center of the country and in th e
Cazombo Salient in eastern Angola . South Africa continued its raids deep into Angola an d
its occupation of the area bordering Namibia .

B . The Lusaka Accords and Angolan Security, 1984-8 7
The deterioration of the internal security situation was the catalyst of the Lusak a
Accords between Angola and South Africa in February of 1984 . These were mediated by th e
United States and envisaged a withdrawal of South African forces from Angola and th e
cessation of assistance to UNITA in return for a curbing of SWAPO activity in southern
Angola by the Angolan government . The agreement left aside the issues of Namibian
independence and the Cuban presence in Angola . Its analog in southeastern Africa was th e
Nkomati Accord between South Africa and Mozambique, covering an end to South Africa n
assistance of RENAMO (The Mozambican National Resistance) in return for an ejection o f
all but a token presence of the ANC in Mozambique .
The Nkomati and Lusaka Accords ran counter to official Soviet positions o n
negotiation with South Africa and on the role of the United States in regional settlement .
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Nonetheless, Soviet reaction was muted, the impression being left that the USSR considere d
such agreements an unpleasant necessity . "
Initially, the Lusaka Accords worked reasonably well . South Africa withdrew mor e
or less completely from Angola . The two sides established workable arrangements fo r
monitoring the disengagement zone along the frontier . Diplomacy concerning the questions
of Namibian independence and the Cuban presence accelerated in the spring of 1984, but s o
too did UNITA activity inside Angola, the ostensible purpose of which was the crippling o f
the Angola
.53necomy
During 1984 and 1985, Angola apparently sought to pursue a dual track in policy .
On the one hand the Angolan government continued to talk to the South Africans, in Lusak a
and elsewhere, about the settlement of the Namibian and Cuban issues . Indeed, in late 1984
they went considerably further than they had previously in terms of publicly linking the tw o
issues . In November 1984, in a letter to the UN secretary general, Dos Santos proposed a
four-part settlement, embracing : 1) the completion of South African withdrawal from Angola ;
2) a South African pledge to honor Resolution 435 on Namibia ; 3) an agreed cease-fir e
between SWAPO and the SADF ; and 4) Angolan agreement, in conjunction with Cuba, t o
move forward with a Cuban withdrawal once implementation of 435 was in progress .
The proposed agreement envisaged complete withdrawal of the Cubans, contained a
reasonably detailed timetable for gradual northward displacement of Cuban forces . Twenty thousand Cubans would leave over a three year period . That the text was printed verbatim i n
a Soviet publication suggests Soviet acquiescence once again '
The second track centered on UNITA . The Angolans and Cubans sought to tak e
advantage of the South African disengagement to reduce the internal threat . Ironicall y
perhaps, the first months of Gorbachev's tenure as leader of the CPSU were marked by a
considerable increase in Soviet military assistance and Soviet-sponsored military activity i n
Angola . After further buildup of FAPLA with Soviet arms transfers in 1984-85, th e
Angolans launched a major offensive against UNITA in mid-1985, driving the insurgents ou t
of the Cazombo Salient . The Angolan armed forces then turned southward toward Maving a
and Jamba in September .
The southward advance of Angolan forces posed a stark dilemma for South Africa .
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Failure to act in defense of UNITA might have resulted in the latter's neutralization as a n
effective agent of South African policy in Angola . The alternative was to breach the Lusaka
Accords and to intervene once again . Unwilling to go forward at this stage with Namibia n
independence and to accept a consolidation of the MPLA's rule in Angola (with the attendan t
reduction in the dependence of the South African Development Coordination Conferenc e
[SADCC] countries on South African infrastructure to get their goods to market), the Sout h
Africans used air power and ground forces to break up the Angolan offensive in September . 55
This had the effect of narrowing considerably the potential for any regional settlement at thi s
stage.
The diplomatic option weakened also as a result of the decision of the US Congress i n
July 1985 to rescind the Clark Amendment prohibiting US involvement in the Angolan
conflict . In the Soviet and Angolan view, this discredited the U .S . effort to mediate th e
conflicts involving Angola, Cuba, and South Africa . 56 The American decision, coupled with
recurring South African pressure, resulted in a weakening of those in Angola favorable t o
negotiation and a lengthy suspension of Angolan cooperation in Assistant Secretary of Stat e
Crocker's efforts to mediate the Angolan and Namibian disputes .
Soviet policymakers also drew from these developments the conclusion that th e
situation demanded further strengthening of the military capability of FAPLA .57 The critical
issue from an operational standpoint was the question of air superiority . The majo r
component of Soviet assistance in 1985-86 was sophisticated air defense radar and increase d
numbers of fighter-interceptors . 58 The radar net was concentrated in southern Angola alon g
an east-west axis from Mocamedes to Menongue, with a planned extension to Mavinga in th e
event of a FAPLA capture of that town . The Soviet and Angolan calculus was that, in par t
as a result of the arms embargo and consequent difficulties in replacing lost aircraft, Sout h
Africa would be unwilling to risk significant use of air power over Angola . In these
circumstances, the use of ground forces in support of UNITA would be a dangerou s
proposition .
On the basis of this logic, the Soviets counseled a renewal of the offensive during th e
1986 dry season (mid-year) . UNITA meanwhile sought to forestall the offensive with
diversionary guerrilla attacks in northern and central Angola, operations in the north being
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facilitated by the opening of a new supply line for American materiel from Zaire . UNIT A
actions in these areas occasioned the repositioning of FAPLA units from south to north t o
protect key economic assets .59 As a result, the planned offensive never really materialized .
American assistance included Stinger missiles, presumably to counter the Angola n
government's growing advantage in the air. The renewal of American assistance to UNIT A
constrained Soviet flexibility in pursuing diplomatic options in southern Africa . At a time
when the USSR was disparaging the utility of force and espousing efforts to resolve Thir d
World disputes by political means, including disputes in southern Africa, 60 the Soviets were
consequently engaged in a massive resupply of FAPLA in preparation for an attempt t o
resolve by military strength the conflict with UNITA and South Africa . This suggests that
although the leadership was by this time in the midst of a reconsideration of the benefits an d
costs of inherited Third World alliances, in practice they were unwilling at this stage to
abandon their friends or to force them to negotiate from a position of weakness .61 Reports
from the region suggested that the Soviets were more sanguine about prospects for offensiv e
action in.62
1986-87 than were their Angolan and Cuba ncofres
The Angolans, by contrast, had by late 1986 thought better of their decision to ceas e
cooperation with the United States in southern Africa . Significant change in the Angolan
leadership at the Second MPLA Congress in December 1985 probably facilitated this shift .
At this time, more moderate elements of the MPLA reasserted themselves at the expense o f
what had traditionally been conceived of as an ideologically dogmatic "Marxist" faction ,
whose members shared strong pro-Soviet leanings (e .g ., Lucio Lara) . 63
Some have interpreted these leadership changes as evidence of and cause for greate r
conflict between the USSR and Angola. This seems improbable . The "ideologues," such a s
Lucio Lara, who were displaced had close contacts with similar personalities (e .g ., Bori s
Ponomarev and Rostislav Ul'ianovskii of the CPSU's International Department) whose day s
in the Soviet leadership were numbered . The more "pragmatic" winners in the shuffle, suc h
as Pedro de Castro Van Dunem promoted in this instance to Minister of Production, '
resembled the emerging CPSU leadership in many respects . Of particular significance wa s
the willingness of this more moderate leadership to contemplate significant compromise o n
issues of regional security .
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C. Change in Soviet Policy toward Angola, 1987-8 8
The consolidation of more pragmatic and technocratic elements in Angola coincided
with a similar consolidation in the foreign policy apparatus in the USSR, with Bori s
Ponomarev being replaced initially by Anatolii Dobrynin in the International Department o f
the CPSU Central Committee . Eduard Shevardnadze replaced Andrei Gromyko in th e
foreign ministry . In subsequent years there was a rather thorough reshuffling at the deput y
minister level . This tended to favor diplomats with significant experience in Europe and th e
United States .
These changes in personnel corresponded to a focus, driven largely by the domesti c
imperatives of perestroika, on the improvement of the relationship with the West, presumabl y
in order to ensure a more tranquil environment in which to pursue internal reform, to reduc e
the level of defense competition with the United States in order to free up resources fo r
internal economic regeneration, and to secure freer access to Western technology an d
managerial expertise in the drive for efficiency . Third World issues receded into th e
background . Soviet diplomatic attention in the Third World shifted toward larger and more
economically important actors and away from the socialist-oriented states . 65
As has been noted elsewhere in this volume, the more critical and pessimisti c
appraisals of socialist-oriented states and of the correlation of forces in the Third World ,
which were characteristic of the academic literature in the mid-1980s, came increasingly t o
approximate official thinking during the Gorbachev era . The Soviet leadership wa s
particularly interested in reducing the impact of Third World issues on the development o f
the East-West relationship . They recognized in particular that, although the conflicts i n
which they had become competitively involved might not be products of rivalry between th e
superpowers, they impeded progress on central issues such as trade and arms control ."
Hence, for example, Eduard Shevardnadze called for a deideologization of internationa l
relations through a reduction in the focus on class struggle as a component of Soviet foreig n
policy.67 This occasioned a shift in attitudes toward Western-mediated efforts at conflic t
resolution in areas such as southern Africa . Where previously, Soviet statements tended t o
dismiss such efforts as malevolent and misguided attempts by "imperialism" to sustai n
neocolonial domination of the Third World, and in practice the USSR at best grudgingly

22
acquiesced in the exploration of initiatives of this type by their Third World clients, they no w
embraced a collaborative diplomacy of conflict resolution as part of their conception o f
"universal security .68

In the southern African context, prospects for such collaboration wer e

deemed to be particularly promising, given the mutual interest of the USSR and the US i n
the avoidance of confrontation and escalation in the region, as well as their mutual concer n
with reforming the apartheid system .
A strong manifestation of the reduced emphasis on class struggle as it pertained to th e
Third World lay in changing Soviet perspectives on internal conflict . Some scholars noted
the near irrelevance of concepts of class and class struggle to Third World societies and th e
clear salience of issues such as ethnicity and other communal identities in the politics of thes e
states.69 In these circumstances, the advocacy of national reconciliation, and of th e
consequent broadening of politics beyond the vanguard party, replaced the prior emphasis o n
class struggle and resistance to imperialist intervention .
Although these shifts in Soviet perspective were the result in part of factors pertinen t
to the domestic political situation in the USSR, they responded also to the experience o f
learning in the region . The practical experience of socialist orientation in Angola, fo r
example, had been nothing short of disastrous . It was only the activities of Wester n
multinationals which saved the country from collapse . Owing to the economic crisis, Angol a
could not service its debts to the USSR . The decline in the price of oil and the increase i n
arms transfers at the same time greatly increased the debt load . The Soviets, as a result of
the worsening economic conditions at home, were having increasing problems in carryin g
nonperforming debt . 70
The vanguard party and its approach to governance were also hardly inspiring . Th e
MPLA had manifestly failed to obtain any support among the largest ethnic group in th e
country, the Ovimbundu, and received only diffident and sporadic support from its ow n
historical base, the Kimbundu . South Africa's activities from 1981 to 1988 betrayed th e
vacuity of Soviet claims about the regional correlation of forces shifting inexorably in favo r
of the forces of liberation and progress .
This combination of internal and external factors created a no-win situation in th e
views of both the Soviet Union and the MPLA . This suggested efforts at internal and
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regional settlement. The fact that the USSR had no significant status as a diplomatic actor i n
the region, and in particular no relationship with South Africa or UNITA, in turn indicate d
that cooperation in American-led initiatives should be explored . The fact that, whatever th e
Soviet theoretical perspective on linkage, the USSR's and Cuba's behavior in southern Afric a
and particularly in Angola had damaged the superpower relationship reinforced this shift i n
perspective .
Increasing Soviet willingness to endorse and support a political settlement of regiona l
issues, coupled with the advocacy of significant political and economic change inside Angol a
along lines not dissimilar to those contemplated by the Soviet leadership in its own domesti c
reform,71 did not translate into willingness to forsake its Angolan ally or to push it int o
negotiation from a position of weakness . Indeed, to the extent that the Soviets held the view
that an improvement in. the military situation was a necessary precondition for meaningfu l
negotiation with South Africa, their interest in a political settlement may have encouraged a
more assertive Angolan military posture .
The Soviets financed, equipped, and assisted in the planning of a further offensiv e
against UNITA's bases in the southeast in the middle of 1987 . Given the gradually shifting
balance of air power in southern Angola, their assumption was that South Africa would not
respond as it had previously . The Cubans dissented, skeptical of the prospects for th e
success of large scale conventional operations against UNITA, and perhaps nervous about th e
potential.72
South African militar yrespon
As it turned out, the Cubans were right . When FAPLA advanced on Mavinga i n
September, South African aircraft attacked and bloodied them severely . The South African s
also used the new mobile long range artillery (the G2), developed to compensate fo r
deteriorating air superiority, to considerable effect . South African ground forces assisted
UNITA in repelling a second FAPLA advance on Mavinga in October, and FAPLA retreate d
to Cuito Cuanavale . Once again, the Angolans and the Soviets had fundamentally misjudge d
South African capacities and their resolve to sustain UNITA as an effective instrument withi n
Angola.
Angola, presumably in consultation with the USSR, meanwhile resumed negotiation s
with the United States over the regional conflict in April 1987 . The virulently anti-American
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rhetoric of the past year was abandoned, 73 as were more extreme Angolan demands related t o
the question of regional settlement . The Angolans, for example, dropped their demand o f
the previous two years for the abolition of the apartheid system as a precondition for a
political settlement.74 When Assistant Secretary Crocker termed the July 198 7
Angolan-American talks a waste of time, the Angolans were quick to contest this assessment .
They suggested instead that the United States was abandoning its previous inflexibility an d
was airing new ideas . There was, consequently, room for optimism in the search for a
political settlement .75 They also clearly rejected force alone as a means of settling th e
problems of southern Africa .76 There were more concrete aspects to Angolan diplomacy a s
well . In August, the Angolans shortened the proposed timetable for withdrawal of Cuban s
from three years, as envisaged in their 1984 platform to two . Cuban withdrawal was ,
however, linked to a cessation in American assistance to UNITA and to the inclusion o f
Cuba.77as an official participant i ntalks
Growing Angolan flexibility on linkage may have resulted in part from operational
confidence prior to the battle for Mavinga . It was presumably linked also to further shifts i n
Angolan economic policy . Matters had again worsened for Angola in the preceding year ,
largely due to further decreases in the price of oil . In announcing a substantial new refor m
package, Dos Santos noted that the external debt had grown to $4 billion by the end of 1986 .
The success of the reform was predicated to a considerable extent on the termination of, or a t
least a significant reduction in, hostilities . 78 It also required substantial Western participatio n
in the financing of reconstruction and development .79 Greater flexibility on political issues
might facilitate access to necessary economic assistance . There is no evidence of any Sovie t
dissent from the pursuit of negotiations by the Angolans or unhappiness with the limite d
concessions made prior to Angola's military setback in October . The Cubans, mollified
perhaps by the demand for their participation in the talks, were not posing significan t
obstacles to negotiation either, despite earlier differences on the duration of the Cuba n
presence. Most close observers of this process" felt that fairly steady progress was bein g
made by the end of September 1987 .
The defeat of the Angolans before Mavinga in October caused the negotiations t o
stall . Where confidence of a significant internal victory had spurred the Angolan embrace of
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negotiation, defeat had the opposite effect . It caused many to doubt the wisdom o f
negotiation from obvious weakness, particularly in regard to concessions on the duration o f
the Cuban presence .
The Soviets responded to the defeat with a further massive resupply of FAPLA . But
perhaps the more important role was Cuba's . UNITA and the SADF sought to capitalize on
their victory by seizing the MPLA forward base at Cuito Cuanavale . This would hav e
complicated greatly the logistics of FAPLA's efforts to renew offensive operations in the
southeast while setting back the Angolan attempt to extend air cover into the border area
along the Caprivi Strip .
In these circumstances, the Angolans chose to escalate . Dos Santos visited Castro i n
November of 1987 to request an augmentation of the Cuban contingent . The Cubans agreed .
By the end of the year the Cuban force in Angola numbered some 40,000 and was headin g
for 50,000 . With these new heavily armed forces in place, the Cubans moved contingent s
southeast to relieve Cuito Cuanavale and directly south toward concentrations of Sout h
African forces in Cunene Province . The South African threat to Cuito Cuanavale wa s
contained by January of 1988 . Once in the South, the Cubans and Angolans rapidl y
upgraded the infrastructure to support air power and commenced far more assertive patrollin g
in the border area . Cuban forces engaged the South Africans in proximity to the Namibia n
frontier on a number of occasions from March through the summer of 1988 . Perhaps the
most notable skirmish was that in June near the Calueque Dam where the South African s
reported some 300 Cuban and Angolan casualties and also the loss of 12 white soldiers in th e
SADF.81 The bulk of South African casualties occurred during an air strike . This suggest s
change.82
in the balance of air power along the Namibia nfrotie
Although there was some speculation at the time that the Angolans and Cubans had
decided to seek a military solution to Angola's civil war, and then possibly to extend the war
into Namibia, it appears retrospectively that this was not the case . Instead, the intent was t o
improve Angola's (by this time joined by Cuba as a full participant in talks with South Afric a
under American mediation) negotiating position by reversing previous defeats and, more t o
the point, by raising the military costs for South Africa in sustaining its intervention insid e
Angola. Angola and Cuba continued to negotiate despite their military success . Moreover,
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they made important concessions during this period . For the first time, Angola and Cub a
stated that they were willing to contemplate complete Cuban withdrawal from Angola i n
return for South African departure from Angola, the cessation of South African support fo r
UNITA, and the implementation of Resolution 435 in Namibia .83
Although Cuba had recently expressed far more militant views on the question of it s
presence than the Angolans were comfortable with,84 Cuba itself was developing an interest
in peace . Cuba was already having trouble in its economic relationship with the USSR ,
which was growing restive over the permanent drain on its scarce resources emanating fro m
its relations with Cuba . 85 In these conditions, Cuba found it necessary in the first place t o
move toward a reduction in its offshore commitments . The increasing Angolan incapacity t o
contribute to the costs of the Cuban deployment also favored movement in this direction .
Second, much of the drain on Cuba's resources from defense spending was related t o
its relationship with the United States . Moreover, Cuba's economic difficulties resulted at
least in part from denial of access to US markets . In these conditions, and with Sovie t
support growing questionable, it made sense to remove obvious obstacles to the improvemen t
of relations with the United States, such as the Cuban troop presence in Angola . 86 Achievin g
a removal of South African troops from Angola, and establishing the conditions for an
accession to power by SWAPO following the implementation of Resolution 435 would allo w
Castro to retain, or even enhance, his prestige in Africa while addressing these pressin g
concerns through a withdrawal .
There is some ambiguity about whether the USSR supported the dramatic escalatio n
of Cuban military activity in southern Angola in 1988 . Cuban sources report that just as the
Cubans had opposed the Soviet-backed FAPLA offensive of August-October 1987, th e
Soviets opposed subsequent forward deployment of Cuban forces .87 At one level, this woul d
be logical . An escalation of external (and particularly Cuban) involvement in the Angola n
conflict might have complicated the Soviet-American relationship at a time when significan t
progress (e .g., the December 1987 INF Treaty) was being made .
On the other hand, the Cubans have often sought to underline their independenc e
from the USSR, and to contrast in a manner unflattering to the latter the levels o f
commitment of the two powers to revolutionary progress in the Third World . There is little
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evidence from the published record to indicate Soviet dissent from the operation . If
anything, the military developments of late 1987 stimulated greater public Soviet militanc y
on the issue of conflict resolution . 88 Finally, the USSR had the means (logistical an d
financial) to prevent the implementation of the Cuban-Angolan decision to escalate, and di d
not use them . If the Soviets did resist, they did not resist very hard or very long .
Indeed, the Cuban operation was consistent with the basic logic of Soviet diplomacy
with respect to Angola . If the major problem in promoting a political settlement was th e
weakness of the Angolan negotiating position and, conversely, a continuing South Africa n
belief that they could attain their objectives unilaterally and by force, the Cuban deploymen t
may have been judged to be a necessary component of a strategy of political settlement . I t
increased the material and human costs to South Africa . To the extent that Cuban operation s
resulted in Cuban-Angolan air superiority in southern Angola, it rendered the South Africa n
ground forces' position inside Angola untenable . This appears to be exactly wha t
happened . 89
In the meantime, Soviet pressure on their allies to continue the quest for a politica l
settlement grew through 1988 . As noted earlier, Cuba and Angola were both interested i n
settlement for reasons of their own . But the Angolans were particularly sensitive on th e
question of the timetable for Cuban withdrawal, as a Cuban departure while UNIT A
remained militarily viable would pose an unacceptable threat to the survival of the MPLA .
The Cubans were unwilling to abandon them to such a fate . The South Africans, b y
contrast, were pressing for early and rapid withdrawal . By most accounts, in addition to
striving to keep Cuba and Angola at the table during the summer of 1988 (e.g ., at the Cair o
meetings of the talks in June, when the South African demand for a seven-month Cuba n
withdrawal period came close to provoking a walkout by Angola and Cuba), the Soviet s
pressed their two allies to narrow the gap on the Cuban withdrawal issue . Ultimately, th e
Angolans moved from their official position at the outset of talks (four-year withdrawal) t o
the twenty-seven-month period established in the final accord . According to some reports ,
the Soviet side also encouraged the Angolans to address the UNITA problem vi a
negotiations, including talks with Savimbi himself . 90
Counsels of moderation to the Cubans and Angolans were complemented by a
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deepening of direct Soviet contacts with the United States on the Angola-Namibia question .
These had begun in 1984-85 . Meetings between Adamishin and Crocker in Lisbon in Ma y
of 1988 were assessed very positively by both sides . Their efforts to prevent a breaking u p
of the talks in Cairo suggest a degree of coordination in their activity . Soviet suggestions t o
the MPLA to negotiate with UNITA to some degree may have been a response to an
American request, though such action also followed the general Soviet emphasis at this tim e
on national reconciliation in civil conflicts involving their friends .
The change in the military balance in southern Angola and the deepening interest o f
all parties to the conflict in a political settlement of Angola's civil war produced a
US-mediated accord in December 1988 . It had the following features :
1. South African nonintervention within Angola .
2. The cessation of South African assistance to UNITA .
3. The implementation of Resolution 435 in Namibia by a multinational U N
force.
4. The withdrawal over a period of twenty-seven months of the Cuba n
contingent in Angola .
5. A reduction in the ANC presence in Angola .
6. The acceptance by the two superpowers of a role as guarantors of th e
regional settlement .
As noted earlier, the final accord involved a number of concessions on th e
Soviet-Cuban-Angolan side, among them the abandonment of any conditions pertaining t o
apartheid in South Africa, acceptance of total Cuban withdrawal from Angola, significan t
shortening of the timetable for such withdrawal, and the absence of any provision fo r
cessation of US assistance to UNITA .91

D. The Aftermath of the Tripartite Accor d
The implementation of the accords went reasonably smoothly . South African force s
left Angola on time . The Cuban withdrawal was proceeding on schedule, if not ahead of it ,
The ANC military presence in Angola was curbed, and the South Africans began an orderly
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transfer of power to the United Nations in Namibia .
This was interrupted by a series of incidents in northern Namibia in April 1989, i n
which SADF and SWATF forces intercepted SWAPO military units crossing into Namibi a
from camps in southern Angola. The origins of this event are unclear, though it does see m
to have been a decision made by SWAPO without consulting the Angolans or Soviets . It
may have been the result of the accord's ambiguity on the conditions pertaining to SWAP O
military troops, a misinterpretation of the conditions of the agreement by SWAPO, or a
deliberate violation in the hope of strengthening SWAPO's in-country presence in the perio d
leading up to elections . In any case, it was quickly handled by a massive and brutal
application of force by the South Africans .
The SWAPO incursion was the subject of the first meeting of the guarantors an d
parties to the tripartite accords at Mt . Etjo in Namibia in the second week of April 1989 . An
accord was quickly reached to return SWAPO survivors to camps in southern Angola . From
our perspective, what was significant was the equanimity and constructive approach of th e
Soviets in dealing with what could have been an explosive incident jeopardizing the peac e
process itself. Soviet commentary seemed to apportion blame fairly, reaffirming support fo r
the Tripartite Accord and for the peace process in Namibia, and criticizing SWAPO for th e
error of sending the guerrillas home .92 Soviet diplomacy displayed a desire to get beyond th e
incident as quickly as possible, with a view to the continuation of Cuban withdrawal fro m
Angola and of the Resolution 435 process in Namibia .
The major remaining obstacle to normalization in the region was the continuation of
the internal war between the MPLA and UNITA in Angola . It appears that South African
support of UNITA, while slow to disappear entirely, has diminished significantly . The
Cubans have continued their withdrawal despite the war . The Soviets have clearly sought t o
achieve a reconciliation of the two parties through a political settlement, but have bee n
reluctant to apply significant pressure in this direction while fighting continues and while th e
United States continues to arm UNITA via bases in Zaire . Once again, in other words, the
USSR finds itself in some respects the prisoner of Angolan policy . The settlement of th e
internal war depends primarily on the willingness of the internal parties to settle .
A joint Soviet-American decision to cease arms transfers to the MPLA and UNITA
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might have a significant effect on their choice of war or negotiation and compromise . Bu t
the Angolan government as yet lacks the sense of security necessary for it to accept such an
agreement . The Soviet Union, in turn, is reluctant to force one upon them, as this coul d
appear to be a surrender of the interests of a longtime friend to the quest for a more stabl e
and amicable superpower relationship . Moreover, Soviet policymakers responsible for th e
relationship with Angola may hold the view that, if confidence is necessary for good fait h
negotiation, then a cessation of arms transfers would reduce chances for successfu l
mediation .
In any event the USSR continued a high level of arms transfers after the conclusion o f
the Tripartite Accord (see table 3) . This involved making good the losses of 1987-88 and
sustaining Angolan capability to wage war on UNITA . By the time of writing, however ,
there was some indication that flows were slowing down . 93 There was also clear indicatio n
that the numbers of Soviet advisers in Angola were falling . This suggests a Soviet decisio n
to build up the MPLA to the point where it stood a chance of making it on its own, but no t
to sustain the level of assistance indefinitely . Soviet skepticism about the wisdom of blan k
checks for arms transfers was clear in the Janelis' June 1990 analysis of the state of th e
Angolan military, where the author noted that much of the equipment shipped by the USS R
was poorly maintained and that, consequently, it rapidly became useless . 94
The two superpowers clearly sought an end to the civil war in Angola . For reason s
noted above, however, they were unable to agree on the terms for a cessation of hostilities .
This left space for other parties to mediate the dispute . The first major attempt was that of
Mobutu Sese Seko at Gbadolite in June of 1989 . After engineering a face-to-face meetin g
between Eduardo Dos Santos and Jonas Savimbi, Mobutu announced an agreement . This
rapidly fell apart amidst considerable recrimination, in particular over the role of Savimbi i n
a post-settlement Angola . The reasons for the misunderstanding remain unclear . 95
But the meeting and its denouement did indicate the basic parameters of disagreemen t
between the two parties . Most notably, the Angolan government was as yet unwilling t o
grant UNITA a place in Angolan politics as an autonomous organization, instead preferrin g
that the movement be folded into the MPLA, and insisting on Savimbi's removal for a tim e
from the Angolan scene . 96 UNITA, by contrast, sought the dismantlement of the one-party
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system and inclusion as a full partner in a transitional government during the lead up t o
elections . In short, neither party was ready to settle .
In particular, the MPLA was as yet unconvinced of the improbability of victory o n
the battlefield, or more modestly, of the unlikelihood of the proposition that further effort o n
the battlefield might produce a more advantageous negotiating position, from which the y
could achieve a settlement obviating any necessity to deal with UNITA as an equal . As a
result, the MPLA took the offensive again in early 1990, and this time succeeded in takin g
Mavinga . Subsequent events displayed the continuing weakness of its military posture .
FAPLA forces in the south suffered from poor logistical support and went hungry, whil e
UNITA successfully mounted very damaging sabotage attacks against infrastructural target s
in the north (e .g ., the interruption of Luanda's water supply) . FAPLA's effort in the south
was also hampered by the refusal of Namibia to allow it to use the Caprivi Strip fo r
operations against Jamba .
There is not much hard evidence concerning the Soviet attitude toward this fina l
MPLA effort to extinguish UNITA by force . On the one hand, it is widely reported tha t
Soviet advisers assisted in the planning of the operation . On the other hand, the insistence o f
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that force was not the way out and that a negotiated
settlement was a necessity continued unabated . This was a major theme of Shevardnadze' s
visit to Luanda just prior to his attending Namibian independence celebrations . In meeting s
with the Angolan President and Foreign Minister, he repeatedly stressed that "there can onl y
be a political solution : obviously there cannot be a military solution ."' He made no mention
of the then current FAPLA military operations in the south . That he was so adamant on th e
question of political settlement at the very moment when Angola was attempting a militar y
solution suggests a significant disparity in their positions .
The failure of the Mavinga offensive early in 1990 and the renewed evidence of the
MPLA's vulnerability to crippling attacks in proximity to Luanda seem to have altered th e
MPLA's calculus of cost and benefit in negotiation once again . Talks under Portugues e
mediation began in April of 1990, and seem to be going well . In particular, the MPL A
recently agreed to the dissolution of the single vanguard-party system and its replacemen t
with a multiparty democracy . This appears to leave the way open for legitimate UNITA
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participation in Angolan politics, particularly since UNITA has now recognized th e
legitimacy of the Angolan state . This, however, does not solve the problem of what to d o
with UNITA military forces during the period of transition . Nor is there any final settlemen t
of the question of Savimbi himself . Nor finally, is there any meeting of the minds on th e
length of the transitional period prior to elections, with the MPLA insisting on a three-yea r
hiatus, and UNITA seeking a hiatus of no more than a year .
The Portuguese-mediated negotiations through the spring and summer of 1990 were
accompanied by efforts on the part of the superpowers to encourage conciliatory positions o n
the part of their friends . Secretary of State Baker has discouraged UNITA from seeking a
military solution, while, as noted above, the Soviets have done similarly with the MPLA .
By September, the USSR and the United States had joined the talks as observers .
Subsequently, the two agreed to assist in the policing of a cease-fire . The evolution of bot h
the Soviet and American roles in the latter part of 1990 suggested very close coordination o f
their positions, in an apparent effort to remove the Angolan conflict from their own agendas
as quickly as possible .
The combination of face-to-face talks, behind the scenes pressure, and renewe d
military stalemate produced a situation at the end of 1990 in which a settlement appeare d
imminent, and the superpowers resumed a coordinated private and public diplomacy o f
conflict resolution . In December, the Soviets for the first time effectively recognize d
Savimbi as a legitimate participant in Angolan politics when Foreign Minister Shevardnadz e
met him in Washington after consultations on the Angolan issue with Secretary of Stat e
Baker . 98 This act suggested that the Soviets were now willing to present the MPLA with
public evidence of their desire for a compromise with Savimbi . The quid pro quo was a
meeting between Baker and Pedro de Castro Van Dunem, presumably intended to convey a
similar message to Savimbi to the effect that the United States viewed compromise with th e
MPLA rather than continuation of the war to victory as a desirable course for UNITA t o
take .
The talks are to enter a sixth round in January of 1991 . Both the United States an d
the USSR have expressed optimism that an agreement on cease-fire and transition will b e
reached at that time . The end to this chapter, may, in other words, be imminent . The
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marginal role that the USSR plays in the process of settlement of the internal conflicts i s
symptomatic of its increasing irrelevance to Angola's domestic politics and foreign policy .
Military assistance, which was the heart of the Soviet-Angolan relationship, is winding down .
The Soviet Union has always been a marginal player in the Angolan economy, particularly i n
contrast to American multinationals . The reduction in size of the state sector and greate r
openness to the foreign private sector envisaged in the Angolan reform will diminish th e
Soviet economic role, as will the increasing domestic political pressure on the Soviet officia l
assistance budget ." The abandonment of the vanguard-party model stands to reduc e
whatever ideological influence the USSR once possessed . One must conclude that th e
relationship opened by the victory of the MPLA in the second war of liberation has drawn t o
an end . Quite what will replace it is unclear, but we may be assured that whateve r
relationship takes its place will be far looser and less substantial . There seems little material
or subjective basis for a continuation of the Soviet-Angolan special relationship .

V. Conclusio n
The years of our rivalry in Angola resulted in no substantial gains to any of th e
parties involved. This is especially true of the Angolans themselves, who have gained onl y
sorrow and deprivation from the long conflict . 100 The outcome to the 1988 process o f
negotiation, and subsequent Soviet policy suggest clearly that Soviet advocacy of conflic t
resolution in Angola was not a rhetorical veneer designed to mask a continued and expande d
diplomacy of force in southern Africa . Instead, it suggests a fundamental reappraisal of th e
likely benefits and costs associated with involvement in an interminable conflict in a n
economically shattered and politically weak allied state .
This reappraisal began in the late 1970s and early 1980s in the face of growin g
evidence of weakness of Soviet influence in Angola, of the weakness and decline of th e
country's socialist-oriented economy, and of the factionalism and ineffectiveness of the loca l
leadership . It grew stronger in the early 1980s in view of deepening South Africa n
involvement in Angola's affairs, the spread of the UNITA insurgency, and the growin g
independence of Angolan efforts to negotiate a way out of its internal security crisis .
Soviet initiative at this stage was hampered by the weakness and immobilisme of the
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transitional leadership, by continuing internal resistance to the abandonment of ideologica l
orthodoxy in the Third World, 101 and by the bitterness of the Soviet leadership toward U S
policies . These policies included the abandonment of detente, the initiation of a majo r
military buildup, and the support of anti-Marxist insurgencies in an effort to take advantag e
of Soviet vulnerabilities in the Third World . The leadership was probably aware by this time
that the investments of the 1970s in positions such as that in Angola were not turning out a s
anticipated or desired . But they did not seem to know what to do about it .
They did know, however, what they were unwilling to do : They would not cut thei r
losses at this stage and pull out, presumably as much for reasons of prestige as anything else .
Indeed, Soviet behavior in 1983-85 shows a willingness to do what was necessary to preserv e
their relationship with Angola . However, devoid of constructive ideas on how to reduce th e
crisis facing Angola, they were content to let the Angolans call the tune in the quest fo r
settlement .
Things changed under Gorbachev . The evolving pattern of Soviet policy towar d
Angola since early 1985 suggests a recognition on the part of policymakers that :
1. The costs of their involvement in Angola exceeded the benefits .
2. Competition in southern Africa needlessly complicated the relationship wit h
the United States at a time when the Soviets were strongly desirous o f
improvement in that relationship .
3. A focus in Soviet policy on military means was unlikely to bring a
resolution of the civil conflict in Angola .
4. The USSR by itself lacked the diplomatic means to secure a regional
settlement .
In line with these conclusions, Soviet policy displayed significant evolution in both th e
diplomatic and military arenas . On the one hand, the USSR abandoned its previous disdai n
for US mediation of the Namibian and Angolan issues, accepted the US lead, and moved to a
posture of active cooperation with the United States on the diplomatic front. It also
abandoned the more extreme of its previously stated conditions for settlement, and apparentl y
did what it could to nudge the Angolans and Cubans into concessions on sticking points suc h
as the extent and timetable of Cuban withdrawal .
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Ironically, however, the seriousness of the Soviet commitment to a settlemen t
allowing them to disengage led them to increase military assistance to Angola and t o
acquiesce in, if not to support actively, a major escalation in Cuban involvement . Far fro m
being contradictory, controlled escalation and a diplomacy of conflict resolution wer e
complementary facets of Soviet strategy toward Angola .
Soviet cooperation in the effort to resolve the regional conflict surrounding Angol a
suggests a significant alteration in the USSR's order of priorities in regional policy . Th e
mid- and late 1970s were characterized by an effort to secure durable influence in the regio n
through assisting in the implantation of regimes ostensibly committed to a thoroug h
restructuring of politics, economics, and society along Leninist lines and tied to the USS R
through an "international socialist division of labor ." Recognition of the inability of th e
USSR and the socialist community to fuel the economic development of Angola brough t
acquiescence and later advocacy of continuing Angolan reliance on trading ties with th e
capitalist states and investment by multinational firms in the Angolan economy . As the limit s
on Soviet economic capacity became clearer, and as Angola's internal security deteriorated in
the early 1980s, the USSR relied more exclusively on the military instrument in its efforts t o
preserve the "positions of socialism" and the influence of the USSR . As long as Angola wa s
threatened by internal unrest and intervention from South Africa, she remained strongl y
dependent on Cuba and the USSR for military aid . Even this, however, did not bring
Angolan reliability on issues in which the perceived interests of the two states diverged .
Soviet support for a settlement of the Angola-Namibia questions involved the risk o f
surrendering the principal Soviet leverage over the MPLA and SWAPO . To the extent that
Namibian independence and the cessation of South African interference in Angola's interna l
affairs enhanced Angolan security, Angolan dependence on Soviet military assistanc e
diminished, as did what hold the USSR had on Angola . To some extent, the continuin g
problem of UNITA insurgency sustained the material basis of Soviet influence subsequent t o
the December 1988 accord . But Soviet advocacy of national reconciliation with UNITA an d
Soviet facilitation of talks aimed at this end suggest that the Soviets want this conflict ende d
as well .
Soviet willingness to accept such risks, along with Soviet approval of Angolan
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internal reform, which in some respects appears to involve a retreat from the "noncapitalis t
path of development," suggests that the preservation of influence is no longer a key priorit y
in Soviet policy toward Angola . On the other hand, Soviet behavior in the period leading u p
to and subsequent to the December 1988 accords suggests that the USSR remains sensitive t o
issues of prestige in this region, and in particular to the costs from simply abandoning th e
MPLA to its own devices in the face of a formidable combination of internal and externa l
adversaries . The activity of the USSR on the diplomatic front, as a guarantor of the 198 8
accords and as an active participant in the mediation of the dispute between UNITA and th e
MPLA suggest also a Soviet desire to retain some role in this region . In this sense, althoug h
the Soviet capacity and willingness to bear the burdens of its traditional policy in the regio n
have declined dramatically, this does not constitute an abdication of role . What has changed
are the parameters of that role and the objectives it is designed to attain .
This evolution resulted not merely from the evolution of domestic politics an d
priorities inside the USSR, although these clearly had great significance in determining it s
direction . Nor was it explicable solely in terms of a Soviet desire for an improvement i n
relations with the United States, though this too was of considerable importance . The clos e
relationship between accumulated experience in the region and the adjustment of polic y
suggests that the experience of relations with a state and a region the politics of which ar e
not easily susceptible to external manipulation and control also had a major role in definin g
the parameters of change in Soviet policy in the region .
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(Bloomington, IN : Indiana University Press, 1982), 190-4 .

15.

See Africa Contemporary Record 10 (1977-78) : B/511-12 .

16.

William Leogrande, "Cuban Policy in Africa," in Mesa-Lago and Belkin, eds . ,
Cubans in Africa, 30 .

17.

See Gerald Bender, "The Eagle and the Bear in Angola," Annals of the America n
Academy of Political and Social Science, no . 489 (January 1987) : 130. One measur e
of tension in the relationship was the ejection of the Soviet ambassador from Angol a
after the coup .

18.

See Neto's almost Shakespearean protestation that "everything goes well" in th e
relationship between the two countries at a luncheon speech during his Septembe r
1977 visit to the USSR . Moscow TASS in English, (29 September 1977) in FBIS -Soviet Union (29 September 1977) : H/4 . Although I am not prone to textual exegesis ,
it is interesting to note the difference between the Soviet-Angolan statement of 1 4
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