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Truth, one would have thought, is not a simple, once-given,
God-ordained, immutable entity but more like a combination
of sense perception with our scientific concepts, others’
testimony and traditional knowledge and custom. As an
account of reality which exists independently of our con-
sciousness of it, the truth does not depend on the status or
authority of the person rendering it or on the elegance or
beauty of our description, but on the extent to which our
account conforms with reality, that is, what is the case, and
coheres with all existing knowledge. We attain the truth — if
and when we ever do — not by confining ourselves to the
narrow circle of received or immediate experience only, but
through a comprehensive view of interpretation and correla-
tion.

Mokwugo Okoye, ‘A Little Heresy’, 1975
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1 Conflict and
Intervention in Africa:
An Overview

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this book is to investigate the nature of civil
conflict and intervention in Africa with special reference to
Nigeria, Angola and Zaire. We shall concentrate on five main
features associated with the subject in each of the three study
areas: (a) the determinant of the extent of intervention in the
conflict'; (b) the type of intervention the contending power
groups or factions (in each conflict) are prepared to accept
during hostilities?; (c) the motive for intervention®; (d) the
mode of intervention,* and (e) the consequences of interven-
tion (or outcomes of intervention).

The study consists of six chapters. This chapter is an
overview of the occurrence of conflicts and interventions in
Africa, and the rest of the Southern World, since the end of
the Second World War in 1945. Chapters 2—4 form the core
of the book. Each gives a detailed analysis of the conflict and
intervention in the three case studies — Nigeria (chapter 2),
Angola (chapter 3) and Zaire (chapter 4). This is also the
chronological order of the occurrence of these conflicts.

Each of the ‘core’ chapters is preceded by an introductory
section which provides the background information leading
to the outbreak of the conflict and the intervention by
external powers. In this regard, we shall particularly assess
the nature or features of pre-war relationships (or linkages)
between the rival domestic parties in the various conflicts and
the external actors involved in them.? This will be essential in
helping us to answer some of the questions raised by the
dominant themes under investigation, especially those deal-
ing with the determinant of the extent of intervention and its
consequences.

Also in each of these three chapters, the major external
participants in the conflicts are isolated and their roles are
analysed under specified sections. On Nigeria, this entails a

1



2 Conflict and Intervention in Africa

detailed analysis of the intervention of Britain, France, the
Soviet Union and the Organisation of African Unity. In the
Angola chapter, our focus will be on the United States, the
Soviet Union, Cuba, South Africa and the Organisation of
African Unity, while on Zaire, the external powers examined
will be France, the United States, Morocco and the OAU.

In discussing the activities of each of these outside powers
in any of the conflicts, the five dominant themes we men-
tioned earlier will be the focus of our enquiry. We shall
attempt to establish the principal forms of intervention. In
doing this, we will explore what existing (or potential)
interests these foreign participants have had in any of the
conflict states or could have been expected to exploit in the
circumstances®: in other words, determining the factors
motivating intervention. We will also try to find out any cases
of rivalry among foreign powers with respect to their in-
terests in the crisis state and examine what effects such a
factor has had on the nature and impact of intervention.

It will be important to identify the time or phase in each of
these conflicts at which intervention becomes evident, and
then assess critically the effect or impact this has on the
conduct, progress and outcome of the war. We should note
that while we are trying to establish the role of a particular
external power in a given conflict, we are also involved in
comparing the features and effects of this role with other
participants (in the same conflict). This is essential in answer-
ing the questions raised by the fifth dominant theme in this
study: the consequences of intervention.

Chapter 5 is a detailed comparative analysis of the case
studies. Using the five dominant themes of discourse as a
reference to our understanding of intervention in these
conflicts and others that have occurred in Africa in the past
30 years, we shall formulate some propositions which we
hope will contribute to a greater understanding of external
intervention in conflicts in Africa. Finally, chapter 6 extends
the schematic preoccupation of the previous chapter by
focusing on the nature of conflicts, and interventions, that
will become more pronounced on the African political scene
as we approach the next century.

This work is not supposed to be a historical account of the
Nigerian, Angolan and Zairean civil wars, but we will find
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that during the course of our discussion, we may need to
discern certain events in the military or diplomatic aspects of
the conflicts in order to evaluate (or re-evaluate, as the case
might be) the subsequent action (or reaction) of the external
actors.

II GENERAL FEATURES OF CONFLICT AND
INTERVENTION IN AFRICA AND THE REST OF
THE SOUTHERN WORLD

Since the end of the Second World War in 1945, more than a
hundred wars have been fought in Africa, the Middle East,
Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean resulting in the
deaths of 30 million people, over one-half of the total deaths
recorded during the Second World War. In Europe and
North America, during the same period, there has been no
major war despite the ever intensifying nuclear (and conven-
tional) arms race between East and West. While Western
statespersons recently celebrated 40 years of peace in Europe
in style and pomp, there was no loss of irony that their
regimes, military, intelligence, financial and economic in-
stitutions promote and perpetuate the very conditions of
conflict and deprivation in the Southern World. Emmanuel
Hansen has observed:

We appreciate that it is easier to get agreement on limiting
nuclear weapons or to seek their abolition than to obtain a
consensus on appropriate social and political systems; but
this is a position which, if adopted, still leaves the victims of
oppression where they are. We support, and we shall
continue to support efforts to destroy, limit and abolish the
use of nuclear weapons. But we are also painfully aware
that before nuclear weapons were invented, we were
dominated by Europeans through slavery, colonialism and
now neocolonialism. For us this is a painful reality. If all
the nuclear weapons in the world were destroyed we would
still be dominated until the social system which oppresses
us and which gave rise to the creation of nuclear weapons
were eliminated. So long7 as people are oppressed the basis
of serious conflict exists.
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Debts, Deteriorating Exchange Relations, and the Current
Crisis

The ever-skyrocketing level of Southern World debt, owed
to Western banks and other financial institutions has recently
exacerbated the general crisis situation in this geographical
region with the frequent occurrence of so-called IMF riots as
the examples of Peru, Panama, Mexico, Tunisia, Egypt,
Sudan, Senegal, Nigeria, Zambia and Bangladesh acutely
illustrate. The fact is that the debt has afforded the West
another means of extracting even more surplus from the
South, as recent studies show.? Since 1981, the South has
become a net exporter of capital to the West, amounting to a
total of US$7 billion that year.® This figure increased to
US$56 billion two years later, and by 1985 it had shot up to
US$74 billion.!° This was the same year that total new
Southern-World borrowing and debt rescheduling was
US$41 billion, while debt servicing was nearly three times as
much at US$114 billion."" The sub-regional trends are
particularly revealing: between 1981 and 1985, Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean’s net capital transfer to the West rose
from US$0.2 billion to US$42.4 billion; Asia’s increased from
US$1.7 billion to US$9.7 billion, while figures from Africa
are US$5.3 billion for 1981 and US$21.5 billion in 1985.12

It is very important to emphasise Africa’s 1985 net capital
transfer to the West because this was the same year that the
pop musician, Bob Geldof launched his ‘Live Aid’ Africa
famine charity programme. Geldof’s globally-televised pop
fiesta raised £50 million, but as John Clark poignantly
demonstrates in a special report for the charity organisation,
Oxfam, ‘for every £1 given in famine relief to Africa in 1985,
the West reclaimed some £2 in debt payments’.'?

The figures on the export of capital, given above, do not
include profits repatriated from the Southern World to the
West, during the same period, through the operations of
Western-owned transnational corporations, nor do they in-
clude the amount represented by other forms of ‘capital
flight’, nor indeed statistics from the Middle East. If the latter
are included, the total outflow of capital from the South to
the West between 1981 and 1985 would hardly be less than
US$230-240 billion.'* This figure is four times larger than
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the United States’ Marshall Recovery Plan Programme for
Europe after the Second World War.!'> Unlike Marshall,
which Europe paid back, in addition to interest, ‘this tribute
from the poor to the rich countries will not be repaid’.®

This uninterrupted export of critical resources from the
Southern World has grave implications for human survival
in the region. It will inevitably reinforce the overall dynamics
of the politics of national liberation whose objective has
fundamentally been the control and the utilisation of the
resources of society by the local population.

Civil Conflicts as National Liberation Struggles

Most of the wars in the Southern World have been ‘internal’
or civil conflicts except the following inter—state confronta-
tions: the Korean War (1950-53); the Sino—Indian border
fighting (1962); the Algeria—Morocco border war (1964); the
Arab-Israeli wars (1948, 1956, 1967, 1973, 1982); the Hon-
duras—El Salvador War (1969); the Indo—Pakistani War; the
Ethiopia—Somalia War (1974); the Sino—Vietnamese border
war (1978); the 1979 Tanzania—Uganda fighting which led to
the overthrow of the Idi Amin regime in Kampala; the
Iran—Iraq War; the Libya—Chad border clashes (occasionally
in the past 15 years); the Burkina Faso—Mali border war
(1986), and the two-cornered border fighting between Thai-
land and Kampuchea, and Thailand and Laos (intermittently
over the past decade). Even in the examples just cited, the
origins of most of the wars are in fact located within the
context of crisis in the political economy of a specific state
(Korea, Israel, Pakistan, Ethiopia, Uganda, Chad, Kam-
puchea), thus emphasising the prevalence of civil conflicts in
the region.'”

These civil conflicts are essentially national liberation
struggles, and while the features of their occurrence and
results have been multifaceted, their overall trajectory have
been fundamentally anti-imperialist. These have included
direct struggles against classical colonialism (Vietnam,
Kenya, Angola, Algeria, Mozambique, Eritrea, Western
Sahara, Palestine, Namibia, South Africa, Zimbabwe), quasi-
colonialism (China, Iran), neo-colonialism (Cuba, Grenada,
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Nicaragua, Zaire — particularly the Shaba uprisings discussed
in this study) and liberation insurgencies organised by consti-
tuent nations and nationalities in the post-colonial state
(Bangladesh in Pakistan, Biafra in Nigeria, Tamil Eelam in
Sri Lanka).

The success of the Chinese Revolution (1949), the defeat
of French colonialism in Indo—China (1954) and Algeria
(1962), and the Cuban Revolution (1959) radically altered
the correlation of social forces in the Southern World in the
first two decades after the end of the Second World War.
The age-long hegemony of Western imperialism in the
region was so effectively challenged that these victories were
to herald even more successes in the 1970s when a total of 14
revolutions occurred.!® As Fred Halliday has shown,'® these
latest revolutionary successes have been a contributory factor
to the effervescence of counter-revolutionary politics in the
West in the 1980s, and the resultant Cold War.

The Interventionist Regime

The attitude and response of the superpowers, and their
allies, to the national liberation struggle in the Southern
World is pointedly contradictory. The Soviet Union has
generally been a supporter of this process of liberation which
it views as an integral corpus in the general struggle of the
world’s progressive forces against imperialism.?° But Soviet
support for Southern-World national liberation is far from
being consistent, especially in the non-classical colonial cate-
gories, as the example of Nicaragua during the course of the
Sandinista insurgency against the Somoza dictatorship typi-
cally illustrates. Tomas Borge, the Nicaraguan Minister of
the Interior and the only surviving founder member of the
Sandinista Front for National Liberation, recalls:

We did not receive support during the war from any of the
socialist countries, except Cuba. The Soviet Union and the
others did not support us because they believed that only
the Latin American Communist parties were the repre-
sentatives of revolutionary changes, and it was not possible
for them to think otherwise at that time. They had been
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through a whole series of experiences, developing ideas in
distant countries that divorced them from particular reali-
ties ... It cannot be said — in that idiotic language that is
sometimes used — that Nicaragua’s revolution was the fruit
of Moscow gold. Not even the Soviets, the Soviet revolu-
tionaries, believed in revolutionary change in Nicaragua.
So how were they going to help us!?!

Even in the classical colonial type of liberation struggle, the
Soviet Union has been known to switch sides, thus displaying
a ‘crass opportunism’ as exemplified in the Eritrean case.??

It is, however, in the United States, the other superpower,
that there exists a clearer consistency in approach to South-
ern-World national liberation. The US is opposed to it. Neil
MacFarlane has succinctly described the US position: ‘“There
is no real attempt in American literature to give substance to
and to employ in analysis the term national liberation. Where
it appears, usually in the phrases national liberation move-
ments or wars of national liberation, it refers to left-wing,
pro-Soviet, often terroristic, and usually illegitimate (that is, in
US eyes) anti-American non-governmental actors. Its evalua-
tive content is generally negative’.?? (emphasis added). It is
against this background of virtual hostility to the liberation
movement in the South that the US has since 1945 pursued
an unrelenting policy to oppose these struggles through
‘surgical’ military interventions or protracted counter-
insurgency operations as the cases of the Philippines, Iran,
Vietnam, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Lebanon and
Grenada indicate.

It is this US detection of the ‘Hand of Moscow’ in most of
the national liberation upheavals in the Southern World that
not only underscores the very simplistic analysis that succes-
sive governments in Washington make of events in the
region, but also the raison d’étre for interventionism. Ronald
Reagan’s administration was no exception. Its interventionist
strategy in this region was encapsulated in the Reagan
Doctrine.?* Apart from the usual direct US military interven-
tion (Lebanon, Libya, Grenada), the Reagan Doctrine also
expanded the role of the United States in supporting the
so-called low-intensity conflicts in the region (Afghanistan,
Nicaragua).?®
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When Ronald Reagan came to power in 1981, the South
was going through another phase of the national liberation
struggle. Reagan had campaigned actively against the incum-
bent president, Jimmy Carter, and was committed to halt
these revolutionary projects if elected.?® And while cam-
paigning for re-election in 1984, Reagan announced with
glee that in the previous four years of his presidency, no
national liberation victory had occurred anywhere in the
Southern World.?’

Predictably, President Reagan chose the Middle East as the
arena to mount his ‘roll back’ of Southern World revolutions.
After all, the 1979 Iran hostage crisis, with all its attendant
humiliation for the United States, had overshadowed his
ascendence to power. In 1982, Reagan supported the Israeli
invasion of Lebanon. Two objectives were earmarked for this
aggression: (a) the permanent displacement of the Palesti-
nian conflict from its central geographical axis (in Palestine)
to another Arab state — Lebanon, and (b) the destruction of
Palestinian forces then deployed in Lebanon. But both
ended disastrously. Israel was forced to withdraw from most
of the Lebanese territory that it had initially occupied by the
sustained counter-action of the Lebanese National Patriotic
Forces (LNPF). In 1983, the LNPF achieved another success
when it forced the United States military contingent sta-
tioned in Lebanon out of the country after bombing the
latter’s main base in Beirut. The US suffered heavy casualties
in personnel, and losses of millions of dollars worth of
military equipment in Lebanon before its expulsion.

The United States’ invasion of Grenada, soon after the
débacle in Lebanon, was partly aimed at minimising the
dramatic impact of the latter both in the US and interna-
tionally. Even here, it was highly unlikely that the US would
have embarked on the invasion of such a small country as
Grenada with the impunity displayed at the time if the tragic
split within the governing New Jewel Movement, and the
murder of Premier Maurice Bishop, had not occurred. The
US success in Grenada was in essence a ‘Pyrrhic military
victory’.?8

While President Reagan is right that no revolutionary
breakthrough occurred in the Southern World between 1980
and 1984, his counter-revolutionary strategy had hardly
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achieved any decisive victory either. Besides Grenada, all
national liberation movements in the region generally held
out against the onslaught of the forces of the ancien regime. It
was at worst a period of strategic stalemate. In a place like
South Africa where the savagery of state oppression has been
most vehement, resistance took a much more complex orga-
nisational character. Black people here have converted their
wretched townships into sanctuaries of multiform resistance
not seen in recent human history.

The superpowers, for obvious reasons, presently play a
dominant role in the array of forces that make up the
interventionist regime in many a Southern World conflict,
but their allies, particularly in Europe, have retained a
considerable leverage of action to intervene to defend their
own interests in a conflict state, especially when such a state is a
former colony. This is usually the case in Africa where
Europe wields a much greater influence than it does in other
sub-regions of the South.

Yet, as this study shows, our understanding of interven-
tions in African (and Southern World) conflicts, would be
incomplete if we were to restrict the focus of our enquiry or
concentrate only upon extra-continental or extra-regional
forces as has often been the practice in a number of works on
the subject. While these forces have tended to play a hegemo-
nic role in the interventionist process, a more comprehensive
appraisal nonetheless must incorporate the role of con-
tiguous state(s), sub-regional/regional and other local interest
groups. Indeed, as we demonstrate later, the ultimate deter-
mination of which sectors of the interventionist forces
emerge hegemonic in a given conflict does depend on the
complex interplay of the interests and roles of regional
powers.

Case Studies

This book concentrates on the conflicts and interventions in
Nigeria, Angola and Zaire because they represent the most
politicised in Africa since the 1960-63 Congo War. The
importance of the three states cannot be overstressed. Niger-
ia, with a current population of about 100 million, is Africa’s
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most populous country. Apart from South Africa and poss-
ibly Namibia, Nigeria with Angola and Zaire are sub-Sahara
Africa’s potentially wealthiest countries. Each of the three
has a greater territorial area than any other sub-Saharan
African state except Sudan, Chad, Mali and South Africa.
Finally, each of the conflicts represents one of the three
dominant genres of the national liberation movement in
contemporary Africa: the anti-classical colonial (Angola), the
anti-neocolonial (Zaire), and struggles by constituent nations
and nationalities in the post-colonial state (Biafra in Nigeria).



2 Nigeria

I INTRODUCTION

On 15 January 1966 mutinuous middle-ranking officers of
the Nigerian army led by Major Chukwuma Nzeogwu over-
threw the first post-independence civilian government
headed by Abubakar Tafawa Balewa. With the subsequent
defeat of these rebel forces by federal loyalist troops led by
the army commander, General Johnson Aguyi-Ironsi, a
military junta was set up with him at its head to administer
the country.

Aguyi-Ironsi’s regime lasted only six months. As with the
Balewa administration, this government failed because it
could not effectively tackle the pressing socio-political prob-
lems inherent in the Nigerian federation. These problems
had acquired an additional, immensely complicated dimen-
sion resulting from the circumstances surrounding the
Aguyi-Ironsi take-over. A number of political (and military)
leaders had died during the coup, including the Prime
Minister himself, and Ahmadu Bello (the premier of the
northern region), both influential leaders of the predomi-
nantly Hausa-Fulani northern Nigeria. There was growing
dissension in this part of the country over the political
implications of the coup which was principally planned and
executed by Igbo military officers. One fear was that these
officers intended to inaugurate an Igbo domination of the
country.!

On 24 May 1966 Aguyi-Ironsi enacted a decree (Decree
No. 34) which abolished the existing four-region federal
administrative structure. In its place, a unitary state was
proclaimed, converting the regions into groups of adminis-
trative provinces. Essentially, this new constitutional order
drastically curtailed the extensive sphere of political, econo-
mic and juridical authority hitherto exercised by the regions
vis-a-vis the central government in Lagos. Significantly, the
notorious regional police auxiliaries were abolished by this
decree.?

The northern response to Decree No. 34 was immediate

11
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and was directed to the attainment of three objectives: (a) it
aimed to expel the Igbo and other eastern Nigerians who
worked in the region’s civil service, business and industrial
enterprises from their posts; (b) it wanted to destroy the
Aguyi-Ironsi regime and neutralise the Igbo influence in the
military; and (c) it called for northern secession from the
Nigerian federation.

The move to drive out the Igbo living in the north began
with a wave of effectively coordinated civil disturbances in
the principal towns and cities of the region on 29 May 1966.
These continued to occur intermittently throughout June
and became intensified after the overthrow of the Aguyi-
Ironsi government on 29 July and the coming to power of
General Yakubu Gowon.

These northern riots took the form of direct attacks on
Igbo individuals, families, homes and property, and assumed
the massive proportion of a pogrom in late September 1966.>
This was when attacks were carried out on trains, aircraft
and coaches carrying survivors fleeing to eastern Nigeria.
These massacres took a toll of 80 000-100 000 killed, with
thousands of others injured and permanently disabled. The
effect of these killings was the mass exodus of hundreds of
thousands of Igbo from the north, and other parts of the
federation (Lagos, mid-west, west) to their eastern home-
land.

The brutality of these events, and their harrowing con-
sequences, soon gave popular credence to the eastern (and
later Biafran) charges of genocide unleashed on its people. It
was the aftermath of the massacres which was the underlying
reason why eastern leaders, led by General Odumegwu
Ojukwu, the military governor appointed by Aguyi-Ironsi,
decided on secession from Nigeria with the proclamation of
the Republic of Biafra on 30 May 1967.

External Reaction

The crisis that led to the declaration of Biafran independ-
ence was viewed with anxiety abroad. Chad and Niger, two
land-locked states north of Nigeria, relied on the Nigerian
ports of Port Harcourt and Calabar for access to the Atlantic



Nigeria 13

Ocean. Most of their import and export trade went through
Nigeria.

As the Nigerian internal situation deteriorated in the
summer of 1966, these states were increasingly apprehensive
of the consequences on their trade. The disruption of rail
links between the eastern region and the rest of the country
meant that Chadian and Nigeri import commodities were
beginning to pile up in Port Harcourt and Calabar, two ports
which had in the meantime come under eastern administra-
tive control.

As a result, Chad sent a ministerial delegation to Lagos in
November 1966 to discuss the issue with the Gowon regime.
Gowon himself later held talks on the subject with President
Hamani Diori of Niger in Kano. During the meetings
Nigeria promised these neighbours that the port of Lagos
would be made available to them until the crisis was resolved.
In addition, Nigeria committed itself to offset the extra
freight expenses that the new route (longer than the one
from the east) would entail. In return, Chad and Niger
reaffirmed their support for the Nigerian federation.

In pursuance of these early diplomatic contacts with
contiguous states, Nigeria soon persuaded Cameroon, to the
east, to deny eastern officials the use of Cameroon airports of
Buea and Douala. These airports were often used by eastern
envoys travelling to other African states and Europe, particu-
larly after Lagos imposed an economic and diplomatic block-
ade on the east in March 1967. Furthermore, President
Ahmadu Ahidjo of Cameroon repeatedly threatened to
deport any easterners domiciled in Cameroon who cam-
paigned publicly for the political objectives of the dissenting
eastern region.

These contacts between Lagos and three of its neighbours,
firmly established at least four months before the outbreak of
the civil war, were to be of profound importance to the
federal government. Cameroon’s support was particularly
crucial, considering that it is the only country that shares a
border with eastern Nigeria. In effect, Niger, Chad and
Cameroon emerged as Nigeria’s closest allies within the
Organisation of African Unity (the OAU). In the Organisa-
tion Commune Africaine et Malgache (OCAM), the ‘fran-
cophone’ Africa political organisation, Presidents Ahidjo and
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Diori were firm in resisting the pressure from Coéte d’Ivoire
(a state that recognised the Biafran secession) for official
OCAM support of Biafra. The two presidents, who also had
close ties with President Charles de Gaulle of France, con-
tinuously lobbied de Gaulle and other French government
leaders during the conflict against French diplomatic sup-
port of the secession.

Aburi Initiative

West African concern towards the Nigerian crisis was not
only restricted to the contiguous states. Ghana, about 80
miles to the west, arranged a two-day conference of ngerlan
leaders at Aburi (Ghana) in January 1967. The meeting was
chaired by Ghana’s military leader, General Joseph Ankrah,
with Ojukwu and Gowon in attendance. This was the first
conference of Nigeria’s principal leaders since the overthrow
of the Aguyi-Ironsi administration, and the massacres in
northern Nigeria.

The Aburi summit resolved on a confederal constitutional
solution to the Nigerian crisis,* but the federal government
later reneged on this agreement due to fierce opposition
from the civil service in Lagos, some sections of the military
and the Hausa-Fulani political ‘establishment’.

For Ghana, the Aburi meeting was a diplomatic success. It
was therefore disappointed when the agreement was not
implemented. The Ghana government held Lagos responsi-
ble for this development, and thereafter began to show
greater sympathy for the east. While Accra did not accord
diplomatic recognition to Biafra, it remained lukewarm in its
support for the federal government. The Ghanaians allowed
Biafran citizens resident in the country to establish an
Information and Publicity Office in Accra, and to organise
solidarity campaigns unrestricted.

In neighbouring Coté d’Ivoire, which emerged as Biafra’s
staunchest ally in the region, eastern officials began to
campaign actively for sympathy in the country immediately
after the Gowon regime abandoned the implementation of
the Aburi Accord in February 1967. In the following month,
two eastern delegations visited Abidjan, the capital, for talks



Nigeria 15

with Ivorien leaders, including President Houphouet-
Boigny, on the political situation. Eastern leaders counted
very much on Ivorien support because of the long-standing
business relationship between Houphouet-Boigny and Igbo
industrialists, including Louis Odumegwu Ojukwu (General
Ojukwu’s father). It was therefore not surprising that after
the Nigerian civil war began, Houphouet-Boigny became a
firm supporter of the Biafran independence movement. He
was particularly instrumental in helping Biafra secure ‘li-
mited’ diplomatic recognition from France in July 1968.°

There was also a keen interest shown in the Nigerian crisis
by the rest of Africa, particularly after the collapse of the
Aburi Accord. Eastern government envoys who had been
travelling around other African countries to state their case,
had been impressed by the general sympathy expressed by
several African leaders over the massacres of easterners a
year before.® Prompted by this, General Ojukwu called on
Ethiopia, Egypt and Liberia in April 1967 to mediate in the
crisis. Essentially, Ojukwu was looking forward to converting
this overall African sympathy to some form of continental
pressure on the federal government, especially in restraining
the latter from resorting to a military solution of the crisis.

But Lagos quickly rejected any African mediation because
the conflict was an ‘internal affair’. Gowon stressed this in a
briefing of the Lagos diplomatic corps on 24 April 1967. He
enumerated five reasons why his government could not
accept any mediation from Africa:’

(a) the current situation in Nigeria is an internal affair;

(b) the invitation, emanating from Lt. Col. Ojukwu as it
does, has the undertone of seeking de facto recognition by
these African Heads of State. It also implies that there is a
dispute between two sovereign and equal states;

(c) to avoid possible division in the ranks of the OAU, and
especially among those who would be genuinely interested
in assisting Nigeria;

(d) the fact that Lt. Col. Ojukwu refuses to recognise the
existence of the Federal Government and myself as the
Head; and

(e) the invitation of any Head of State must, as a matter of
protocol, emanate from me as Head of the Federal Military
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Government. In reaching such a decision I would of
course, consult my colleagues on the Supreme Military
Council.

In the previous month, Gowon had told an exclusive
meeting of African ambassadors assigned to Lagos that his
regime would employ force to crush any secessionist move by
the eastern region.® Gowon compared the situation in Niger-
ia then with Congo-Leopoldville (Zaire) in 1960 when the
eastern province of Katanga declared its independence from
the central government, and a civil war followed. He argued
that most independent African countries had problems
related to their minority peoples, but did not feel that
secession was a solution. He declared: ‘Africa desires unity;
all our countries are struggling to achieve this goal. Each
African nation must therefore maintain and consolidate its
integrity to contribute effectively to this common struggle’.?

It was quite clear that for both sides of the Nigerian
conflict, a high premium was placed in seeking the goodwill
of the other African states as civil war became increasingly
likely. While several African states sympathised with the east
in its ordeal, following the massacres that precipitated the
crisis, very few were orientated towards supporting an east-
ern secession from Nigeria as a result. The main thrust of the
federal argument presented to the rest of Africa during a
flurry of diplomatic campaigns, undertaken by Lagos in
May-June 1967 was straightforward and concise: a successful
Biafran secession would encourage separatist movements
elsewhere on the continent. Added to the existing OAU
Charter provisions which emphasised the ‘inviolability of
post-colonial boundaries’, the overwhelming majority of
African states, as expected, endorsed the political position of
the federal faction to maintain the existence of the Nigerian
federation when the civil war began on 6 July 1967.

Non-African Responses

Outside Africa, Britain followed events in Nigeria with great
concern. Britain was the former colonial power, and had
created the Nigerian federation in 1914 after its conquest,
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which began effectively in the 1850s, of a constellation of
feudal kingdoms, city states, village democracies, cantons
and principalities in this south-eastern stretch of West Africa.

After independence in 1960, the Nigerian government,
headed by Abubakar Tafawa Balewa (the deputy leader of
Northern People’s Congress — the NPC), continued to main-
tain exceptionally close political and economic ties with
Britain. The majority of Nigerian military officers received
their training in Britain (with the rest going to the United
States of America, India and Pakistan). Soon after independ-
ence, the Balewa government secretly entered into a defence
pact with London.'® This provided for British military
assistance in exchange for the provision of bases for the
Royal Air Force in Nigeria. The pact was only abandoned in
1962 as a result of concerted opposition from university
students, trade union organisations, the Action Group (the
official opposition party), and critics from the National
Council of Nigerian Citizens (the NCNC - the junior part-
ners of the ruling national coalition).

On the major contentious diplomatic and political subject
affecting Africa and the West in the early 1960s, namely
decolonisation in Southern Africa, the Balewa regime was
often keen to identify with British (and Western) positions.
Despite widespread protests from democratic and popular
circles in Nigeria, South Africa was invited to attend the
Nigerian independence celebrations. Balewa followed this by
recognising the British-created Central African Federation
(which then linked the territories of Northern Rhodesia-
Zambia, Southern Rhodesia-Zimbabwe, and Nyasaland-
Malawi) in spite of the vehement opposition to this political
union by African nationalists in the region.

In April 1962 the Nigerian government turned down the
request of the Movimento Popular de Liberagao de Angola
(the MPLA — the main African nationalist resistance orga-
nisation in Portuguese-occupied Angola) to establish military
training facilities in Nigeria. In 1963, Lagos embarrassed
African liberation movements, and popular African opinion
at the United Nations when it supported the creation of a
South African federation made up of separate black and
white states. The government was only forced to retract from
this stand after internal opposition. In 1965, after lan
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Smith’s unilateral declaration of independence in Southern
Rhodesia, the OAU called for member states to break
diplomatic relations with Britain. Balewa rejected this call,
and instead launched a diplomatic effort in Africa to discour-
age such a move.!' In consultation with the British Prime
Minister, Harold Wilson, Balewa organised a summit of
Commonwealth leaders in Lagos in the first week of January
1966 to discuss the Rhodesian crisis. This summit, which
ended a day before the coup d’état that toppled Balewa,
helped considerably to quell international criticism of the
Wilson administration’s handling of the Rhodesian conflict.'?

In Nigeria’s economic life, Britain maintained a dominant
position in both the ownership of capital and trade.'? Before
the start of the civil war, British capital investment in Nigeria
was £1 billion (mainly in the country’s principal extractive
industries — petroleum, oil, coal and tin — banking and
insurance) and British companies were in control of 41.3 per
cent of Nigeria’s total imports and external trade. Through
Britain’s principal initiative, Nigeria received about $273
million in technical and capital assistance from the Organisa-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
countries in its first eight years of independence.'* Given the
large size of its population and the hospitality of its govern-
ment, Nigeria offered British industries (and those of Bri-
tain’s trading partners in the OECD), their largest consumer
market in Africa.

It was against this background of close friendship in
Anglo-Nigerian relations, that the Balewa government was
overthrown — a regime which, according to the perceptive
Nigerian political theorist, Billy Dudley, ‘though sovereign,
behaved as if it were still a colonial state’.'® Predictably, the
British government was worried over the loss of such a close
ally. As soon as it was learned that Balewa had died in the
coup, London offered military assistance to General Aguyi-
Ironsi to overcome the rebel officers, especially after Major
Nzeogwu threatened to march on Lagos from his bases in
Kaduna.'®

After Aguyi-Ironsi’s success in suppressing the rebellion,
Britain was quickly reassured of continuing Nigerian good-
will when the new government promised to honour all
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financial and economic agreements entered into by the
previous regime.

After the 29 July 1966 coup that brought General Gowon
to power, the intervention of the British High Commissioner
in Lagos, Francis Cumming-Bruce (and the US Ambassador,
Elbert Matthews) was important in persuading an influential
segment of the rebel forces in control of Lagos (led by Col.
Murtala Muhammed who was later head of state in 1975)
from declarmg the secession of northern Nigeria from the
federation.'

In March 1967, following the federal government decision
not to implement the Aburi confederal settlement agreed
earlier on in January, the new British High Commissioner in
Lagos, David Hunt, visited Enugu for talks with General
Ojukwu. Hunt strongly advised Ojukwu not to push the
grievance of the Igbo people to the point of secession.'® He
made it clear that Britain would not support such a develop-
ment and added that several countries would share that view.
It was a stormy encounter between the two men, with
Ojukwu accusing the British government of favouring the
federal government in the crisis. A year later, London
officially confirmed that Ojukwu had been advised against
secession two months before the proclamation of the Repub-
lic of Biafra.'?

Considering the nature of the close ties and influence that
Britain still retained in Nigeria prior to the outbreak of the
1967 civil war, British intervention in that conflict in some
way was inevitable. Its preference for the continued exist-
ence of the Nigerian federation, at every critical phase of the
crisis, was obvious and this meant potential sympathy for the
federal government. The only thing that was not completely
certain when the war started was what form British interven-
tion would take.

Turning finally to the Soviet Union, which became in-
volved early in the war on the side of the federals, it is
significant to recall that unlike Britain, Soviet influence in
Nigeria was minimal before the war. The Balewa regime was
very suspicious of the Soviet Union and its intentions in
Africa. It took two years after independence for Nigeria to
establish a diplomatic mission in Moscow, and this was only as
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a result of pressure from the opposition parties and students’
pressure groups. Before then, all Nigeria’s business with the
Soviet Union, and the rest of Eastern Europe, including the
minimal trade relationship (barely 3 per cent of Nigeria’s
exports went to these countries) was handled by British
embassies in the states concerned.

Travels between the Soviet Union and Nigeria were res-
tricted by Lagos. It also discouraged Nigerians taking up
Soviet scholarships tenable for study in the Soviet Union. A
statement once made by Balewa typified his government’s
attitude to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe: ‘I and my
colleagues are determined that while we are responsible for
the government of the federation of Nigeria and for the
welfare of its people, we shall use every means in our power
to prevent the infiltration of Communism and Communist
ideas into Nigeria’.2° In all, meaningful contacts between the
Soviet Union and the Nigerian people were restricted to
radical trade unions, left-leaning political parties and politi-
cians, and student organisations.

The January 1966 coup opened up opportunities for the
Soviet Union to improve its relations with Nigeria. Official
Soviet commentators generally welcomed the coup which

‘marked the end of feudal and bourgeois domination’.?!

Ironsi’s unification decree was regarded as ‘progressive’,??
and the Soviet media were broadly critical of the Igbo
massacres in the north.??

In April 1967, just a month before the eastern secession, a
Soviet trade and technical delegation visited Nigeria. The
group went to both Lagos and Enugu (the eastern capital),
giving it the opportunity to assess the deteriorating political
situation in the country. While members of the mission made
no public comments on the politics of the country before
returning to Moscow, it was highly likely that the Soviet
officials would have viewed the situation as conducive to
encourage an increase in Soviet influence in a country that
had remained unfriendly for many years. Already, Moscow
had been allowed by the federal government to send a trade
mission to Nigeria. This was a gesture that had been unthink-
able just 16 months before.

Up to November 1967, that is four months after the
beginning of the civil war and six months after the Biafran
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secession, the Soviet Union continued to maintain its ‘even-
handed’ attitude to both sides of the conflict. This was
particularly reflected in the coverage of the crisis in the
Soviet media. Oye Ogunbadejo aptly sums up the situation:

. Moscow treaded warily. Striving to keep open as many
optlons as possible, it endorsed national unity in Nigeria but
did not publicly condemn the drift towards secession. Care-
fully choosing its political stance, the Soviet Union sympath-
ised with the plight of the eastern region’s Ibos and called on
the federal military government to take cognisance of Ibo
grievances and aspirations. But Moscow never advocated
eastern secession . . ."**

It was Nigeria’s request for arms supplies from the Soviet
Union during the previous month that radically changed
Moscow’s position. It agreed to supply Lagos with sophisti-
cated aircraft in the war against Biafra. The Soviet Union
now had an historic opportunity to improve its ties with
Nigeria. It was a major breakthrough for Moscow, especially
as it came soon after Britain and the United States had
turned down a similar request from Nigeria.

Phases of Conflict

The Nigerian civil war lasted for 30 months (longer than
either of the other two conflicts that we shall be examining).
We should, however, see the military perspective of the
conflict in two main phases. The first was from 6 July 1967 to
mid-October 1967. The second phase was from mid-October
1967 to 12 January 1970 when Biafra surrendered. The first
phase displayed the initial Biafran opportunity to repulse
and contain federal military assaults on the northern fronts.
This was followed by the Biafran breakthrough on the
western front which resulted in the successful capture of the
mid-west region from the federal army. The federal counter-
attack on this front which drove the Biafrans out of the
mid-west and the losses of their capital (Enugu) and the
southeast port of Calabar by mid-October 1967, undermined
all other significant military offensives that the Biafrans
initiated throughout the rest of the war. Most war-time
observers were even signalling the end of the secession after
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these early October 1967 victories of the federal army.

The second phase featured the period of the war of
attrition that was fought out in central Biafra or the so-called
Igbo heartland. As from this time, the reliance of both sides
on the international environment for critical resources to
continue the struggle became more pronounced. This was
particularly true of the encircled Biafrans. Concomitantly,
this second phase of the war signified a greater internationa-
lisation of the conflict.

I WESTERN EUROPE AND THE UNITED STATES

Britain

The initial British response to the Biafran declaration of
independence was equivocal and non-commital. While Lon-
don ruled out any early recognition of the Ojukwu govern-
ment, it did not, however, condemn the secession. Official
British thinking on the Nigerian crisis only became clearer a
month later after the outbreak, and in the aftermath of the
Six-Day Arab-Israeli War. The fighting in the Middle East
which had led to the closure of the Suez Canal, had severely
disrupted British oil imports from the region. The adverse
effects of this on the British economy were potentially
enormous. Another possible dislocation of British oil sup-
plies, this time from Nigeria, could not have come at a worse
moment.

In the first quarter of 1967, British oil imports from
Nigeria accounted for 10 per cent of British needs (or about
one-third of total Nigerian petroleum export) and this was a
source that would easily offset the losses being incurred from
the Middle East. The beginning of the Nigerian military
offensive on Biafra on 6 July 1967, with grave threats to the
oil installations, most of which were located in Biafra, was
therefore viewed with great apprehension in London.

At this time, Shell-BP, in which the British government
held a 49 per cent share, was Nigeria’s largest oil-producing
company. Shell-BP and other oil companies operating in
Nigeria had made contingency plans to get oil tankers in and
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out of the Biafran oil terminal of Bonny, in the event of the
outbreak of hostilities. Shell-BP also decided to pay the
forthcoming autumn oil royalties cheque into a ‘suspense
account’ instead of paying it to the federal government, or
indeed to the Biafrans who were in de facto control of most of
the oil fields of the Nigerian federation. This shrewd move
from Shell-BP no doubt reflected this early British govern-
ment ambivalence toward the crisis. But this position did not
go down well in Lagos which felt that as the ‘legitimate’
central government, all revenues from the country, including
the east, must be paid into its own coffers.

Quite clearly, the British government chose to weigh its
options carefully in the first two months of the Biafran War,
even though there were some indications already that its
ultimate attitude would be support for the federal govern-
ment position.?® This early British vacillation was dictated by
the following factors: (1) The impreciseness of the military
situation after one month of fighting. While the federals had
captured the Biafran towns of Nsukka, Ogoja and Obudu
during this period, their optimism for a ‘48 hour overrun’ of
Biafra did not materialise. The Biafrans were still in control
of their capital Enugu to the north, and the river and market
port of Onitsha to the west, in addition to the vital oil
exporting southern sea ports of Port Harcourt and Calabar.
In such a situation, Britain would have felt that there was
nothing to be gained by openly antagonising the Biafrans,
who could ultimately repulse the federal attack, by declaring
support for Lagos. Even though the Nigerians themselves
would have preferred unambiguous British support at that
time, they were relieved that London had assured them
(especially through a number of parliamentary statements
made by British ministers?®) that it would not recognise
Biafra?’; (2) The main British priority at this time was to
ensure that the flow of Nigerian oil to the United Kingdom
should not be interrupted by the war. In the first month of
fighting, the vital oil facilities, including the strategic oil
terminal at Bonny and the refineries in and around Port
Harcourt, were still in Biafran hands. This meant that unless
the military situation changed more favourably to the feder-
als, Biafra rather than Nigeria was the de facto authority to
decide to whom to sell the eastern oil. The British had
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anticipated this when they devised the scheme to pay the
next royalties to a ‘suspense account’. As events showed later
(in August 1967), Shell-BP endorsed a plan to pay a part of
these royalties to Biafra (£250 000), but were overtaken by
federal military successes in the southern front which se-
cured parts of the oil installations. The deal was called off
and no money was paid to Biafra; (3) Britain was concerned
with its extensive economic and financial interests in Nigeria
which totalled over £1 billion in invested capital. It was only
natural that it would avoid any precipitate decisions at this
stage; (4) Twenty thousand British subjects were resident in
the country, the majority of them in the non-Biafran regions.
Most of the Britons who were in Biafra worked in the oil
industry — again important in British considerations; (5)
Since the 1966 killings of easterners living in northern
Nigeria, there had been a lot of public sympathy shown for
the east in Britain and elsewhere overseas. The British
government was aware of this. While not prepared to sup-
port the eastern secession, London did not wish to identify
with the federal regime, which was responsible for some of
the killings and had now embarked on military operations in
the Biafran homeland; (6) After a month of inconclusive
fighting, there was still to evolve some concerted African
diplomatic initiative to mediate in the conflict. Britain, as the
ex-colonial power, was very cautious to avoid identifying too
closely with either of the conflicting parties, so as not to
prejudice an African mediation.

Support for the Federal Government

On 25 July 1967 the military situation changed dramatically.
A federal naval task force stormed and captured the Bonny
oil terminal. Port Harcourt, just 40 miles north of the creeks,
was now under threat from a possible federal amphibian
attack. Thus, the federal government was in control of
Biafra’s major petroleum outlet, and this also meant that it
was in a strong position to bargain with both Shell-BP and
the British government over the entire question of oil
deliveries. Furthermore, the federals requested arms sup-
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plies from Britain, particularly aircraft, to continue their
military campaign.

In August 1967 the British High Commissioner in Lagos,
David Hunt, was called home for consultations. In his talks
with Prime Minister Harold Wilson, Hunt asked the British
government to back Nigeria officially in the conflict, in
addition to furnishing it with military equipment. Britain’s
unequivocal support for the ‘united Nigeria’ political objec-
tive emerged after these meetings, as Hunt recalled later:

The crunch came only about a month after the war started
... The Federal Government had placed orders for arms
with manufacturers in the United Kingdom and these had
applied for the necessary export licences ... Mr Wilson
listened carefully to our arguments but to him the nub of
the matter was that Nigeria was a fellow Commonwealth
country in difficulties, that we had equipped her in the first
place and she could therefore expect a continuity of supply
and, on the other side, that a refusal would be equivalent to
intervention in favour of the rebels. He saw very quickly
and attached great importance to the point that such an act
(not supplying arms to the Federals) would damage our
interests not only in Nigeria but also in the rest of Africa.?®

Hunt later emerged in the conflict as one of the most
fanatical supporters of the Nigerian cause, ‘a Federal “super
hawk” ... (who) was both consistent and candid in his views
that Britain’s national interest lay with the whole-hearted
support of the Federal side’.?? Hunt had regular consulta-
tions with General Gowon. This role followed closely that of
his predecessor, Francis Cumming-Bruce.

In the meantime, Biafra accused Shell-BP of complicity in
the Nigerian attack on Bonny. It alleged that the oil com-
pany’s vessels had escorted the federal navy through the
treacherous mangrove of the Bonny estuary. Two other
British companies were similarly accused by Biafra for aiding
the Bonny attack — the United African Company and John
Holt (both long-term British business establishments in the
federation).

Some British complicity in the Bonny take-over was im-
plied in a speech made by David Hunt to a Nigerian audience
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in November 1967: ... (T)he successful and expedient op-
eration carried out by the Nigerian Navy leading to the
capture of Bonny was a result of the warships supplied by
Britain. Britain’s support ... was also demonstrated in all
battlefields by the equipment supplied by Britain in the
hands of Nigerian soldiers’>® When it is recalled that the
Bonny assault preceded Hunt’s crucial consultations with the
British government in August, then it was obvious that
London had been in support of Lagos all along, albeit
unofficially. The importance of the Wilson-Hunt talks was
that this pro-federal British position was now official.

The first strong indication that the British government
had declared its support for Nigeria, however, emerged in
mid-August. The British dispatched a consignment of Bofor
anti-aircraft guns, small arms and ammunition.?! More of
these were sent later in the month and by September supplies
had become systematised and regularised, but London with-
held a Nigerian request for the dispatch of a squadron of
fighter aircraft. It had been part of a standing British policg
not to sell sophisticated military aircraft to African states,?
apart, of course, from South Africa.

Before long, Britain came under renewed pressure from
the Nigerian government for the supply of more advanced
weapons. This followed a Biafran lightening infantry thrust
into the mid-west/western regions of Nigeria which began on
9 August. On 17 August the Biafran army captured the town
of Ore, a strategic western regional junction 160 miles from
Lagos. This was a very serious military reversal for the
federals, who until then were making appreciable progress
on the northern and southern fronts (the Biafran thrust into
Nigerian territory was through the western front).

Britain responded favourably this time: armoured vehicles
(including Ferret armoured cars), artillery weapons, rocket
launchers and assorted ammunition were dispatched to
Lagos. Britain agreed to deliver immediately two Seward
Defence boats (the ‘Bonny’ and ‘Sapele’) which had been
contracted to the Nigerians before the war. The third boat,
‘Ibadan IT’, would be supplied in 1968 (the cost of the three
boats was £4.5 million). Britain’s share of federal military
equipment continued to escalate as the war went on. In
figures published for 1967 (including the last six months,



Nigeria 27

which incorporated the period of the war), British arms
supplies (excluding aircraft and accessories), represented 48
per cent of the federals’ total. In 1968 this reached 80 per
cent and by December 1969 (one month before the collapse
of Biafra), Britain accounted for 97 jper cent of Nigeria’s total
arms imports (excluding aircraft).?

A principal factor responsible for Britain’s dominance in
the Nigerian war effort between 1968 and 1970 was the arms
embargoes declared by the other ‘traditional’ arms suppliers
to Nigeria (the Federal Republic of Germany, the Nether-
lands, Italy, Belgium and the United States) on both sides of
the conflict. There is no attempt in this presentation to
ignore the Soviet arms supplies to the federals. These were
mostly aircraft and accessories, and did not play a critical
part in the federal prosecution of the war. This was because
the Nigerian fighting was primarily a ground war, and the
federal use of its airforce was militarily insignificant (we shall
return to this theme later).

British Interests in the Nigerian Federation

It is now appropriate to explore the reasons why Britain
played this dominant role in supporting the federal cause to
destroy the Biafran independence movement. Apart from
South Africa, the capacity of British economic and industrial
investments in Africa was highest in the Nigerian federation.
Besides the near-50 per cent shares which the British govern-
ment had in Shell-BP (the predominant oil prospecting
company in the federation, as we have already mentioned), it
also had 60 per cent shares in the Amalgamated Tin Mining
(Nigerian) Ltd., a major prospecting tin, cobalt and iron ore
mining company.?* In the non-mining sector of the eco-
nomy, John Holt and Company Ltd. was one of the two
largest in the country.®® At this time (1967), this company,
owned by a British family, had branches throughout the
major towns of the federation.

The United Africa Company (UAC), another British busi-
ness group, was responsible for about 41.3 per cent of
Nigeria’s entire import and external trade. The UAC is the
major African subsidiary of the British transnational cor-
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poration, Unilever. It evolved from the Royal Niger Com-
pany which, in cooperation with the businessman Tauban
Goldie and the administrator Frederick Lugard, laid the
foundations of what later became the Nigerian federation
between 1886 and 1914.%® The UAC had large wholesalers
and retailing establishments run chiefly by its own sub-
sidiaries which included the ubiquitous G. B. Ollivant Ltd.,
Kingsway Chemist Ltd., and African Timber and Pl_)fwood
(Nig.) Ltd. in major towns and cities across Nigeria.?” UAC
also had part interests in these other important companies in
Nigeria: Nigerian Breweries Ltd; Nigelec Ltd; Taylor Wood-
row (Nig.) Ltd; Gulf Oil of Nigeria Ltd. and Nigerian
Prestressed Concrete Ltd. Ikenna Nzimiro’s famous aphor-
ism, ‘UAC was Nigeria and Nigeria was UAC™® was surely
not overstating UAC’s stranglehold on the Nigerian eco-
nomy during this period.

As for finance, Barclays Nigeria (a subsidiary of Barclays
Bank Ltd. of England) and the Standard Bank (Nigeria),
owned largely by Lloyds Bank and the Westminster Bank,
predominated in Nigeria’s banking service sector. These
institutions had branches throughout the regions of the
country. A total of 20 000 British subjects living in Nigeria
were involved in these businesses and other services in the
economy.

Considering the spread of these British capital investments
and other economic interests across the entire federation
(totalled over £1.5 billion), it was highly conceivable that any
threat to the territorial character of Nigeria would disrupt
their growth and operations. There were statements made by
some highly-placed officials of the British government be-
fore and during the war which raised this fear. Lord Walston
(Parliamentary Secretary, Board of Trade) said in June
1967:

We have been watching carefully — indeed — what has been
happening in Nigeria, and we have done so for many
reasons ... We have a vast trade with Nigeria ... There
are, of course, the relatively newly discovered oil deposits
which are being exploited now with such enormous
success . . .>9

In a speech to engineering students of the Ahmadu Bello
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University, Zaria (northern Nigeria) in November 1967,
David Hunt (British High Commissioner to Nigeria) express-
ed his government’s desire for the continuing growth of the
existing Anglo-Nigerian economic ties:

I can take pleasure in the prospect of greater industrialisa-
tion in Nigeria, not merely because we are pleased by the
prosperity of our friends but also because I look forward to
an industrialised Nigeria as an increasingly better custom-
er for those sophisticated and expensive goods by whose
export Britain now lives.*

In these circumstances, the British government clearly
reasoned that it was rational to support the party in the
Nigerian civil war which was fighting to maintain the political
status quo. Foreign Secretary Michael Stewart underscored
this proposition when he told parliament at the height of the
war that ‘Britain was probably the only country in the world
that could not, in fact or in honour, be neutral about this [the
Nigerian civil war]’.*!

Escalation of Federal Offensive

So, having firmly secured British military backing for its
political position in the conflict in mid-August, Nigeria was
poised for an all-out offensive on the Biafrans on all of the
war fronts, in addition to counterattacks on the secessionist
forces occupying the mid-west/western regions.

These offensives were launched in the first week of
September (1967) and they quickly paid off. Within a month,
the Nigerian 2nd infantry division terminated the Biafran
occupation of Ore (western Nigeria), and the entire mid-west
region. Also in October, the Biafrans lost their capital,
Enugu, when the federal Ist division broke through the
secessionists’ defences south of the university town of Nsuk-
ka, which had fallen in July. In the southern front, the
Biafrans were routed from Calabar by the 3rd federal
marine division which soon began a drive overland to attack
the Biafran towns of Aba and Port Harcourt. On 1 January
1968, General Gowon announced that 31 March 1968 was
now the new deadline to overrun Biafra. This looked highly
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possible to attain, given the obvious military superiority of
the Nigerian army, and the now diminished size of the
Biafran Republic. The fact was that seven months after the
outbreak of the war, Biafra had lost two-thirds of its territory
to the federals.

But Biafra did not collapse by 31 March 1968. This was
principally because it had improved its arms importations
from abroad (especially through French sources — see below).
Most of these weapons were basically defensive — anti-tank
weapons, anti-aircraft pieces and ammunition for the few
Howitzers and mortars that it possessed, in addition to small
arms and ammunition. The Biafrans began to fight a defen-
sive war which was aimed at slowing down the federal
advance on all fronts. Simultaneously, newly-trained Biafran
commando groups and militias (especially the Biafran Orga-
nisation of Freedom Fighters — BOFF), launched guerrilla
operations behind federal lines, with the objectives of dis-
rupting Nigerian communications facilities, reinforcements
and military bases.

Between March and September 1968 this strategy was an
impressive success, but for the loss of the oil port of Port
Harcourt to the federals. Given this improved military
situation, and some major diplomatic gains abroad (the
recognition of Biafran independence by some African
states), the Biafrans became highly optimistic that they could
now enter into a negotiated settlement of the conflict from an
improved bargaining situation (we shall elaborate on this
later).

In the meantime, British arms deliveries continued to
reach the Federal government without any let-up. As from
May 1968, until the end of the war (January 1970), at least a
hundred tons of arms and ammunition were leaving the
United Kingdom for Nigeria every week. It was very clear
that the British government was prepared to support the
federals until they achieved their political goal in the conflict
— the restoration of the Nigerian federation. As Premier
Harold Wilson told parliament in October 1968, his govern-
ment had persistently pressed for an end to the war ‘on the
basis of the recognition of the Federal system in
Nigeria . ..".*?

In view of the ferocious level of the fighting so far,
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including Biafra’s continued insistance on a separate inde-
pendent state, it was quite clear that federal Nigeria’s
strategic objective was either the unconditional surrender of
Biafra, or its military overrun. Either of the two was going to
be dictated inextricably by the military situation. Thus the
British government preference for a settlement based on the
‘recognition of the federal system’ could only be pursued
successfully by ensuring that Lagos had the military capabil-
ity to achieve its strategic goal.

This vital factor (the continuing military support for
Nigeria) was the main reason for the persistent criticism of
the British policy in the conflict by some British parliamenta-
rians and other pressure groups in the country. During the
30-month-old war, six emergency debates on British arms
deliveries to Lagos were held in the House of Commons. The
main criticism of government policy always came from the
Labour back-bench parliamentarians, who called for the
termination of arms support for the Nigerian government,
so as to enable Britain to play a ‘constructive’ mediating role
in the conflict. Government critics were not, however, able to
mobilise sufficient votes to force the government to change
its position. Their most impressive attempt in parliament to
alter the government’s policy came during a very heated
debate in March 1969, when 62 members (mostly Labour)
voted against the government-tabled resolution to continue
arms supplies. Another 160 Labour parliamentarians ab-
stained from the voting, and support for the povernment
(232) had to be bolstered by Conservative MPs.*

The Wilson administration always insisted that by sup-
plying arms to the federals, it was guided by four main
considerations**: (1) that Britain was Nigeria’s pre-war ‘tradi-
tional’ military supplier; (2) that Nigeria was a Common-
wealth country and that by supporting the federal govern-
ment, London was aiding a legal, friendly government
fighting an insurrection; (3) that by continuing to supply
arms to Lagos, Britain would be able to exercise leverage
within the federal government, especially in relation to the
conduct of military operations in Biafra; and (4) that Britain
was trying to restrain or check growing Soviet military
cooperation with the federal government by maintaining
British arms deliveries to Lagos. But parliamentary critics
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were not impressed by these arguments. Britain was not a
sole ‘traditional’ arms exporter to Nigeria. Immediately after
independence in 1960, one of the main policies of the new
Nigerian army had been to diversity its arms procurement
sources to include the Federal Republic of Germany, Italy,
Israel, the United States, Switzerland, Sweden, the Nether-
lands and Belgium, as well as Britain.45 Between 1964 and
1966 the only supplies of British military equipment to
Nigeria were 12 Ferret armoured cars and two Saladm
armoured vehicles with a further four Saladins pending.*®
Nigeria had stopped importing rifles and machine guns from
Britain in 1964, when it signed a contract with the West
German firm, Fritz Werner, for these imports, and a con-
struction of a munitions factory in Kaduna. Nigeria also
bought sub-machine guns and 105 mm Howitzers from Italy
and 81 mm mortars from Israel. To illustrate the success of
this diversification, Britain’s share of Nigeria’s total arms
import for 1966 (the last pre-war year) was 38 per cent.*

This share progressively increased during the war, as we
have stated elsewhere (from 48 per cent after the first six
months of the war to 97 per cent on the eve of the defeat of
Biafra), because the other exporters (enumerated above)
placed embargoes on Nigeria which the British filled up.

The Wilson government’s reference to the Commonwealth
association as a reason for arms supplies to Lagos was equally
contestable. The Commonwealth is a politico-cultural orga-
nisation which has no military obligations binding on its
members. If Britain felt it should support Lagos due to the
Commonwealth links, then the other 38 member states
should have equally reacted in the same way. But apart from
Britain, no other Commonwealth country sent military
equipment to the federals (Canada and India, which had
some areas of military cooperation with Nigeria before the
war, severed these at the outbreak of hostilities).

Even in bilateral relations, there was no existing Anglo-
Nigerian defence or military treaty which the British govern-
ment could have invoked to justify its pro-federal arms
policy.

It should also be stated that the British government’s
continuous reference to the Gowon regime as the ‘legal
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federal government’ was highly contentious. In the Nigerian
context, there was nothing more legal about the Gowon
government than about the Ojukwu administration, as both
came into existence at various stages after the military
overthrow of a constitutional government on 15 January
1966. It was true that after the July 1966 coup in Lagos,
Gowon was in de facto control of all the federation but for the
eastern region, which was under the de facto administration
of Ojukwu. In fact, one of the factors that led to the civil war
was the non-resolution of the central government’s lead-
ership question between Gowon and Ojukwu. In the mean-
time, recognition for the Gowon federal government or the
eastern government for that matter, was essentially a political
choice for foreign governments which had nothing to do
with the legalities of the conflicting claims.

The other reason given by the British government for
maintaining its arms supplies to the federals was that
through this relationship, London would be able to influence
Lagos to show some ‘moderation’ during military operations
in Biafra. This was particularly after the spring of 1968 when
federal air raids on Biafran civilian populations were attract-
ing a lot of criticism in the international press.

The extent of British influence on the federals as regards
the latter’s conduct in its military operations is still debatable.
The Defence Advisor in the British High Commission in
Lagos, Colonel Robert Scott, maintains that British influence
was considerable, especially in ensuring that the federal army
observed ‘internaticnally-accepted’ standards of behaviour
during actual combat. Scott, however, concedes that while
British influence and ‘pressure’ were aimed at the federal
High Command in Lagos, the actual behaviour of troops in
the field could differ. In a report he prepared on federal
tactics in combat, Scott stressed the indiscriminate firing by
federal troops as they approached their target (especially
villages or towns), comparing it to the ‘best defoliant agent
known’.*®

This view is also shared by Brigadier Benjamin Adekunle,
a highly controversial federal field commander who often
acknowledged the severity and excesses of his troops when
they overran Biafran villages in interviews he gave to the



34 Conflict and Intervention in Africa

press during the war. On one such occasion, Adekunle said:

I want to prevent even one Ibo having even one piece to
eat before their capitulation. We shoot at everything that
moves, and when our forces march into the centre of Ibo
territorJ, we shoot at everything, even at things that do not
move.*

In August 1968 the British government was responsible
for suggesting to the federals the setting up of a six-nation
international committee to ‘monitor’ the behaviour of the
federal military as it pursued its operations into the Biafran
heartland.®® This initiative came at a time of widespread
international criticism of the atrocities committed by federal
troops in overrun Biafran territories. The move to set up this
committee could be cited as an example of British policy,
aimed at influencing Lagos, to which ministers referred
during the debates mentioned earlier. But there were no
indications of London employing its close relationship with
Lagos to reduce the level of military operations. To the
contrary, the Nigerian Civil War continued to intensify in
every dimension until the federals achieved total victory in
January 1970.

The final point raised by the British government to justify
its arms supplies to Lagos was to check the growth of Soviet
military cooperation with the federal government. As we
have already stated, the Soviet Union became involved in the
Nigerian conflict in early August 1967, after Britain (and the
United States) refused to sell a squadron of fighter aircraft to
the Nigerian airforce. We noted the reasons for the British
refusal. One of the most important factors in this regard was
that it was not British policy to sell military aircraft to
independent Africa. The other point, of course, was that
London calculated that what the federals needed in their
confrontation against Biafra were ground weapons — artil-
lery, armoured vehicles, small arms and ammunition.

In retrospect, this British calculation was borne out. The
Nigerian Civil War was principally a ground war. The Soviet
Union supplied Nigeria mostly with aircraft, anti-aircraft
and support equipment, and these played a marginal military
role in the war. On the contrary, the planes were often used
to bomb Biafran civilian centres indiscriminately, which
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brought the Nigerians adverse international publicity.

What the federals needed to prosecute the war were
largely ground weapons, and these were the equipment that
the British supplied without let-up throughout the war so
that by 1969 these accounted for 97 per cent of Nigeria’s
total imported stocks. In view of this, the question that arises
is: who was really restraining the other — Britain or the Soviet
Union? In this situation, it was clearly the federal Nigerian
government that enjoyed the advantage of being in a posi-
tion where two powerful allies, albeit of contradictory ideolo-
gical orientations, were prepared to supply it with an assort-
ment of weaponry it felt it needed to wage the war. As
another observer of the conflict has argued, the federal
government was always able to invoke the threat of turning
completely to the Soviet Union after 1968, whenever it
required more British weaponry.’’ This was one of the
reasons for the ultimate dominance of British military sup-

ort.
P We should add that in practical terms, there was no
pressure for the Nigerian government to switch completely
from British to Soviet ground weapons after the British
government firmly promised to supply these in August 1967.
For instance, the standard infantry rifle for the Nigerian
army was the 7.62 mm NATO rifle. It has been estimated
that for a planned offensive for any of the three Nigerian
infantry divisions, the federal military allocated at least five
million rounds of 7.62 mm ammunition with another five
million rounds in reserve in Lagos.’?> The main source for
the supply of this ammunition was, of course, Britain. If
Nigeria had contemplated switching to Soviet ammunition, it
would have sought the 7.62 mm equivalent. There could
have been an immediate problem because the Soviet
7.62 mm did not fit the breech of the standard NATO rifle.?®
So, if Britain were to have cut off weapons deliveries to Lagos
at any time after January 1968 and the Nigerians had reacted
by switching to the Soviet Union, the federal army would
have been forced to re-equip its entire infantry (at least
150 000 men) with Soviet rifles to overcome the difficulties
that a drop in ammunition would cause. This would have
been extremely costly (in terms of money) and militarily
dangerous, except for the fact that there was a prolonged
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ceasefire.>® This underlines the crucial role of Britain’s
support for the Nigerian war effort and the very marginal
effect of Soviet military cooperation with the Lagos author-
ities during the period. It does seem that one of the most
important effects of the Soviet ‘factor’ in the Wilson adminis-
tration’s reasons for backing Nigeria was that this policy was
always supported by the Conservative opposition during the
parliamentary debates on the war.

In all, the British government was the principal foreign
backer of the Nigerian federal military. Its four main stated
reasons for this support are open to several criticisms, as we
have shown. What was certain was that the British favoured
the continuation of the Nigerian federation which they
created in 1914, when a civil war which threatened its
existence broke out in 1967. The Nigerian federation con-
tained very important British economic and financial in-
terests which could have been seriously disrupted in the
event of its disintegration. In the Nigerian situation after
July 1967, it was only logical that London would favour the
party that sought to uphold the territorial character of the
federation. This was the determining factor for support of
the federal government in Lagos. Given the depth of this
British military involvement, we can add that this singularly
demonstrated the pressing desire of the British government
to offset the forces of Biafran independence at all cost.

Non-governmental British Involvement

It is now in order to examine the role of non-governmental
British agencies in supplying arms to the parties in the
Nigerian conflict. This is particularly essential in the case of
Biafra which did not receive any military support from the
British government, but which bought British weapons
through private sources in the United Kingdom. It is also
important (as we shall show shortly) because the federals also
bought weapons from non-governmental circles in Britain.
A month before the outbreak of the Nigerian war, a press
report in the United States claimed that Biafra had been
smuggling in British weapons from private sources in the
United Kingdom, in anticipation of a federal military attack
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on the territory.?®> On 4 December 1967 a British mercenary
officer arrived in Britain from France to purchase arms
worth about £250 000 for Biafra.?® This consignment in-
cluded 40 heavy machine guns, ten 22 mm anti-aircraft
cannons, 40 recoilless rifles, 50 bazookas and quantities of
ammunition. A senior Biafran diplomat in Europe then,
Raph Uwechue, has acknowledged that these early Biafran
arms purchases from Britain were part of stocks bought
from European private arms dealers, which also included
Czech, Swiss and West German arms.>’

In December 1967 Biafra began to recruit mercenaries in
Britain.’® Veteran mercenary Alistair Wicks established an
office in London to hire mercenary officers for the Biafran
army. The impact of mercenaries in this war, if any, will be
assessed later. One comment we can make, however, at this
stage is that a large proportion of mercenaries recruited by
both sides were killed in the pitched battles that were fought
in all the theatres of war in the summer of 1968.

Turning to Nigerian arms purchases from private British
sources, The Times (London) reported six weeks after the
outbreak of hostilities®® that Nigeria had chartered planes
from two British airlines (Dan Air and Laker Airways) to fly
‘commercially purchased’ arms from Britain to Nigeria.
Nigeria was offering up to £5500 per flight to the airlines.
The consignment of arms purchased included artillery
pieces, machine guns, mortars and bazookas. Crown Agents
in London were actively involved in buying arms for the
federals.®® Throughout the war, they acted as a reliable
source for the purchase of small arms ammunition for the
federal army.

As for mercenary fighters, another veteran, John Peters,
who was a one-time British army sergeant, began to recruit
mercenaries in London to fight for the federal army in July
1967.%! Soon, British-born pilots and naval training person-
nel (all mercenaries) were actively fighting for the Nigerian
government. Some of these were former RAF pilots. They
flew British jet provost-trainers of the Nigerian Airforce,
which were equipped as ground attack aircraft. Ex-RAF
ground technicians who were recruited at this time also
helped to guard NAF ground facilities at the Ikeja, Makurdi
and Benin air bases.
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It is relevant to explain why Nigeria embarked on this high
level of arms purchases from British private sources (and
elsewhere in Europe) in spite of the steady military deliveries
which it was receiving from the British government.

Basically, right from the beginning of the war, Nigeria had
grossly underrated the Biafran determination to defend
itself from the obvious preponderant military might of the
federal army. Lagos had also calculated that as the interna-
tionally-recognised government of the federation, it enjoyed
an obvious diplomatic leverage which the Biafrans lacked.
Relying on this, the federals were confident that they could
put their case across to the world community with less
difficulty, and acquire the resources (essentially military
equipment) needed to prosecute the war. These factors
prompted the Nigerian high optimism of a ‘quick police
action’ and the various rash deadlines to crush the Biafran
secession — 48 hours . . . two weeks . . . 30 September 1967 . ..
31 December 1967 ... 31 March 1968 ... 25 May 1968 . . .

With the failure of the particularly highly-publicised 31
March 1968 deadline to defeat Biafra, there was a serious
mood of frustration in federal circles. The embarrassment
caused, in addition to the growing dissension within the
armed forces over the slow progress of the war, reinforced
the Nigerian government’s resolve to step up military opera-
tions against Biafra.

To effectively support renewed offensives on Biafra,
Nigeria had to utilise all available arms procurement sources,
including private ones. Writing later on the extent of this
frustration in the Nigerian High Command, Robert Scott
(Defence Advisor, British High Commission, Lagos) said that
there was the greatest urge within the federal military to
diversify arms purchase sources and end the war
immediately.®® This desperate mood was equally confirmed
by General Henry Alexander, a British member of the
six-nation International Observer team that was set up in
1968 to monitor the activities of the federal army during
combat. In May 1969, Alexander, who had personal business
interests in Nigeria,ﬁ?’ advocated the intervention of the
Royal Air Force to bomb the (Biafran) strategic airport at Uli
in order to break the deadlock of continuing Biafran
resistance.®* The London-based International Institute for
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Strategic Studies (IISS) did not lose sight of the predicament
of the Nigerian army in the Biafran campaign. In its annual
review of the global military situation, the IISS notes:

Within the last decade, no such country (in the Southern
World) has conducted a successful invasion against a
neighbour of remotely comparable strength. At least two
problems appear to prove insuperable. First, logistics —
supply, communications and maintenance — make enor-
mous demands on a modern army and in a hostile environ-
ment they seem to be too much ... Second, few such
armies have developed a sufficient number of leaders in
the field to stand up to casualties without a breakdown of
the command system. Both considerations applied with
special force to the Nigerian army in its war with the
Biafran secessionists.®®

British Diplomatic Initiative

Before we end the British section of this study, let us
examine the diplomatic role played by the British govern-
ment in arranging the Kampala peace conference of the
warring sides of the Nigerian conflict in May 1968. The
conference was convened under the auspices of the Com-
monwealth Secretariat in London, but with the active coop-
eration of the British Foreign Office. Initially, the British
suggested London as the venue for the conference, but the
Biafrans rejected this in protest at the British government’s
support of federal Nigeria. A compromise venue, Kampala,
Uganda was agreed by all the parties and the meeting was
chaired by Arnold Smith, the Commonwealth Secre.ary
General, from 23-31 May 1968.

The conference ended in failure because the two sides
rigidly maintained their conflicting political positions.®® But
Britain was quick to single out Biafra for criticism, again
demonstrating its unflinching support for the federal cause.
Lord Shepherd of the Foreign Office told the Lords:

I do not think it unreasonable for the Federal Government
to have sought some assurance that a ceasefire would lead
to the maintenance of the territorial integrity of Nigeria,
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which is precisely what they have been fighting for.%’

Foreign Secretary Michael Stewart also spoke in the same
vein: ‘We must understand that a solution to this problem
must rest on the position of one Nigeria, not two Nigerias’.®®

This form of diplomatic support from Britain was very
helpful to Nigeria in its political campaign to limit interna-
tional sympathy for the Biafran cause. This was particularly
successful within the Commonwealth countries. According to
Prime Minister Wilson, the British government campaigned
actively within the Commonwealth (and among Britain’s
other allies) to discourage any recognition of Biafran
independence.®®

On the whole, Britain’s active military (and diplomatic)
support for Nigeria played a crucial role in ensuring the
ultimate federal victory over Biafra. Militarily, London sup-
plied the Nigerians with most of the weapons they requested.
In addition to military equipment acquired elsewhere, the
federal army maintained an effective offensive capability
throughout most of the 30-month-old war. Britain’s consis-
tent insistence throughout the war that the crisis should be
settled on the basis of a ‘United Nigeria’ framework was very
helpful to the federal political position. This meant that
Britain effectively used its position within the Common-
wealth Association of Nations and the Atlantic alliance to
discourage member states from supporting the Biafran
secession.

France

Yet Britain’s ability to influence a number of leading states of
the international community to support its pro-federal policy
on the Nigerian conflict had its limitations. France, a historic-
al rival in both Europe and Africa, adopted a different
position. In an official statement issued in July 1968 the
French government argued that the ‘bloodshed and suffer-
ing that the Biafran people have endured for more than a
year demonstrates their determination to affirm themselves
as a people . . . [the conflict should be settled on the] basis of
the rights of peoples to self determination’.”® Further pro-
Biafran statements made later in the year by President de
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Gaulle himself increased speculation in Europe and else-
where that France was about to accord diplomatic recogni-
tion to Biafran independence.

The Biafrans themselves were overjoyed by this develop-
ment, especially as it came at a time of very low morale
caused by the military reverses of the previous year including
the May 1968 loss of the vital oil refinery town of Port
Harcourt. While these French statements of exhortation
ultimately fell short of a formal diplomatic recognition from
Paris, Biafra was nonetheless convinced that it had made a
breakthrough in Europe. Biafra felt that given the powerful
diplomatic position that the French commanded in the
European Economic Community at this time, the de Gaulle
administration could raise the issue of the civil war in
Community discussions. This would give the conflict a grea-
ter European focus which the Biafrans reasoned was essen-
tial in checking the ever-increasing British support for the
federal government.

Aware that the French government had very close political
ties with the ‘francophone’ African states (nine out of the 15
West African states are ‘francophone’), the Biafrans were
also optimistic that Paris would influence the latter to show
more diplomatic sympathy for their cause. Lastly, and this
was the most important consideration, Biafra hoped that
French support would afford it a much more assured source
for arms supplies to continue ltS struggle, especially at a time
of very grim military setbacks.”

Belated, Limited and Circumscribed Support

But why the belated French support for Biafra? A number of
students of this conflict have dealt with this question’? and
the majority stress that the French attitude to the Nigerian
war was essentially part of a Gaullist foreign policy trajectory
aimed at asserting France’s own independent judgement
from those of Britain and the United States.

Yet in declaring support for the Biafran secession in July
1968, France risked considerable financial losses in the
Nigerian federation.”” When Biafra seceded in May 1967,
France had a total of £35 million worth of investments in
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Nigeria and only 28 per cent (or about £10 million) was in
Biafran territory.”* In fact by July 1968, when France first
declared its support for Biafra, the entire French invest-
ments in Biafra, including those owned by the French oil
company, SAFRAP (a subsidiary of the state-owned Entrep-
rises de Recherches et d’Activités Pétroliéres — ERAP), were
already in territory overrun by the Nigerian army (this
included especially the Ogwaza, Azumini and Ebocha
oilfields).”®

So it appeared imprudent, especially in economic terms,
for France to wish to support Biafra at a time when the
secession faced imminent collapse. As for the Biafrans, it was
doubtful that French support would radically alter their
deteriorating military situation, unless, of course, Paris air-
lifted massive military supplies to them. But this was exactly
what the French government did not do, and we need to
examine the reasons for its reluctance.

There was a continuing disagreement within the French
government over the Nigerian Civil War. This was between
the President’s Secretariat for African Affairs (headed by the
influential Gaullist Jacques Foccart) and the Quai d’Orsay
itself (the Foreign Ministry). Foccart’s office was actively
pro-Biafra and wanted outright full French diplomatic rec-
ognition of the new republic, and President de Gaulle lent
support to this position.

Foccart had met several Biafran roving envoys, such as
Michael Okpara, Kenneth Dike and Godwin Onyegbulam,
since the outbreak of hostilities. He was also in regular
contact with Raph Uwechue, Biafra’s Chief Representative in
Paris. The French official became convinced of the Biafran
cause, and soon emerged as the leading advocate in the
French government for an active Biafran policy.

The Quai d’Orsay, which institutionally was responsible
for foreign policy, did not share Foccart’s appraisals of the
Nigerian conflict nor those of President de Gaulle. It was
much more conscious of French economic interests in Niger-
ia that might be jeopardised if a pro-Biafran policy were
adopted.”® Furthermore, the Quai d’Orsay was more respon-
sive to the pressure from pro-Nigerian influential North
African countries such as Algeria, Morocco and Egypt (as
well as the West African states of Cameroon and Niger),
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which lobbied imensive];/ against French support for Biafran
independence in Paris.”

In these circumstances, the Quai d’Orsay was able to delay
by at least a year the French government’s announcement of
its definitive position on the conflict, and even when this was
made it was essentially cautious. The Quai d’Orsay succeeded
in denying the Biafrans both the full diplomatic support they
required, and the massive military supplies which could have
helped to stem the Nigerian offensive.

Raph Uwechue has recalled that it was quite clear to the
Biafra Office in Paris in the summer of 1968 that the Quai
d’Orsay’s views would prevail in the French intra-
governmental disagreement over the Nigerian war. He said
that ‘the reality of the situation’ was duly communicated back
home to the Biafran leadership ‘which already had an
exaggerated feeling of expectation of French goodwill’.”8
Uwechue’s summation of the effect of French aid on the
Biafran struggle was:

The French policy and aid would at best save Biafra from
total destruction, but not make it strong enough to chal-
lenge Niseria as effectively as total independence would
demand.”

The Biafran government for its part then, felt that
Uwechue’s evaluation of the developments within the French
government was ‘indicative of a hasty judgement’. This
unsympathetic reaction led to Uwechue’s resignation from
the Paris appointment in December 1968.

De St. Jorre, another observer of French policy towards
the Nigerian conflict, however, agrees with Uwechue’s con-
clusions: ‘The effect of France’s Biafran policy was like that
of drugs on cancer: it kept the recipient alive but ensured —
barring a miracle — a lingering death’.®® General Philip
Effiong, Chief of Biafra’s General Staff, was later to reflect
on the impact of French support on the Biafran struggle:
‘the bastards did more harm than good by raising false hopes
and by groviding the British with an excuse to reinforce
Nigeria’.®!
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Nature of Arms Supplies

From September 1968 until the end of the war in January
1970, the French government was involved in supplying
arms to Biafra. The whole operation was handled and
supervised by Foccart’s Africa Division Office of the French
presidency, and the French secret service — the Service de
Documentation Extérieure et Contre-Espionage. The pro-
cess of arms transfer itself was intricate and highly convo-
luted, involving certain banks in Paris, and the West African
‘francophone’ states of Céte d’Ivoire and Gabon, which had
recognised the Biafran secession.®?

In this deal, Cote d’Ivoire and Gabon advanced loans to
Biafra in French CFA francs (convertible to French francs) to
use in purchasing French arms in Paris, while the French
government was committed to back up these loans. An
important proviso was that France must determine the
amount of any loans granted. Both Céte d’Ivoire and Gabon
were also required to supply Biafra with some weapons from
their own stocks, and these in turn were later replenished by
the French.

Through this arrangement small arms and ammunition
(these included Ceteme rifles and ammunition, some
7.62 mm NATO-standard rifles and ammunition and a few
M-16 American rifles), mortars (81 mm and 4.2in.), anti-
aircraft equipment, radio gear, light machine guns, and
some bazookas were airlifted to Biafra from staging bases in
Libreville and Abidjan. The total quantity of this French
supply source accounted for about 50 per cent of Biafra’s
entire arms imports in this last year of the war, and it cost the
Biafrans $5 million.®?

By using Cote d’Ivoire and Gabonese territories in this
network of delivery, the French government was able to
avoid sending any weapons directly to Biafra from France
throughout the war. This was the basis of French govern-
ment’s continuous assertions during the conflict that it was
not aiding Biafra militarily. It was therefore able to maintain
publicly that Paris was keeping to the arms embargo it had
declared on both sides of the conflict in June 1968.%* On the
other hand, the French government was able to employ this
tortuous arms delivery system to its advantage in its rela-
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tionship with Biafra. As General Ojukwu told John Stremlau
after the war: ‘I was never happy with French arms supplies
or any system I could not control. The French were always
trying to exert controls with their arms. There were a couple
of slow-downs once they began supplying us that were
intended to force us to change our policies . .. The French
would have liked to control my entire regime . . . There could
be no question of our becoming totally dependent on the
French’.®® But given the very depressed nature of Biafra’s
military position before the French-directed airlift began in
September 1968, there was no doubt that the sudden infu-
sion of French weaponry helped the Biafrans to stem the
pressing federal offensive on all fronts of the war. Yet Biafra
never stood the remotest chance to turn the scale in the
battles due to the defensive characteristics of the weapons
delivered, nor to contemplate emerging victorious from the
war.

The Biafrans, however, utilised the limited diplomatic
status they had in France to improve their arms purchases
from private sources in Europe. Well-known arms merchants
such as Pierre Lorez, Paul Favier and Roger Faulques
handled most of these purchases, including transportation to
Biafra by way of Lisbon and the Island of Sao Tomé, off the
Biafran coast.®® These merchants helped the Biafrans to
open up contacts with other European dealers who were
marketing Soviet weapons which came from Israeli sources
(these weapons were part of the consignment captured by
the Israelis from the Arab armies during the 1967 Middle
East War). These Soviet arms were among the cheapest the
Biafrans bought in this business, which cost them a lot in
foreign exchange.®”

Arms to Lagos

French arms were also reaching Nigeria from both govern-
ment and private sources in spite of the declared embargo of
June 1968. In August 1968, several Panhard armoured cars
(with 90 mm guns and 60 mm anti-tank cannon) were deli-
vered to the federal army.?® Earlier on in the year, federal
military technicians visited France to take ‘specialised
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courses’ on the handling and maintenance of advanced
French weaponry. The federals also brought French arms
through private interest groups in France which had busi-
ness interests in Nigeria.

Altogether, the French military supplies to Biafra, which
amounted to $5 million, was small when compared to the
enormous sums of money that the Nigerian government
derived from the sale of its export products to France, which
went on without interruption throughout the war. Nigeria
was therefore in a position where it was able to purchase
most of its military equipment from revenue that accrued
from these exports.®® Such was Nigeria’s advantage in this
trade relation that in 1969 it had a trade surplus with the
French of at least $66 million.%°

Little wonder the Biafrans themselves were ultimately
frustrated with the limited French support. In retrospect, all
that the French arms deliveries did for Biafra was to post-
pone what already looked like an inevitable collapse of the
secession in the summer of 1968. Apart from the sheer
valour and determination to continue the struggle, the
Biafran resistance was already cracking at this time.®' The
Biafrans were in fast retreat, having lost about three-quarters
of their territory. French support for Biafra obviously was
responsible for a sudden upsurge in morale within the ranks
of the secessionist forces, followed by an improvement in
defensive capabilities across all theatres of the war. The
limited nature of this support was, however, clearly evident
when the Biafrans could not withstand a renewed onslaught
on their positions by the federal army 18 months later.

Portugal

The Biafrans had a very useful relationship with Portugal.
Lisbon’s airport and the airport in the then Portuguese-
occupied territory of Sao Tomé were made available to the
Biafran government as staging bases for its arms flights into
Biafra. Biafran emissaries travelling to Europe and else-
where also used these Portuguese facilities, which were run
from a Biafra Office in Lisbon. The Portuguese capital soon
became the major centre of the Biafran private arms pur-
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chasing business in Europe, with the establishment of the
‘Africa Operations Bureau’ headed by the French arms
merchant, Pierre Lorez.

By providing support to Biafra, Portugal was primarily
motivated by the heavy financial returns which it derived
from Biafra’s payments for the airfields and other facilities
provided.®? Portugal did not supply Biafra with any arms. In
December 1967 Nigeria’s Foreign Minister, Okoi Arikpo,
visited Lisbon in efforts to persuade the Salazar regime to
close down the Biafra Office in the town, and revoke the
landing rights granted to Biafran planes at Sao Tomé.
Arikpo failed to get a Portuguese commitment to this effect,
but was assured that Lisbon would not accord recognition to
Biafra.??

For Portugal therefore, support of Biafra meant an addi-
tional financial source to buttress its war commitments in the
African occupied territories. The Salazar regime was abso-
lutely cautious in avoiding being seen by the rest of the
international community in the obvious contradictory role of
aiding, albeit indirectly, Biafran national liberation, while
fighting desperately to destroy similar aspirations in Angola,
Guinea Bissau and Mozambique.

The United States of America

The United States imposed an arms embargo on both sides
of the conflict as its immediate response to the outbreak of
the Nigerian Civil War. The US embassy in Lagos had
viewed the deteriorating political situation in Nigeria, espe-
cially after the 29 July 1966 coup with great apprehension.
The Ambassador, Elbert Matthews, as well as the then British
High Commissioner to Nigeria (Francis Cumming-Bruce),
intervened in the delicate talks that went on among the
officers who overthrew the Aguyi-Ironsi regime, especially
with respect to the future of the federation. Their initiative
played an important role in dissuading the northern officers
in control of Lagos from declaring the secession of the
northern region from the federation.

Against this background, US support for Biafran inde-
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pendence was out of the question. Matthews made his
government’s position clear®:

My government recognised the Federal Military Govern-
ment of Nigeria. We have repeatedly made known our
complete support of the political integrity of Nigeria.
Many times we have expressed our hopes that Nigeria
would continue to remain a united country. This is not
only an official view, but one that is also felt by American
businessmen engaged in the rapidly growing trade be-
tween our two countries.

The US concern for the political developments in Nigeria
at this time requires elaboration. Before the Biafran seces-
sion, the United States imported 2.5 million barrels of oil per
day from Nigeria. This accounted for 20 per cent of total US
imports, and it came principally from eastern oil fields
operated by Gulf (second to Shell-BP in Nigeria’s oil opera-
tions). In 1962, two years after Nigeria’s independence, US
total investment in Nigeria was $54 million. It tripled in two
years to $162 million and at the outbreak of war, in 1967, it
stood at $200.°° Before the end of the war, this figure
doubled, especially due to costs incurred in reconstructing oil
installations that were damaged during the 1968 fighting in
the southern front. There were 7500 US citizens who worked
in Nigeria, making them the largest number of foreigners
after Britons.

A few weeks after the outbreak of the war, Nigeria asked
for military aircraft from the US but this was rejected on
grounds of Washington’s arms embargo. It was a disappoint-
ment to Lagos, which expected that US diplomatic sym-
pathies would be matched with military support. The feder-
als were, however, relieved that Washington would maintain
a ‘discreet neutrality’ in the conflict which would not lend
support to the Biafrans, especially in view of the latter’s
extensive publicity campaigns in the United States at this
time. As time went on, the reasoning in Lagos was that as the
United States felt that the conflict was Britain’s ‘primary
responsibility’,*® then they (the Americans) would not
oppose their principal ally (Britain) which had declared
unequivocal support (including military) for the continuing
maintenance of the Nigerian federation.

While Nigeria was undoubtedly disappointed with the US
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embargo on arms supplies to the belligerents, the Gowon
regime, however, rightly calculated that as long as British
support for its cause was guaranteed (both militarily and
politically), the United States was not going to react favour-
ably to Biafra’s quest for diplomatic recognition.®” In ess-
ence, Nigeria viewed Britain’s unflinching support for it as
the ‘trump card’ in encouraging continuing American di-
plomatic goodwill. Furthermore, part of the quid pro quo of
Washington’s backing for the British government’s pro-
Nigerian policy was London’s support for the United States
war in Vietnam.®® Thus the ‘subdued attitude’ which char-
acterised the federal government’s reaction to US ‘neutrality’
in the conflict paid off very well. Nigeria generally avoided
open criticism of the American position. As for the Biafrans,
their robust mobilisation drive to win US public opinion fell
short of getting support from official Washington. Even
aspects of the Biafran publicity campaign which referred to
increasing Soviet influence in Nigeria (references to Soviet
arms deliveries to Lagos) did not alarm Washington. While
the latter often criticised Soviet intervention, it nevertheless
strongly justified Britain’s arms deliveries to Lagos on the
grounds that London had ‘traditionally supplied Nigeria
with arms’.%° It came to the conclusion that no revolutionary
situation existed in Lagos during the period which the Soviet
Union or indeed any other power could have exploited.'®

During the US presidential campaign in September 1968,
presidential candidate Richard Nixon made a critical attack
on the Johnson administration for not intervening to stop
the Nigerian war. Nixon described the conflict as a ‘terrible
tragedy ... (which) has now assumed catastrophic dimen-
sions . .. (G)enocide is what is taking place right now — and
starvation is the grim reaper ... Every friend of humanity
should be asked to step forward to call an end to this
slaughter of innocents in West Africa’.'”' He promised that if
elected in November (1968), he would raise the issue of the
war with the British government.

Nixon duly ordered a reappraisal of US policy on the war
after he was elected president. The outcome was made
known in February 1969 but it showed little change from
that of the Johnson administration. The US reiterated its
‘neutrality’ in the conflict and called for an early negotiated
settlement between the two parties. There would henceforth
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be greater involvement by the US in the provision of relief
supplies to the war victims. In this regard, eight giant
American C-97G stratofreighter cargo planes were made
available to the International Red Cross and church
groups.'%? As for any US diplomatic initiative on the conflict,
Nixon did not appear to have tried to pressure the British
government to alter its pro-Nigerian policy when he met
Prime Minister Wilson in London for a summit in late
February (1969).'%%

So, while the Johnson and Nixon administrations main-
tained a military neutrality throughout the duration of the
war, the Nigerian belligerents sought to purchase US
weapons through private sources in the country. Biafra
acquired two United States B-26 bomber aircraft through US
agents linked up with a French arms dealer, who was already
in the Biafran arms traffic. The Biafrans made use of these
planes in bombing federal communication lines and supply
routes during fighting in the mid-west region in August
1967. Nigeria was also able to purchase some American
B-26s from similar sources before the Soviet aircraft deal was
concluded in mid-August 1967.

Biafra made extensive use of the sympathy it had gener-
ated in several sections of the US community in propagating
its cause for independence. Leading US senators who were
involved in the anti-Vietnam war movement such as Eugene
McCarthy, George McGovern, Edward Kennedy, Thomas
Dodd and William Proxmire often identified themselves with
the humanitarian dimension of the conflict. They were very
disappointed in 1969 that President Nixon did not embark
on an independent US diplomatic initiative to achieve a
ceasefire in the war, even though they welcomed the Presi-
dent’s increase of American relief supplies to the area.

It is difficult to assess the extent to which domestic
pressure in the United States, as well as the Biafran publicity
exercise (which was the most intense abroad) were able to
influence the continuing ‘even-handed’ policy that Washing-
ton adopted throughout the war. It does seem that while
completely supporting the federal government of Nigeria,
successive  US administrations successfully tackled the
domestic critics of their policy by meeting some of their
demands (namely, more humanitarian aid to the war vic-
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tims), and left the political component (settlement of the
conflict) to an African diplomatic initiative. In stating the
latter, Washington was implicitly reassuring Lagos. More
importantly, successive United States governments were sa-
tished with the role and effectiveness of its principal ally,
Britain, in containing the Biafran secession. This was why the
administrations’ spokespersons often reiterated that the solu-
tion of the conflict was a ‘British responsibility’.

Quite clearly the Johnson administration would have come
to the conclusion from the local assessment of its embassy in
Lagos at the outbreak of the war, that the secession could not
succeed, unless Biafra were to receive support from a major
international ally.

Apart from the temporary dislocation in the Gulf crude oil
operations in southern Biafra (1968), US economic interests
were not in jeopardy throughout the war. Just as the French,
most US commercial and industrial enterprises were located
in the Nigerian regions undisturbed by the war. Furth-
ermore, with the increasing escalation of the Vietnam War to
contend with at this time, there was no incentive in the
United States to get sucked into another civil war elsewhere
on the globe.

III AFRICA: THE DEBATES ON ‘SELF
DETERMINATION’, ‘TERRITORIAL INTEGRITY’,
AND THE ‘INVIOLABILITY OF POST-COLONIAL
BORDERS

Most African states were extremely cautious in reacting
openly to the Biafran declaration of independence on 30
May 1967. The act of secession in any of the post indepen-
dent African states had become the most unpopular under-
taking in the continent’s political development. This attitude
had been reinforced by the devastating experience of Zaire
(then Congo-Leopoldville) in the early 1960s, when the
province of Katanga had seceded.

As members of the Organisation of Africa Unity (OAU),
African states adhere strictly to certain articles in the Orga-
nisation’s charter,'®* which commits all signatories to ‘safe-
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guard the sovereignty, indespendence and territorial integrity
of all member states’.'® Another article stresses the
sovereign equality of all member states, non-interference in
the domestic affairs of states, and the inviolability of existing
national borders.'®

All these vital OAU charter articles ultimately guided the
attitude and overall reaction of the majority of the 42
independent African states to the Biafran declaration of
independence.

It should be recalled that when the OAU was formed in
1963 (and also when the charter was drawn up), the major
consideration of the new African sovereign states was the
consolidation of their new status of political independence
after many years of Western colonialism. The leaders who
attended the inaugural conference in Addis Ababa were all
aware that most of their states (as they existed on the eve of
the decolonisation process) were arbitrarily created by the
respective colonial administration from hitherto disparate
states and nationalities. They therefore felt that the only way
to save these newly-acquired independent territories from
disintegrating into their various ethno-national and pre-
colonial state constituents, was to commit themselves to the
concept of ‘inviolability’ of existing borders.

Except for Gabon, Cote d’Ivoire, Tanzania and Zambia,
which recognised the Biafran secession, all other African
states basically steered along this official OAU course, even
though some other considerations motivated certain African
states, for instance, the Arab North, in their hostility towards
Biafra, as we shall elaborate later.

It was evident that the challenge of Biafra to many African
states was not just that there was a major preoccupation on
the part of these countries with the effect(s) that Biafran
independence would have on the rest of the Nigerian
federation. Rather it was that African leaders who came from
equally heterogeneous states as Nigeria (such as Ethiopia,
Sudan, Zaire, Kenya and Chad, among others) viewed the
sustenance and ultimate success of the Biafran secession as
capable of having a ‘domino effect’ on their own countries.'%’
This was in effect the major argument that the Nigerian
federal government pursued throughout the war in its
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diplomatic campaign against Biafra in Africa, and it was in
the main successful.

However, President Julius Nyerere of Tanzania, a highly
respected pan-Africanist and a progressive politician, intro-
duced a new element in the OAU attitude to secession in
April 1968. He felt that in the final analysis, ‘unity can only
be based on the general consent of the people involved . . . In
Nigeria this consciousness of a common citizenship was
destroyed by the events of 1966, and in particular by the
pogroms in which 30,000 Eastern Nigerians were murdered
... It is these pogroms, and the apparent inability or unwil-
lingness of the authorities to protect the victims, which
underlies the Easterners’ conviction that they have been
rejected by the Nigerians . . ."'% Nyerere argued that Tanza-
nia could not acquiesce in a situation, such as in Nigeria,
where a war had to be fought to force an unwilling people to
remain within a federation. He stated that if the people of
Zanzibar (the offshore Indian Ocean Island which is part of
Tanzania) wanted to leave the Tanzanian Union, ‘I could not
advocate bombing them into submission’.'%

In effect, Nyerere’s reconceptualisation of ‘self determina-
tion’ in the African context meant the following: that just as
the principle of self determination was crucial in the decol-
onisation movement against European colonial powers, this
concept could still be relevant in solving problems of
sovereignty (or ‘competing’ nationalisms) in the new inde-
pendent states. On this consideration,''® Tanzania recog-
nised the independence of Biafra, and a few days later,
Zambia’s Kenneth Kaunda, a long-term close associate of
Nyerere in the Southern African decolonisation struggle,
also accorded recognition to Biafra.

But other African, radical, leaderships, such as those in
Egypt, Algeria, Guinea and Mali, did not go along with the
Nyerere viewpoint. The basic reason for the distinctly anti-
Biafran stance taken by these leaderships during the conflict
was much more due to their respective domestic politics.
These are predominantly Muslim states and it is this ideolo-
gical element which chiefly dictated their sympathies for
federal Nigeria, whose population had a Muslim majority.

Furthermore, Biafra had evidently antagonised these
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states in a speculative radio broadcast (on the day secession
was declared) which claimed that it had been recognised by
Israel. This event happened just on the eve of the June 1967
Six-Day War. Another issue of discord between Biafra and
Arab/Muslim states concerned the constant analogy which
leading Igbo leaders often made to the Jews to characterise
the plight of the Igbo in the Nigerian federation. As a result,
the Igbo have always been more sympathetic to Israel in the
Middle East conflict, while the people of northern Nigeria
were generally pro-Arab.

The predominantly Muslim states of sub-Saharan Africa,
such as Niger, Cameroon (both bordering on Nigeria),
Mauritania and Senegal, equally showed the same strong
inclination in their diplomatic support for the federal gov-
ernment even though at the same time a number of these
states showed sympathy for the Eritrean independence
struggle in Ethiopia. The Cameroon President, Ahmadu
Ahidjo, and his Nigeri counterpart, Hamani Diori, who were
both very close to important French leaders (including
President de Gaulle), continuously campaigned in French
government circles against a Biafran recognition by Paris.'!!
Their constant advice reinforced that of influential North
African leaders (especially Algeria’s Houari Boumedienne)
who equally Pressured the French government not to recog-
nise Biafra.''?

Thus the reaction of African states to the Nigerian civil
war was not necessarily dictated by their usually discernible
ideological position in pan-African politics. The war created
a situation unimaginable in the annals of post-colonial Afri-
can alliances; ‘radical’ states like Algeria, Egypt, Guinea and
Mali voted to ‘Keep Nigeria One’ in OAU conterences with
‘conservative’ states of Malagasy, Cameroon and Ethiopia.
Equally surprising was the situation where ‘conservative’
states like Cote d’Ivoire and Gabon were found to be
championing the cause of the Biafran secession with dedi-
cated anti-imperialist Tanzania and Zambia.

It is essential to recall that before announcing Ivorien
recognition of Biafra on 14 May 1968, President
Houphouet-Boigny adopted an argument similar to that
Nyerere had used the month before to support the Biafran
secession. The Ivorien leader stressed: ‘We say no to unity in
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war and through war ... Unity is for the living and not for
the dead’.'"?

There were other reasons in any case why Houphouet-
Boigny decided to recognise Biafra. The Ivorien President
was a staunch Roman Catholic with a minority Muslim
population, who saw the predominantly Catholic Biafrans as
allies against the Islamic penetration of West Africa.''* He
also saw the Biafran episode as a good opportunity to deepen
the friendship he had maintained for several years with
leading Biafran entrepreneurs and industrialists, prominent
among whom was Odumegwu Ojukwu Snr (General Ojuk-
wu’s father). The Ivorien President, a long time anti-
communist, was also highly suspicious of Soviet support for
Nigeria, coming just after the expulsion of Soviet diplomats
from neighbouring Ghana.''®

Houphouet-Boigny, who had maintained a high degree of
influence among members of the Gabonese leadership, play-
ed a major role in the decision by Gabon to recognise Biafra
in April 1968. Suzanne Cronje has described Houphouet-
Boigny as a ‘sort of super-president of Gabon’,''® and this
seems appropriate in describing the prestige of the Ivorien
leader in a country where his speeches are often reproduced
in the Gabonese ruling party daily, Union Gabonaise. Also, the
role of a fair number of Biafran residents in Gabon, some of
who worked in the country’s commerce, could have been
another contributing factor in President Bongo’s decision to
recognise the Biafran secession.

In the main, most African states supported federal Nigeria
in the conflict and this was overwhelmingly demonstrated in
the three OAU heads of state summits which were held
during the civil war (in Kinshasa, Addis Ababa and Algiers).
In the September 1967 Kinshasa summit, the OAU
appointed a six-nation ‘Consultative Mission’ headed by
Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia to visit Nigeria. Other
members of the group were President Mobutu of Zaire,
President Tubman of Liberia, General Ankrah of the
National Liberation Council, Ghana, President Diori of Ni-
ger and President Ahidjo of Cameroon. The OAU made it
clear that the group was not going to mediate ih the conflict,
but to ‘assure the Head of the Federal Government of
Nigeria of the Assembly’s [OAU] desire for the territorial
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integrity, unity and peace of Nigeria’.'"”

The OAU group ultimately went to Lagos in November
1967 without Presidents Mobutu and Tubman, who were
reportedly attending to urgent domestic state duties, but who
indicated that they still supported the purpose of the visit.
There were, however, strong indications that the reasons
why Mobutu particularly did not go to Lagos were due to his
doubts about the usefulness of the visit, and the effects of
official press comments made in Lagos following a statement
the Zairean leader made about the Nigerian war. On 10
October 1967 (after the Kinshasa summit and before the
expected visit of the OAU mission), Mobutu publicly rejected
the constant official federal Nigerian comparison between
the Katanga and Biafra secessions. As the army commander
who led the military campaign against the Katangese forces
in Zaire a decade before, Mobutu insisted that the ‘parallel
was false’.!!'® There was, however, no intention by Zaire, in
spite of Mobutu’s assertion, to alter its policy towards the
conflict, which remained the maintenance of the Nigerian
federation.

Addressing the (now) four-nation OAU mission when it
called on him, General Gowon reminded the African leaders
that they had not come to Nigeria to mediate in the civil war
but to ‘call on the rebel leaders to abandon secession’''® and
accept the unity of the Nigerian federation. Gowon once
again raised the official Nigerian argument of the consequ-
ences of a successful Biafran secession for the rest of Africa:
‘It was the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Tshombe
yesterday, it is Nigeria and Ojukwu today. Who knows which
African country will be the next victim of secessionist
forces?’'?® As was expected, the mission reiterated its pro-
federal position. In a statement issued the following day,
before its departure, it said: “The secessionists should re-
nounce secession and accept the present administrative
structure of a federal 12-state structure’.'?! Predictably, the
Biafrans rejected the outcome of the visit. A government
statement accused the OAU of ‘stage-managing a conference
which has flouted the established principles of natural justice
to accord the right of hearing to all parties in a dispute’.'??

Both the Algiers OAU summit in September 1968 and the
Addis Ababa conference of September 1969 re-endorsed the
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official OAU policy on the war. Each conference resolution
on Nigeria in the official communiqué always emphasised the
OAU standard position on a United Nigeria solution:
‘Appeals solemnly and urgently to the two parties involved in
the civil war to agree to preserve in the over-riding interests
of Africa, the unity of Nigeria and accept immediately the
suspension of hostilities . . ."'?* Only the four African states
which recognised Biafra voted against the resolution in
Algiers (with Rwanda and Botswana abstaining), while in
Addis Ababa they (along with Sierra Leone) instead decided
to abstain.

It was clear that by the time the Addis conference started,
the four states had begun to doubt the possibility of Biafra’s
ultimate survival, especially in the light of renewed federal
offensives which began on the eve of the summit. By
abstaining from the OAU ‘One Nigeria’ resolution this time,
the four were signalling to the Biafrans that they could not
continue to support the Biafran position of ‘total sovereignty’
indefinitely. We should add that these states severely criti-
cised the Algerian government (in a joint statement) during
the 1968 Algiers summit for barring a Biafran delegation
from entering the country, while allowing members of the
Eritrean independence movement to attend and lobby dele-
gates.

Military Support

Some African states, such as Egypt and Algeria, added
military aid to their diplomatic support for federal Nigeria.
This was in the form of arms, and the dispatch of military
advisers to the federal airforce. Cairo sold three Soviet-made
MIG 17 fighters to the Nigerians in one instance,'?* while
Algiers transferred five MIG 17s from its airforce to Lagos in
the summer of 1969.'% Libya and Sudan sold arms to
Lagos'?® and most of the Nigerian air force planes that went
on bombing raids to Biafra throughout the war were 7piloted
by Egyptians and mercenaries recruited elsewhere.'?

In retrospect, it is clear that the overwhelming diplomatic
support that the federal Nigerian government derived from
the majority of African states had a tremendous impact on
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the ultimate political (and subsequently the military) out-
come of the war. Any non-African state (especially in Europe
and the Americas) which considered recognising the Biafran
secession, would have cautiously watched the attitude and
reactions of the majority of African states to the conflict.
Africa’s official position to the rest of the world, via the OAU,
was that the war was an ‘African affair’. In terms of intra-
OAU relations, it was Nigeria’s ‘internal affair’. Both aspects
of the OAU stand on the conflict effectively satisfied the
main diplomatic tenet of the federal government throughout
the war.

Having adopted the OAU articles which are unequivocally
critical of secession, most independent African states were
right from the outset sympathetic with the federal govern-
ment’s political position in the conflict. As a consequence,
Biafra lost the crucial battle for African diplomatic support.
The course of the conflict showed that firm African support
was the vital platform for both contesting parties to launch
the drive towards the extra-continental endorsement of their
varying political viewpoints. The federal government’s vic-
tory in securing this platform meant that its case was easily
receptible to the other states of the world. As for Biafra, the
problems were enormous. Having lost Africa, it could not
make any effective political breakthrough outside the conti-
nent. Several countries, especially in Europe and the Amer-
icas, were often more prepared to isolate the humanitarian
aspect of the war (and send relief aid) while dealing with
Biafran envoys, because of their preference to endorse the
official OAU stand that the political component of the
conflict was an ‘African affair’.

‘White’ Africa

Lastly, let us examine the attitudes and roles of Rhodesia
(now Zimbabwe) and South Africa in the Nigerian conflict.
Predictably, the conflict in Nigeria afforded welcome prop-
aganda for the two white minority-ruled states which had
continuously contended that independent Africa was un-
stable.

Yet both the federal government and Biafra sought and
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employed the services of South African and Rhodesian
nationals during the civil war. Nigeria recruited South Afri-
can and Rhodesian pilots for its air force (in addition to
ground staff) and a number of these participated in combat
operations against Biafra.'?® The Biafrans, on the other
hand, employed Rhodesians and South Africans to HJ' the
arms airlift from Lisbon to their embattled territory.'? The
two sides also recruited mercenaries from the white-ruled
states, especially in the early part of the war,'?® but most of
these were either killed or wounded in the ferocious battles
that took place in all war theatres between January and
March 1968. Survivors soon abandoned their services.

South African and Rhodesian mercenaries, in addition to
those recruited from elsewhere in Europe, made an insigni-
ficant impact on the war. The fighting took a large toll of
them. In the Nigerian Civil War, a lot was at stake politically
for both sides. The risks involved and undertaken by the
military forces from both sides of the frontline were enor-
mous and the resultant casualty figure was very high — nearly
two million (including civilians). This figure represented
twice as many as those killed throughout the two decades of
the Vietnam war. In such a situation, it was only the very
politically motivated who could take such risks — this cir-
cumstance obviously did not suit the usual financial disposi-
tion or motivation of the mercenary fighter. As soon as the
high level of casualties on the battlefield increased alarmingly
in the early months of 1968, the surviving bands of mercen-
ary forces hired by both sides disbanded.

As was expected, each side in the Nigerian conflict con-
tinued to accuse the other of employing mercenary units
from South Africa and Rhodesia (and Europe) as part of the
propaganda war (beamed particularly in this case to their
African audiences) without ever acknowledging the fact that
these fighters were also in their employ.

IV  THE SOVIET UNION

Before the outbreak of the Nigerian Civil War, the influence
of the Soviet Union in the Nigerian federation was minimal.
The first civilian government of Abubakar Tafawa Balewa
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was unfriendly and very suspicious of the Soviet Union. It
took two years after independence (1962) to establish di-
plomatic ties with Moscow, and this was due mainly to the
pressure of the NCNC coalition partner in the government,
and the opposition Action Group. Even after that, serious
travel restrictions were placed on Nigerians wishing to visit
the Soviet Union, including students who planned to study
there. Soviet and East European scholarships for Nigerian
students were officially discouraged, and communist litera-
ture was banned from the country. Nigerian government
leaders did not conceal their dislike for the socialist system
even in public. Balewa once told parliament:

I and my colleagues are determined that while we are
responsible for the government of the Federation of
Nigeria and for the welfare of its people, we shall use every
means in our power to prevent the infiltration of commun-
ism and communist ideas into Nigeria.'?'

In 1963 when the Action Group leader, Obafemi Awolo-
wo, was accused of plotting to overthrow the federal govern-
ment, the Soviet Union was implicated.'*? The USSR were
accused of sending weapons to Nigerian ‘rebels’ training for
the operation in camps in Ghana.

In view of this official hostility, the Soviet Union was
forced to limit its contacts in Nigeria with student organisa-
tions, left-leaning trade unions and parties. The Soviet
Union established close links with both the radical Nigerian
Youth Congress and the Marxist-oriented Nigerian Socialist
Workers’ and Farmers’ Party (NSWAFP). During the first
party congress of the NSWAFP in 1965 in Lagos, the Soviet
Union sent a politburo member to represent the Soviet
Communist Party. In fact Soviet commentators began to
refer to the NSWAFP as a possible ‘vanguard party’ in a
Nigerian revolution.'®® The NSWAFP, in turn reciprocated
by sending a delegation to the 23rd Party Congress of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1966.'** The USSR
was also in close contact with the left-wing Nigerian Trade
Union Congress (leader Wahab Goodluck was the Vice-
President of the NSWAFP) and often attacked the pro-
Western Trade Union Congress of Nigeria in analyses of the
labour movement in Nigeria.
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The Soviet Union welcomed the January 1966 military
take-over and felt that there was now a better opportunity to
develop ties with Nigeria. A Soviet political commentator saw
the coup as a blow to the reactionary feudal and bourgeois
domination of the Nigerian state system, adding that it was
now necessary for the new reéime to embark on progressive
policies to help the people.'*> Moscow also showed a keen
interest in Aguyi-Ironsi’s abolition of the four-region federal
structure for a unitary government in May 1966. A long-
term party analyst in Moscow’s African Institute saw the
move as ‘progressive’, because the ‘infringement of national-
ity rights under the federal structure necessitated the proc-
lamation of a unitary system of government’.'3®

The Soviet media reported the Igbo massacres in northern
Nigeria with great sympathy for the victims. As the country
drifted towards secession and possible civil war, Soviet com-
mentators generally called on the federal government to take
‘careful cognisance of Ibo grievances and aspirations’,'*” but
cautioned that Nigeria’s problems could not be effectively
solved by dissolution of the federation.'?®

In April 1967 a Soviet technical delegation arrived in
Lagos to negotiate new agreements with the federal govern-
ment on cultural and trade relations. The latter was particu-
larly important for both sides because until then, Soviet-
Nigerian trade had been minimal. Before 1962 Soviet ex-
ports to Nigeria were practically nil, while Nigerian products
were sold to the USSR only by way of Britain and the
Netherlands. Between 1963, when formal trade links were
established, and 1966 the highest trade turn over between
the two countries was in 1965 and the figure was £N3200
(Soviet exports to Nigeria were £N1200, and Soviet imports
£N2000).9 In 1966 this slumped to £N1900,'*° possibly due
to the deteriorating political situation in Nigeria.

Part of the Soviet visiting mission also went to the eastern
region. There it entered into an agreement to build a
teaching hospital in Enugu and offered to send Soviet
architects and technicians to Nsukka for the proposed ex-
pansion of the University there. The Soviet delegation finally
returned to Moscow one week before the Biafran declaration
of independence.

There was no doubt that the visit by this Soviet mission to
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both Lagos and Enugu, prior to the eastern secession and the
civil war, offered the Soviet Union a good opportunity to
evaluate the intricacy of the deteriorating Nigerian political
situation on the spot.

It should be recalled that by the mid-1960s there was some
disillusionment in the Soviet Union over its relationship with
independent Africa. This had been exacerbated in the
diplomatic ‘set-backs’ incurred in Congo-Leopoldyville earlier
on in the decade due to the assassination of Patrice Lumum-
ba, with whose government the Soviet Union had established
good relations. There was also the case of Ghana in February
1966, when the Kwame Nkrumah administration was top-
pled in a right-wing coup d’état. In May 1966 Guinea, which
had for several years maintained close ties with the USSR,
suddenly expelled the Soviet mission from the country.

Given this background, the worsening political conflict in
Nigeria in the spring of 1967 and the subsequent war
provided a much-needed opportunity for the Soviet Union
to attempt to develop some influence in a country where,
hitherto, it had been forced to maintain a very low profile.
The reason why Moscow decided to support the federals in
the conflict in August 1967 was the combination of two
inter-related developments. The first concerned the refusal
of the United States and Britain to supply Nigeria with
sophisticated aircraft a fortnight after hostilities began.
Secondly, and more essential, was the USSR’s perception of
an ultimate federal victory in the war based on the report of
its technical delegation that went to Nigeria in April, the
Soviet embassy in Lagos, and the talks held in Moscow with a
visiting Nigerian ministerial party the previous month.'*!
Furthermore, it was highly unlikely that if the Soviet Union
sought to improve its ties with Nigeria (which it had keenly
tried to do without much success for nearly a decade), it
would support secessionist political objectives in the country.
For instance, while Soviet support for a Biafran secession
would have been very unpopular in most official African
opinion, such an act would also inevitably have resulted in a
Soviet confrontation with Britain (and the West) which
would view their huge economic interests in Nigeria as
threatened. So, with Soviet support for Lagos, any possibility
that the Nigerian civil conflict could incorporate an East-
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West ideological ‘colouration’ receded immediately.

The Soviet Union formally informed Lagos of its support
in the war in a note sent to General Gowon by Premier
Kosygin in August 1967.'*2 Next Moscow embarked on
justifying its pro-Nigerian position ideologically. This was
necessary since the USSR realised that support for Lagos
meant aiding the same party in a conflict with Britain which
was part of the ‘imperialist West that is responsible for the
Nigerian people’s tragedy’, as Soviet commentators were
keen to stress at the time.'*® The analysis of Vladimir
Kudryavtsev, a well-known Soviet scholar on Africa, is illus-
trative of the justification of the Soviet position.'** Kudryavt-
sev acknowledged that the Igbo had ‘more than other
peoples of Nigeria acquired attributes which brought them
near to what is understood by the word “nation” but this, in
itself could not be taken as the only ground for backing their
secession’.'* He also vehemently rejected criticisms that
often emanated from some Marxist circles in Europe (espe-
cially in France'#®) that by supporting Lagos, the Soviet
Union was joining ‘imperialists and oppressors’ to subjugate
the Biafran people. ‘It was naive’, the Soviet commentator
observed, ‘for anyone to equate Soviet sugyort [for federal
Nigeria] with that of the capitalist West’.'*” He agreed that
both Britain and his country supported the continuation of
the Nigerian federation, but argued that this was an ‘external
coincidence’ which did not mean that both powers supported
Nigerian unity on the same premises’.'*®

Kudryavtsev contended that the premises for support
were ‘diametrically opposed from the class point of view and
are in essence mutually exclusive’.'*® He argued that Britain
supported the unity of Nigeria just as France supported the
Biafran secession. This was due to ‘capitalist rivalry over olil,
economic assets and influence’ in that part of West Africa.!*®
The Soviet Union, on the other hand, Kudryavtsev main-
tained, backed Nigeria ‘in consideration of the tasks [sic] of
the African peoples’ anti-imperialist struggles both for
strengthening of already won independence and the com-
plete liberation of the continent from the remnants of
colonialism’.'?!

Evidently, Kudryavtsev’s position on this subject is a hog
wash of an analysis which sheds no light at all on the
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extensive economic and strategic opportunities in Nigeria,
and the neighbouring region which the Soviet Union hoped
to explore with the success of federal Nigeria in the war. The
point at stake though, is that Soviet marxism has very scant
understanding and appreciation of the contingent issues of
‘nations’ and ‘nationalities’ in the Southern World, subjects
that are often dismissed as epiphenomenon within the ambi-
ence of its stultified overarching bureaucratic socialist
framework of discourse. Contemporary events in the USSR
aself (in its Asiatic Republics, and even in the (European)
Baltic States, Moldavia, the Ukraine and elsewhere), and the
Soviet interventions in Afghanistan, and Ethiopia to sup-
press Eritrean, Tigrean, and Oromo nationalisms (as well as
its 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia), underline the historic
failure of Soviet marxism on this score. It is an historic irony
that the Kremlin, which 20 years ago feverishly rushed
aircraft, bombs and guns to federal Nigeria to crush the
Biafran independence movement, has recently watched
effortlessly as the East European bloc of states that it has
controlled militarily and politically for 40 years crumble as a
result of mass and popular uprisings. But even more specific
to our subject, Moscow faces the prospects of the dissolution
of the USSR due to demands for independence by several of
its constituent nations and nationalities.

There were obviously other prevailing factors during this
period which made Soviet support for Nigeria less controver-
sial in Africa. By backing the federals, Moscow did not run
the risk of upsetting most of its African allies and friends
(especially in the Arab world) as a majority of these (also
members of the OAU) supported the Nigerian cause. The
USSR must also have calculated that it was not going to
provoke some ‘Cold War’ confrontation with the West over
its Nigerian policy. The Kremlin was certain that the major
Western power that had had a long-term colonial (and
post-colonial) influence in the area (Britain) wanted to safe-
guard the territorial character of the Nigerian federation.
This was equally the political preference of the United States,
as we have also shown. So within the context of prevailing
international politics, Soviet support for federal Nigeria
carried minimal risk.
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Aircraft, Technicians and Guns

As soon as Soviet support became firm in August 1967,
Moscow approved the immediate dispatch of a consignment
of military aircraft to the federals. This involved 20 MIG 17
fighters and six Czech L-29 Delphin trainers.'*> Two hun-
dred Soviet technicians were dispatched to Nigeria to assem-
ble and test the aircraft, which were then flown by Egyptian
pilots in the airwar against Biafra.'®® Also before the end of
the year, three Soviet patrol boats were delivered to the
Nigerian navy.

In the first two years of the war the USSR continued to
deliver mainly aircraft, bombs and other assorted air
weapons to the federals. Considerable quantities of Soviet
ground armaments, such as Kalashnikov rifles (and ammuni-
tion), started reaching Lagos after September 1969. In the
last month of the war (December 1969), Moscow delivered
the high-precision heavy 122 mm field guns, which the
federals committed to their final assault on Biafra.

So the main Soviet weapons the federals used in the war
were the aircraft. These planes carried out two years of often
indiscriminate bombings of Biafran towns and villages with
very low impact on the military progress of the war. Michael
Leapman has described the ‘amazingly imprecise (targeting
by the) Egyptian pilots ... (whose) main concern seemed to
be drop their load as quickly as they could and then head off
for home’.!>* If there was any federal action that lent
credibility to Biafra’s charges of genocide during the conflict,
then one must isolate the features and the devastating effects
that these air raids had on the Biafran civilian population.
Ironically, the overall effect of the bombings was a stiffening
of Biafran resistance.'5®

In the pure military sense, therefore, the Nigerian war was
a ground war. In view of this, we can only objectively assess
the impact of Soviet weapons in the conflict in the last four
months of the war — namely, when Moscow started to deliver
ground weapons to Lagos. There was a noticeable impact:
the 122 mm guns (with a range of 13 miles) were deployed
on the southern front and were effectively used in the attack
on Uli airport, Biafra’s link with the outside world, and in the
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final battles leading to the capture of Owerri, Biafra’s tem-
porary capital.

In essence, the precise usefulness of Soviet support for the
federals in the first 26 months of the war was largely political
(seen significantly when Moscow decided to supply the
fighter aircraft in August 1967 after Nigeria’s ‘traditional’
friends — Britain and the US - had refused), and this by
extension incorporated the sympathies of the other states in
the East European bloc. But when the USSR began to deliver
the crucial ground weapons that the federals had mostly
relied upon to prosecute the war, they entered into an arena
that until then had witnessed the absolute dominance of the
British government.

V A CONCLUDING NOTE

In the Nigerian Civil War, Britain and the Soviet Union gave
the most substantial military support to the federal party.
Britain, the former Western colonial power that was re-
sponsible for creating the Nigerian federation, and which
had considerable economic and industrial interests in the
country, felt that these interests would be threatened in the
event of the disintegration of the federation.

Initially the British government was very cautious in
supplying the federals with the sophisticated variety of
weaponry they requested, especially aircraft, in their war
against Biafra. This was due to London’s embargo on the sale
of advanced military aircraft to independent Africa. Second-
ly, the British had accepted the highly optimistic Nigerian
view that the encounter with Biafra was going to be a brief
‘Police Action’. Thirdly, the British government was con-
tending with persistent criticisms in Parliament and else-
where in the country for opting to side with the federals in
the conflict.

But with the prolongation of the war as the Biafran
resistance unexpectedly stiffened, the British progressively
stepped up their arms deliveries to Lagos, until Britain
became the main supplier of the federal army. With the
immense stockpile of British military equipment, in addition
to that later supplied by the Soviet Union, the federal army
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was able to maintain an effective offensive capability
throughout the war, with the eventual enforcement of a
Biafran capitulation.

The Soviet Union saw the conflict as an opportunity to
increase its influence in a part of Africa where, until then, it
had been forced to maintain a very low profile. Also,
considering the major diplomatic setbacks that the Soviet
Union had suffered in the West and Central African regions
in recent years, Moscow was confident that it would achieve
Nigerian goodwill by supplying the aircraft that Britain and
the United States were reluctant to dispatch in August 1967.
Although the federal use of the aircraft in the war achieved
an insignificant military value, the Soviet decision to supply
the planes immediately increased Moscow’s political prestige
in federal circles.

Diplomatically, Moscow and London played influential
roles in sustaining the federal Nigerian cause. Soviet support
for the federals implied diplomatic sympathy within the
countries of Eastern Europe. As for Britain, the pro-federal
policy was essential in effecting a ‘restraining role’ within the
Commonwealth states (of which Nigeria was a member) with
regard to the question of Biafran recognition.

France and Portugal chiefly aided the Biafran war effort.
Although neither of these states accorded diplomatic recog-
nition to Biafra, each played vital roles which helped to
sustain the Biafran resistance until its collapse in January
1970. France’s ‘semi-recognition’ of Biafra in the summer of
1968 followed by a step-up of arms deliveries through Ivory
Coast and Gabon, were instrumental in averting the near-
military defeat of the secession that year. The Portuguese
allowed the Biafrans to establish transit facilities in Lisbon
and the territory of Sio Tomé — then one of their African
colonies. Even though Biafra paid heavily (financially) for
these services, Lisbon ultimately became the main focus in
Europe for arms and diplomatic flights associated with the
Biafran war effort.

Most African states, including the official position of the
OAU, were in favour of the continuing maintenance of the
Nigerian federation. For them, the conflict was an ‘internal
war’ (thus suiting a consistently-held Nigerian political posi-
tion) which should be settled on the basis of existing OAU
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charter provisions. These emphasised the ‘inviolability’ of
post-colonial African borders.

Having failed diplomatically to get a sympathetic endorse-
ment of its case in Africa, Biafra stood even flimsier chances
of getting this recognition elsewhere. At best, most govern-
ments’ responses (especially in the West) were to view the
Biafran case as a humanitarian one, the sort of human
tragedy which needed urgent relief aid.

In evaluating the basic roots and conditions within which it
started, the Nigerian Civil War was no doubt an internal
conflict. But having started on 6 July 1967, the character,
length, conduct and eventual outcome of the confrontation
(30 months later) was critically dependent on the resources
which the international community made available to each of
the protagonists. The fact that the federal Nigerians received
a preponderant chunk of these resources (especially the
military component) was the decisive factor in determining
their victory over Biafra.



3 Angola

I INTRODUCTION

On 25 April 1974 the Portuguese Armed Forces Movement
(MFA) overthrew the right-wing dictatorship that had been
in power in Portugal for almost half a century. This coup
occurred 13 years after Portugal embarked upon a counter-
insurgency war against African liberation movements in
Angola. The movements were the FNLA, MPLA and UN-
ITA. Inevitably, the coup in Lisbon had a major impact on
the Angolan war, and those in other African countries
occupied by Portuguese imperialism — Mozambique, Guinea-
Bissau and Cape Verde, and Sao Tomé and Principe Islands.
The new Portuguese government soon committed itself to
the attainment of full independence by each of these states.
Angola’s independence date — 11 November 1975 — was
chosen during a conference between the MFA and members
of the three Angolan independence movements which was
held in Alvor, Portugal, in January 1975.

According to the Alvor Accords,' Angola would be admi-
nistered by a transitional government made up of the FNLA,
MPLA and UNITA, as well as the Portuguese, prior to
independence. The agreement also provided for the forma-
tion of an Angolan national army, in which each liberation
movement would have 8000 troops, while the Portuguese
provided a contingent of 24 000 soldiers. A ten-member
National Defence Council was set up to supervise the gradual
integration of all combatants from the three movements into
a national armed forces.

MPLA

The Movimento Popular de Libertagao de Angola (MPLA —
the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola) was
founded in December 1956. It emerged from the merger of
the Party for the United Struggle of the Angolan Africans
(predominantly a grouping of Mbundu intellectuals in the

69



70 Conflict and Intervention in Africa

Luanda area or the so-called assimilados) and the Movement
for the National Independence of Angola, whose members
were mainly drawn from ‘mestico’ (mixed racial parentage)
intellectuals.?

In 1960 the MPLA began to organise armed cells in
Luanda and surrounding districts as part of its strategy to
terminate the Portuguese colonial occupation of Angola. On
4 February 1961 units from these armed cells successfully
attacked a police patrol in Luanda. Using captured weapons,
the militants forced their way to the main Luanda maximum
security prison in an effort to release detained MPLA
political activists.

However, MPLA operations were crushed by the Portu-
guese armed forces and over the following two days, the
colonial regime executed 3000 Africans in Luanda. A further
5000 Africans were shot the following week as Portuguese
reprisals extended to neighbouring districts of Luanda.
MPLA survivors from these massacres escaped to the forests
of northwest Angola to find refuge and regroup.

After three years of reorganisation, the MPLA’s political
and military position improved dramatically following its
successful commando attacks on Portuguese positions in
Cabinda, the Angolan oil principality that shared a border
with Congo-Brazzaville. The new radical government in
Brazzaville, led by Alphonse Massemba-Débat, had allowed
the MPLA to set up bases in Congo-Brazzaville, and it was
from there that the Cabinda attack was carried out.

Soon, the MPLA began to infiltrate a number of Angola’s
northern districts, and later Luanda itself, from its Congo-
Brazzaville bases. With the reconsolidation of its support
base in Luanda later, the MPLA began to broaden its
guerrilla operations in the eastern districts, especially Mox-
ico, which borders on Zambia.

FNLA

The Frente Nacional de Libertagio de Angola (FNLA — the
Angolan National Liberation Front) was formed in March
1962. The FNLA was principally a movement based among
the Bakongo of northern Angola. Its membership was drawn
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principally from two earlier political organisations in the
region — the Democratic Party of Angola and the Union of
the People of Angola (UPA).?

The UPA had made its mark in the anti-Portuguese
liberation war in March 1961, just over a month after the
MPLA attacked the army patrol, by organising an uprising
involving plantation workers in the northern districts of
Uige, Lunda and Zaire.* During the disturbances, hundreds
of thousands of acres of coffee, which then accounted for 40
per cent of Angola’s foreign revenue, were destroyed, in
addition to administrative and police headquarters in the
region. The Portuguese colonial regime responded to these
revolts with even greater ruthlessness than before. Between
March and June 1961, 50 000 Africans were massacred in
Portuguese reprisals across a wide geographical area, which
included the districts of Cuanza Sul, Huila, Benguela and
Huambo.® Ground troops including settler militias and the
airforce, were deployed during this terror campaign. About
1.5 million Angolans were forced into exile, most of them
into neighbouring Congo-Leopoldville (now Zaire), where
they formed the main support base for the newly formed
FNLA.

In April 1962, the FNLA, under the leadership of Holden
Roberto, formed an Angolan government in exile (GRAE —
Govérno Revolucionario de Angola no Exilo) with its head-
quarters in Leopoldyville. It received diplomatic support from
its Congolese government hosts, and later from the OAU.
The FNLA continued to organise military campaigns in
northern Angola and by the time of the coup in Lisbon, it
had established important military bases in Uige, Lunda and
Zaire districts.

UNITA

The third liberation movement was the Uniao Nacional para
Independéncia Total de Angola (UNITA - the National
Union for the Total Independence of Angola). UNITA had
most of its support from the Ovimbundu of the central and
eastern districts of Huambo, Bie and Moxico.® It also had
some following among Angolans domiciled in the southern
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districts of Mocamedes, Huila and Cunene.’

In December 1966 UNITA carried out its first military
action against the Portuguese occupation. It attacked Vila
Teixeira de Sousa and the other important towns on the
strategic Benguela railway.® This communication line was to
be the main target of UNITA'’s operations during the period.
In view of its contiguity to the MPLA’s own zone of military
operations, there were often clashes between these move-
ments in the last four years of the anti-Portuguese war.

Angola’s three liberation movements did not set up a
united front during the war against Portugal. The absence of
such a front has to be understood within the context of the
enforced cleavages among the country’s various nationalities
which were encouraged and reinforced by the colonial
political economy, the sheer size of the country and the
attendant communications and logistical difficulties, and the
differing ideological positions of the movements as regards
the reconstruction of society after the termination of Portu-
guese imperialism.? The four-party provisional government
that was formed after the Alvor Accords did not resolve
these contradictions either.

II THE WESTERN RESPONSE: THE UNITED
STATES AND OTHERS

The sudden dissolution of the Angolan provisional govern-
ment in June 1975 and the flight of the remaining personnel
of the Portuguese colonial state attracted worldwide public-
ity. In the United States, successive governments had com-
pletely ruled out the possibility of an African victory during
the 13 years of the Angolan liberation war.

NSSM 39

Soon after his election in 1968, President Richard Nixon
appointed a presidential commission to study developments
in Southern Africa. The Commission, headed by Henry
Kissinger (then White House Advisor on National Security
Affairs), completed its study in 1969 and concluded: ‘There
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is no likelihood in the foreseeable future that [African]
liberation movements could overthrow or seriously threaten
the existing white government(s)’.10 Furthermore, ‘(t)he
whites are here to stay and the only way that constructive
change can come about is through them. There is no hope
for the blacks to gain the political rights they seek through
violence, which will only lead to chaos and increased oppor-
tunities for the communists’.!' The assumptions and the
conclusions of the Kissinger study, often called NSSM 39,
were based fundamentally on the following: ‘(M)ilitary reali-
ties rule out a black victory at any stage. Moreover, there are
reasons to question the depth and permanence of black
resolve’.'?

NSSM 39 stated clearly that the preservation of the huge
US economic, scientific and strategic interests in the region
lay in the effective control of the white-ruled states of South
Africa, Namibia, Zimbabwe, Mozambique and Angola.

It was against this background that both the Portuguese
coup and the collapse of the four-party provisional govern-
ment in Luanda completely invalidated the strategic assump-
tions that underpinned NSSM 39.

Washington’s immediate reaction to the April 1974 coup
in Lisbon was to give support to the so-called ‘Portuguese
Commonwealth’ solution (encompassing Portugal, and the
territories of Angola, Mozambique and Guinea-Bissau which
would now have ‘autonomous political status’) that was
initially outlined by General Antonio de Spinola, the first
leader of the Armed Forces Movement. Spinola envisaged
that in this ‘Commonwealth’ arrangement, Lisbon would
continue to control the foreign relations, defence and the
finance ministries in the African states.'* ‘Self determina-
tion’, Spinola once told reporters after the coup, ‘should not
be confused with independence’’* in Portuguese-occupied
Africa.

Just in case the Spinola strategy failed, the US began to
seek the support of President Mobutu of Zaire (a close US
ally in the region) to ensure that the Zairean-backed FNLA
(and UNITA) would play a major role in the unfolding
political struggle among the three liberation movements for
control of the Angolan state. Washington felt that the strong
influence of Mobutu in the area would guarantee an FNLA-
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UNITP:E,political triumph over the more politically-radical
MPLA.

US Support for Portuguese Counter-insurgency Strategy

We should now consider in greater depth the range of
US-Portuguese military cooperation during the 13 years of
the African liberation war in Angola. It is also essential to
evaluate the nature of US interests in Angola so as to
establish the politico-economic and strategic reasons which
consequently motivated Washington’s support for the
FNLA-UNITA alliance after the collapse of Portuguese
colonialism.

US-Portuguese relations developed extensively in all fields
in the years after the Second World War. Between 1949 and
1961, that is, prior to the beginning of the Angolan War of
independence, US aid to Portugal amounted to $370 million.
Well over two-thirds of this ($290 million) was for military
assistance while the rest was categorised as economic.'® Fol-
lowing the outbreak of the Angolan War in February 1961,
the US amended existing treaty provisions with Portugal in
which the latter was bound not to use US military equipment
against liberation insurgents in Angola, nor indeed in the
other African countries occupied by Portugal. Lisbon, of
course, ignored these guarantees and continued to use US
weaponry in its counter-insurgency operations in Angola.

The US often protested to the Portuguese authorities
about the use of its weapons in Angola and elsewhere but
these violations never led to a termination of the transfers.”
Indeed, six months after the first phase of the African
uprisings in Luanda, the US House of Representatives
passed a resolution to continue military support for Portugal.

It would appear from official figures that in the subse-
quent six years (1962—68), US-Portuguese military coopera-
tion showed a progressive decline as a result of US diploma-
tic efforts to respond positively to a series of United Nations
resolutions in 1961 which condemned Portuguese imperial-
ism and particularly the barbarity of its counter-insurgency
operations in Angola. Washington suddenly cut a projected
$25 million worth of military supplies due for Lisbon, during
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the 1961/62 fiscal year, to $3 million, and by 1968 its total
arms deliveries to Portugal (that is, for the six-year period)
amounted to a paltry $33.7 million.'® This was about a sixth
of the military bill estimates for Portugal from the US,
during the period, which had received approval in the House
of Representatives’ debates on the subject in August 1961.

Yet there is evidence to show that contrary to these official
figures, the United States’ military supplies to Portugal
during 1962-68 were much higher. In 1962, for instance,
Washington authorised a credit allocation of nearly $50
million to Portugal by the US Export-Import Bank.'® No
restrictions were placed on Portugal’s use of this fund. In
January 1963 the US sold 30 Cessna T-37C category aircraft
to Portugal.?® While the US had been using the Cessna for
offensive military operations in Vietnam, Washington, howev-
er, described the aircraft sale to Portugal as a ‘defence
support’ arrangement.?’ In 1965 alone, the US sold seven
Douglas B-26 bombers to Portugal.?? Portuguese troops
continued to receive their training for the African wars
either in US bases in Portugal (under the auspices of the US
Militargy Assistance Advisory Group) or in the United States
itself.?

By mid-1963 the standard weapons that the Portuguese
military used in the Angolan war were from the United
States. William Minter has shown that these weapons in-
cluded M-47 tanks, 105 mm and 155 mm guns, trucks and
jeeps for the army, and F-84 Thunder jets, PV-2 Harpoon
bombers, T-6 trainers (equipped for armed reconnaissance
flights) and C-54 transports for the airforce.?* John Marcum
illustrates the situation graphically: ‘By January 1962, out-
side observers could watch Portuguese planes bomb and
strafe African villages, visit the charred remains of towns like
Mbanza M’Pangu and M’Pangala, and copy the data from
750-pound napalm bomb casings from which the Portuguese
had not removed the labels marked “Property US Air
Force”’.?®

The United States also pursued a parallel political support
for Portugal during the period. This was typified by the
outcome of an August 1963 meeting in Lisbon between the
US Under-Secretary of State, George Ball, and Portuguese
Premier Antonio Salazar. After the meeting, Ball declared:
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‘the loss of Angola and Mozambique would be catastrophic
for Portugal’.?® If the African liberation war in these states
were to succeed, Ball argued, half a million expatriate
Portuguese ‘would debauch’ into an impoverished and
underdeveloped Portugal.?’

The US expanded even further its support for the Portu-
guese military offensive against Angola (and other African-
occupied states) between 1969 and 1974 when the Lisbon
fascist regime fell. Between 1969 and 1972, US military
equipment sold to Portugal was worth about $110 million.
The December 1971 argeement for the extension of the US
use of the mid-Atlantic Portuguese military bases of the
Azores was particularly generous for the Lisbon
authorities.?® They were eligible to apply for a loan of up to
$400 million from the US Export-Import Bank, and received
an ‘aid package’ that included $30 million in ‘agricultural
commodities under the PL 480 programme’.?® Given the
military priority of the Portuguese regime at this time, a high
proportion of these resources were, of course, transferred to
its African war effort.

US Interests in Angolan Colonial Economy

A discussion of US interests in colonial Angola is now in
order. In the mid-1960s Cabinda Gulf Oil, a subsidiary of
Gulf, the giant US oil conglomerate, began to exploit the
Cabindan oil fields. By the time of the Lisbon coup in 1974,
Cabinda was producing about 10 million tons of oil a year,
making Angola Africa’s fourth largest oil producer (after
Libya, Algeria and Nigeria).?° Such was the magnitude of the
Cabinda operations that by 1974 Gulf had invested $209
million in the project. The company’s annual taxes to the
Portuguese colonial administration were also an added
source of revenue. In 1969 Cabinda Gulf oil tax and royalties
payment to Portugal was $11 million, which amounted to
about half of the latter’s 1970 military budget for the
Angolan War.?' In 1972 Gulf’s taxes and royalties to Portug-
al jumped to $61 million in addition to the sum of $90 000
being its contribution to the so-called Angolan Mining
Fund.?? Other US oil companies given exploratory rights in
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Angola during the period were Exxon, Sun Oil Company,
Occidental, Amerada Hess Corporation, Cities Service Com-
pany, Amoco, Challenger Oil, Gas Company, American
Pacific International Inc., and Texaco Petréleo de Angola,
which was predominantly US-owned. In November 1974
Texaco announced that it had found a new offshore oil field
at Santo Antonio do Zaire (close to the Zairean border), with
reserves estimated to be ten times larger than those in
Cabinda.®® At least 60 per cent of Angolan oil was exported
to the USA.

Coffee was another major Angolan product exploited and
exported to the US. The ‘robusta’ brand of this commodity
has featured high in Portuguese exports to the United States
for several years. In 1973, for instance, the US imported
$206 million worth of Angolan coffee.?* The following year,
Angola’s total coffee production was 220 000 tons, making it
Africa’s second leading producer and the world’s third
largest.?®

Diamonds, iron ore, titanium, manganese, phosphates,
copper and other associated minerals were part of the
extensive riches of Angola. The principal diamond fields in
the Lunda district of northeast Angola were controlled by
Companhia de Diamantes de Angola (Diamang). This was a
subsidiary of De Beers Consolidated Mines Limited and the
Anglo-American corporation of South Africa, together with
interests from other US, Belgian and British financial and
industrial conglomerates. Diamang had an exclusive mining
territory of 50 000 sq. kms in this region (95 per cent of the
country’s total output). Its 1972 diamond output was $110
million, while in 1973 it was $150 million, making it the
coumrg’s third largest foreign exchange earner after oil and
coffee.’®

As we have shown, US economic interests were entrenched
in the Angolan treasure house! Mario de Andrade and Marc
Ollivier have aptly summarised the political economy of the
epoch: ‘The spectacularly rapid headway made by foreign
investments in Angola over recent years is the most impor-
tant consequence of Portugal’s ... policy in Angola and
Mozambique, which consists in selling off the colonies’ fabu-
lous natural resources to imperialist monopolies in order that
they may provide the political support and financial re-
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sources needed to withstand the national liberation struggle
launched by the African peoples’.?’

US “fall back’ Position

After the February 1961 MPLA military attack, some US
government officials envisaged the possibility (albeit ‘slim’)
that the Portuguese could lose their control of Angola and
elsewhere in Africa. While it preferred to support the
Portuguese government, the US began to establish contacts
with some sectors of the Angolan liberation movement which
were considered ‘moderate’.

John Stockwell, who was the head of the Angola Task
Force set up by the US Central Intelligence Agency in 1975
to support the two anti-MPLA liberation movements, the
FNLA and UNITA, has confirmed that as far back as 1962
the CIA had been sending arms and funds to the FNLA as
part of the US ‘fall back’ strategy. The FNLA in return
provided the CIA with ‘field intelligence about the interior of
Angola’.*® While Stockwell does not provide any details of
the nature or indeed the amount of arms the US transferred
to the FNLA during the period, John Marcum has described
this as ‘modest’.>* As soon as the 1969 Kissinger Study
reinforced US belief in the ability of Portuguese imperialism
to destroy the Angolan resistance, Washington terminated its
links with the FNLA but still kept the movement’s leader,
Roberto, on its pay-roll, for a sum estimated at $10 000 per
annum.*® In 1975 Washington reactivated its links with the
FNLA in its decisive attempt to stop the MPLA from taking
over the political leadership of Angola after the collapse of
Portuguese imperialism.

Holden Roberto was a close friend (and brother-in-law) of
Zaire’s President Mobutu Sese Seko, who in turn was the US’s
strongest ally in Central Africa. The US had for long been
impressed by Roberto’s strident anti-communism and his
essentially neo-colonial views on the solution of the Angolan
colonial question.*! FNLA official economic policy for post-
independent Angola had declared its intention to respect all
private property and foreign investments in the country.*?
Roberto reiterated his party’s policy on this subject in a
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widely publicised interview in 1972 during which he made a
scathing attack on the MPLA's ‘scientific socialism’.*?

UNITA'’s political and economic orientation was similar to
the FNLA’s. Its leader, Jonas Savimbi, spoke at length in a
February 1975 interview on the movement’s thinking on
post-colonial Angola: ‘We want good relations with the West
and particularly with the EEC ... We already have contact
with some EEC countries and want to deepen these relations
because we think Europe will play a moderating role in the
international situation ... We must have free enterprise. If
we took away the stimulus of profit then we would have
stagnation ... I think we should follow the example of the
great African statesman, President Houphouet Boigny of the
Ivory Coast’.** Savimbi pursued this theme even further
when he told another interviewer: ‘{We would] leave as much
as possible of the economy to private enterprise ... We
welcome any source of foreign investment, and will give the
investor all facilities and guarantees’.*®

The pro-free market economic orientation of these two
movements was diametrically opposed to that of the MPLA.
Marxist in its direction, the MPLA had maintained since its
inception that if it came to power in Angola, it would socialise
the country’s means of production. ‘Colonialism’, notes the
MPLA, ‘has injected the whole social body of Angola with the
microbes of ruin, hatred, backwardness, misery, obscurant-
ism and reaction. The course it is intended to impose on us is
therefore absolutely contrary to the higher interests of the
Angolan people, to our survival, our freedom, our rapid and
free economic progress, and our happiness, ensuring bread,
land, peace and culture for all’.*® The movement viewed the
reconstruction of post-colonial Angola as follows: ‘“This re-
quires the Angolan people’s mobilisation and struggle, on all
fronts and under all conditions, to wipe out imperialism,
Portuguese colonialism, to make Angola: an independent
country, and to set up a democratic and popular Angolan
government. This coalition government will assemble all the
forces which will have fought Portuguese colonialism relen-
tlessly and uncompromisingly to the last. The working class
will head this government of all the anti-imperialist forces’.*’

This forceful and uncompromising anti-capitalist world-
view of the MPLA was viewed with serious concern by the
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United States. The US was apprehensive of the consequences
of the MPLA’s ‘democratic and popular independence
tendency on its huge economic and strategic interests in
Angola, if this organisation were to come to power.’*8
Washington was therefore prepared to leave open channels
for some dialogue with FNLA and UNITA leaders as
possible eventual African successors to Portuguese-occupied
Angola, while supporting the colonial regime, but was
evidently hostile to the MPLA and its ideas for the future.

Our study so far has shown that the US’s primary objec-
tives in Angola have been to protect its huge economic and
long-term strategic interests. For many years, especially
during the 13 years of the African liberation war, the pursuit
of these objectives meant the support of the political status
quo — continuing Portuguese imperialism. The immediate
consequence of the April 1974 coup in Lisbon was Portugal’s
inability to continue to sustain its colonial war in Angola. For
the United States, this development was in effect a dramatic
dual blow: (1) the regime that supervised its extensive
interests in Angola had fallen; and (2) the fall of the
Portuguese regime was a decisive repudiation of the ‘theore-
tical’ assumptions that underpinned NSSM 39.

1975-76: The US ‘In Search of Enemies’

After the breakdown of the Angolan four-party provisional
government in July 1975, the US government ordered the
‘Forty Committee’, the sub-committee of the National Secur-
ity Council (NSC), to carry out a comprehensive review of its
policy in Angola. The committee was chaired by Secretary of
State Henry Kissinger and was attended by CIA Director
William Colby, Deputy Secretary of Defense William Cle-
ment and General Brown, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
staff. The Forty Committee decided to send immediate
military supplies worth $14 million to Angola for use by the
FNLA and UNITA.*® Clearly these deliveries were intended
to be the first phase of a US plan to help these two
movements to establish military superiority over the MPLA.
Stockwell recalls: ‘Neto’s forces [the MPLA] appeared strong
enough to take the Angolan capital, Luanda, and surround-
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ing areas. Mobutu was exhausted economically and could no
longer support Holden Roberto. Roberto did not have
countrywide political support ... [But US] limited material
support to Roberto and Savimbi could establish a military
balance ... and prevent the quick and cheap installation in
Angola’ of an MPLA government (emphasis in the original).*°
Six months later, the aid package rose to $25 million. By the
time the Angolan task programme was over in Agril 1976,
the total official sum allocated to it was $31 million,”' though
Marcum reckons that the real sum was twice as much,?? while
a report in the Los Angeles Times even puts the final figure at
$100 million.>3

Some of the military equipment was sent directly to the
FNLA-UNITA, but the substantial transfers of US military
aid went to the Mobutu regime in Zaire for subsequent relay
to the client guerrilla armies. These include armoured
vehicles, missiles, heavy weapons, machine guns and rifles,
vehicles, ammunition and radio equipment.®* At this stage
the US did not wish to be too conspicuously identified with
these two movements (against the MPLA), in view of the
critical political mood in the US after the disaster of the
Vietnam War and the Watergate crisis.

Washington further proposed sending $60 million in
financial and military aid to Zaire in 1976.°> Of this amount,
$20 million was designated ‘Security Support Assistance’,
which was aimed to ‘support or promote economic and
political stability’.>® It was expected that Zaire would use part
of the latter fund to support the anti-MPLA forces across the
border in Angola.

Apart from supporting the FNLA and UNITA with arms
and finance, the US also recruited mercenary fighters, or
what the CIA euphemistically termed ‘foreign military
advisors’,%’ for these organisations. The hundreds of merce-
naries hired involved several nationalities, including British,
Portuguese, French, American, Zairean and South African,
and the gross monthly payment for a fighter was about
$173 000.>®

In the ensuing months, the US government tried to justify
its military support for the FNLA-UNITA front. Kissinger
repeatedly referred to the increasing Soviet support for the
MPLA rival movement, emphasising that this was indicative
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of Soviet ‘hegemonial aspirations’ in Angola.’® The Angola
war, he added, was a ‘grave problem’, and warned Moscow
that its policy (in supporting the MPLA) was not compatible
with the spirit of détente.®

In further statements on the crisis a fortnight later Kissin-
ger’s warnings became much sharper. He made it clear that
Washington ‘could not remain indifferent’ to Soviet and
Cuban military involvement in Africa. Moscow, he pointed
out, must exercise restraint, charging that the Soviet Union
had ‘introduced great-power rivalry into Africa [by support-
ing the MPLA] for the first time in fifteen years’.®" Kissinger
noted that the consequences for such a situation were grave,
and indicated that ‘time was running out; continuation of an
interventionist policy must inevitably threaten other rela-
tionships . . . Washington would never permit détente to turn
into a subterfuge of unilateral advantage’.%?

The US Ambassador to the United Nations at this time,
Daniel Moynihan, was equally vehement in justifying his
country’s support for the FNLA-UNITA. He warned in
December 1975 that unless appropriate aid was given to the
FNLA-UNITA forces, ‘the communists would take over
Angola and will thereby considerably control the oil shipping
lanes from the Persian Gulf to Europe’.®?

In testimonies to the congressional hearings in January
1976, where he advocated more US aid for the ant-MPLA
organisations, Kissinger argued that an MPLA victory would
be a ‘threat’ to Angola’s neighbours — Zaire, Zambia and
South Africa.®* An MPLA victory even had consequences
elsewhere in the world, as Kissinger claimed in a statement
made to an Israeli delegation that visited Washington after
the congressional hearings:

If the United States failed to halt the Soviet military
activities in Angola [sic], the Soviet Union and others might
not take American warnings seriously in future ... Such a
failure could encourage Arab countries such as Syria to
run risks that could lead to a new attack on Israel backed
by the Russians.®®

Other US government officials also advocated a tough
stand on Angola, especially in the light of United States
negotiations with the Soviet Union on the limitation of
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strategic weapons. CIA Director Colby and Under-Secretary
of State Joseph Sisco in testimonies to a select congressional
committee in November 1975, argued that US aid to the
FNLA and UNITA, in addition to the regimes in Zaire,
Zambia and Kenya, was needed as ‘bargaining chips’ in
future bilateral talks with the Soviet Union on the relaxation
of global tensions.®

The two Houses of the US Congress did not, however,
share the government’s essentially Cold War assessment of
the conflict. On 19 December 1975 the Senate voted to halt
further US military assistance for both the FNLA and
UNITA. The House of Representatives endorsed the Senate
ban the following month. These moves were a major dis-
appointment to the Ford presidency. It was quite clear from
these votes that US senators and members of the House of
Representatives did not want a continuing US involvement in
Angola which could escalate into a situation similar to the
experience in Vietnam. Furthermore, the congressional atti-
tude was influenced by events in the African Division of the
State Department, where its head, Nathaniel Davis, who had
been very critical of White House policy, resigned in August
1975. Davis felt that the US should seek a diplomatic
alternative to the resolution of the conflict by withdrawing
immediate military supplies to the UNITA-FNLA. Davis
stressed in a series of confidential dispatches to Kissinger
(subsequently leaked to the press®’) that the MPLA had
largely fought the anti-Portuguese war, and could not be
effectively undermined by US-supported FNLA-UNITA
military actions. Davis declared: ‘Neither Savmibi nor Rober-
to are good fighters — in fact they couldn’t fight their way out
of a paper bag. It’s the wrong game [that is, US support for
them] and the players we got are losers’.?® Davis predicted,
with some foresight, that if the US intervention in Angola
failed, then those US supporters in Central Africa (particu-
larly President Mobutu of Zaire), would be isolated, leaving
Washington with South Africa as its principal ally in the
area.®®
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Impact of US Strategy

What therefore was the effect or the impact of US support
for the FNLA-UNITA coalition on the conduct, progress
and outcome of the Angolan Civil War? A brief sketch of the
military confrontation between the FNLA-UNITA and the
MPLA, following the collapse of the Angolan transitional
government in July 1975, is now relevant. Widespread
fighting erupted in Luanda and the surrounding districts of
Cuanza Norte, Malange and Cuanza Sul in mid-July between
MPLA troops and the FNLA on the one hand, and MPLA
and UNITA on the other. Initially the fighting was low in
intensity and relatively balanced between the two sets of
forces, but after a few weeks, the military situation had
tipped decisively in favour of the MPLA. This was basically
for two reasons. The battles were going on within the main
arc of MPLA strongholds during the anti-Portuguese war.
The MPLA readily reactivated its grass root support for what
it termed the ‘Second War of National Liberation’.”® Second-
ly, heavier Soviet weapons were increasingly reaching the
MPLA, and this stepped up its firepower against its rivals.
By the end of July, the MPLA forced its opponents out of
Luanda. An MPLA column moved south, and after fierce
fighting with UNITA, it captured the ports of Lobito,
Mocamedes and Benguela, thereby blocking reinforcements
reaching its rivals from the Atlantic or by rail. The MPLA
control of Lobito had immediate consequences on Zambia
and Zaire. While vehemently anti-MPLA, these states relied
on Lobito as their ‘gateway’ to the Atlantic (we shall deal
further with this when considering the intervention of Ango-
la’s neighbours). They both reacted by appealing to the
United States to assist them to check the thrust of the MPLA
military offensive. Confirming that this request was made,
Kissinger later told a congressional committee that there
were three reasons why Zambia and Zaire requested US
military aid”":
(I) They did not want a Soviet and Cuban-backed libera-
tion movement to impose a political solution on the

Angolan people.
(2) They feared that the USSR and Cuba might become
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dominant powers in South-Central Africa.
(3) They felt that both the Soviet Union and Cuba were
threatening the ‘stability’ of the region.

Three months after this fighting began, MPLA military
superiority over its rivals was almost complete. It was in
control of 12 out of the 15 provinces of the country,”® and
with independence less than six weeks away, it looked certain
that it would form the first nationalist government. But the
political and military situation soon changed radically.

In the meantime, the FNLA-UNITA forces had been
reorganising rapidly in safe bases in Huambo, Cunene, Uige
and Lunda districts. The United States began flying heavy
reinforcements of weapons to these forces using giant C-130
transports from bases in Zaire.”® To guarantee South Afri-
can support for their imminent counter-offensive, the
FNLA-UNITA sent a high-powered delegation to Win-
dhoek, Namibia (led by Daniel Chipenda, FNLA Deputy
Secretary-General) to meet the Commander of the South
African army, General Magnus Malan and Defence Minister
Pieter Botha. It was a successful encounter for the Angolans:
South Africa promised to intervene militarily on their behalf
in the war against the MPLA.”* As part of the agreement,
FNLA-UNITA provided the South Africans with detailed
information on SWAPO (the South West African People’s
Organisation) military bases in southern Angola.”®

In mid-October the FNLA-UNITA launched their coun-
terattack on the MPLA from positions North, East and South
of the capital. On 23 October a 3000-strong South African
military column entered Angola by crossing the Namibian
border, and began to attack MPLA-held territory. An
assorted contingent of mercenaries airlifted from Zaire by
the Central Intelligence Agency joined the anti-MPLA forces
in the northern sector.”® By 26 October the MPLA was
forced out of the southwestern capital of Sa da Bandeira.
Mocamedes fell two days later and by 3 November Lobito
and Benguela were captured from the MPLA. Although the
MPLA successfully repulsed the attempted assault on Cabin-
da, by mid-November it was left in control of only four of the
country’s provincial capitals, in addition to the capital
Luanda.”” The latter was in fact coming under great threat
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from the north by a heavily-armed FNLA brigade.

This sudden upturn in the military fortunes of the FNLA-
UNITA brought relief to the United States, especially as this
was occurring on the eve of Angola’s projected independ-
ence date — 11 November 1975. But the entry of South
Africa into the civil war on the side of these same forces was
to cause serious problems for the US government, especially
with respect to independent African public opinion (this will
be elaborated later).

MPLA Victory and the Collapse of the US Strategy

Finding the MPLA facing serious military pressure from this
constellation of forces, the Soviet Union and Cuba began a
massive airlift of military supplies, and later personnel, to
Angola in support of the MPLA. Using the ports of Porto
Amboim and Novo Redondo, which were still controlled by
the MPLA, Cuba and the Soviet Union sent in reinforce-
ments which included T-54 and T-34 tanks, mobile 122 mm
rocket launchers (‘Stalin Organs’) and artillery.”® The in-
tervention from these MPLA allies were intended to help
defend the Luanda area and halt the South African drive
from the South. This was followed later by the deployment
of the first contingent of Cuban infantry units alongside the
MPLA forces. As from 7 November Cuba began its dramatic
airlift of thousands of combat forces from Havana direct to
Luanda (code-named ‘Operation Carlota’ — see below) in a
bid to save the MPLA from defeat.

Cuba’s intervention marked a decisive turning point in the
war. Cuban and MPLA forces quickly checked the concerted
FNLA-UNITA-South African offensive. On 11 November
the MPLA was able to proclaim the People’s Republic of
Angola in Luanda; the FNLA-UNITA in turn announced
the formation of the Democratic People’s Republic of Angola
in Huambo, central Angola. After a series of fiercely fought
battles in the following three months, the South African
army was forced out of Angola. The FNLA was utterly
destroyed as a fighting unit and the survivors of the Zairean
military units fighting against the MPLA retreated across the
northern border in a shambles. Some UNITA units under



Angola 87

Commander Savimbi made their way back to the Ovimbun-
du highlands where they had originally been based during
the anti-Portuguese war. By March 1976 the Angolan Civil
War was over with the MPLA victorious. This was a
tremendous blow to US policy in the country, and an historic
defeat of its age long geo-strategic calculations in central and
southwestern Africa.

Other Western Involvement

The involvement of other Western powers (European) in the
Angolan Civil War was largely nominal. This was noticeable
in contrast to their support for the Portuguese government
during the colonial war. France, Britain and the Federal
Republic of Germany had consistently supplied arms to
Portugal in clear violation of United Nations embargoes. But
as soon as the April 1974 coup occurred, the involvement of
these powers in the ensuing confrontation within the Ango-
lan independence movements became quite marginal.

France’s limited involvement in the war was carried out
largely through the Service de Documentation Extérieure et
Contre-Espionage (SDECE), the French Secret Service. The
SDECE operational bureau in Kinshasa channelled money
and arms to the anti-MPLA front. Arms sent included
ENTAC anti-tank missiles, 120 mm mortar rounds, Panhard
armoured car ammunition and four Allouette missile-firing
helicopters.”” The French operation was in collaboration
with the CIA and was generally aimed at buttressing French
economic interests in Angola which were located mainly in
Cabinda, where the French oil company, Essences et Lub-
rifiants de France, had exploration rights. France began to
supply arms to a Cabindan independence group, the Frente
de Libertacao do Enclave de Cabinda — the FLEC — which
ultimately got into a tactical alliance with the anti-MPLA
coalition. But given the MPLA’s effective control of Cabinda
throughout the war, neither the military activities of the
FLEC nor the organisation’s Kinshasa-based proclamation of
the independence of Cabinda had any long-term effect on
the progress or outcome of the civil war.

Among Western European countries, France came closest
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to sharing US strategic perception of the likely consequence
of an MPLA victory in Angola.®® With France’s long-
established political and economic interests in neighbouring
Zaire, and close ties with South Africa, Paris felt that an
MPLA regime in Luanda could have a ‘destabilising’ effect in
the region.?' The French covert support for FLEC secession-
ist objectives in Cabinda was therefore an attempt to under-
mine MPLA influence and control in that strategic Angolan
principality.

There is no evidence of direct British government support
for either of the conflicting parties in Angola. UNITA
bought communication equipment in London through pri-
vate sources. Two British pilots were involved in these
purchases and transfers, using planes belonging to Pearl Air
(a chartered airline with headquarters in Hong Kong).?? The
consignment were usually transported from London direct
to a secret UNITA air base at Silva Porto in the Angolan
central highlands. The Callaghan government broadly
favoured a policy of non-intervention by all external forces
in Angola, and consistently called for a ‘government of
national unity’ (involving the FNLA, MPLA and UNITA) as
a solution to the crisis. It did not, however, discourage the
recruitment in London of the total number of 200 British
mercenaries who were recruited by the CIA to fight against
the MPLA.

As for the new Portuguese government (the Armed Forces
Movement — MFA), its official position on the civil war was
‘neutral’. There were, however, strong indications that cer-
tain members of the MFA left wing were sympathetic to the
MPLA immediately after the Lisbon coup. When the left
strengthened its position in September 1974, with the forced
resignation of General Spinola, pro-MPLA orientations be-
came more pronounced. Leading figures of the new MFA,
such as Otelo de Carvalho, Melo Antunes, Costa Gomes,
Carlos Fabio and Rosa Coutinho, were publicly active Marx-
ists. They reckoned that an MPLA victory in Angola would
not only prevent a neocolonial ‘take-over’ in Luanda, but
would help ‘consolidate’ the Portuguese Revolution itself.
Otelo de Carvalho, who later became the commander of the
new regime’s secret service, COPCON (Continental Opera-
tions Command), indirectly helped MPLA propaganda
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against its rivals after the outbreak of the civil war, when he
leaked certain classified documents of the ousted Portuguese
government which indicated that UNITA was coogperating
with the Portuguese during the liberation war.®> Robert
Moss has shown that during de Carvalho’s visit to Havana in
July 1975, the Cubans had discussed with him the possibili-
ties of the intervention of their forces in Angola in support of
the MPLA %

Despite sympathy for the MPLA among significant sectors
of the MFA in Lisbon, the new Portuguese regime gave no
active military or diplomatic support to the MPLA during the
course of the civil war. In fact the MFA evacuated the
remaining personnel of Portuguese citizens in the transition-
al government in Lisbon as soon as the civil war was
underway.

On the whole, the United States’ West European allies
were less prominently involved in the Angolan conflict. In
general terms they shared Washington’s position that there
was a Soviet ‘threat’ to subvert Angola, but were not keen to
get involved actively on behalf of the anti-MPLA alliance.
Instead, it does appear that there was a greater concern at
this time in the capitals of Western Europe over what
political course the new revolutionary Portugal was going to
take.

III THE SOVIET UNION, CUBA AND CHINA

As with the origins of the United States’ involvement in
Angola, the Soviet Union’s support and sympathies for one
of the Angolan liberation movements, the MPLA, began in
the 1960s. In fact, the first consignment of Soviet arms to the
MPLA was dispatched in 1960. In a foreign policy statement
in June 1961, the Soviet Communist Party general secretary,
Nikita Khrushchev, praised the MPLA-led uprising in Ango-
la earlier on in the year, and expressed confidence in the
movement’s ultimate victory.®® The liberation war in Angola
fitted in adequately with Khrushchev’s general survey of the
colonial situation in the Southern World enunciated in his
report to the 20th Congress of his party in February 1956.8¢

Soviet scholars and commentators writing on Angola at
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this time often stressed the MPLA’s marxist orientation and
its declared objective to embark on a socialist transformation
of Angola after the termination of Portuguese colonialism.®”
Furthermore, Soviet observers noted favourably the good
relationship that the MPLA had established both with the
Portuguese Communist Party and the Cuban government. It
was against this background that the visit to Moscow in 1964
by the MPLA leader, Agostinho Neto, was such a major
success for the movement. The Soviet Union pledged more
financial and military support for it.

In contrast, Soviet writers were generally critical of the
other Angolan liberatiorrmovements, particularly the FNLA.
FNLA relationships with the West, and especially the United
States, were often denounced in the Soviet media. On one
occasion a commentary on Radio Moscow accused the FNLA
of ‘slowing down the Angolan insurgency in response to
American pressure’.

The Soviet Union rarely referred to the nature or the
extent of its military and financial support for the MPLA
during the anti-Portuguese war. In a conference of liberation
movements in Rome in June 1970, V. Solodovnikov, the
director of the Soviet African Affairs Institute, approached
the subject in general terms: ‘We [the Soviet Union] have
provided the MPLA with considerable quantities of military
equipment, various armaments, ammunitions, means of
transportation and communication equipment ... We also
train MPLA’s military personnel and political cadre [in the
USSR]’.% This has led a Western intelligence study to
conclude that the total of military supplies from the Soviet
Union sent to the MPLA during the period was worth about
£27 million.*

The Liberation Movement, External Support and
Independence

Colin Legum has argued that the aftermath of the 1960s/
1970s Sino-Soviet ideological ‘rivalry’ was a dominant issue in
the Soviet intervention in Angola: ‘The animosity between
China and Russia exceeded anything either might have felt
about US and other Western intervention . . . It still remains
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unclear, how much damage was done to China’s influence in
Africa as a result of the MPLA’s military victory achieved
largely through Soviet-Cuban aid’.?! Legum also notes that
‘Russian attacks on the US (intervention in Angola) have
throughout been much less harsh than on the Chinese’.?? He
concludes: ‘African countries whose links have been closer
with China than with the Soviets — especially Tanzania and
Mozambique — were awkwardly placed when they found the
Russians on their side and the Chinese against them’.”?

Definitely, Soviet calculations on the Angolan independ-
ence struggle must have taken into consideration the Chinese
military support for the FNLA (and later the UNITA). It
does not, however, seem that this factor was an overriding
issue for either the generally consistent Soviet support for
the MPLA throughout the years of the anti-Portuguese war,
or its decision to substantially increase the level of its arms
deliveries to this movement when the civil war broke out in
1975.

Moscow would have been aware that besides the very
limited Chinese arms deliveries to the FNLA and UNITA
during the anti-Portuguese war, these two movements de-
pended on the US and other Western sources for their
military equipment. This trend of arms supplies was unlikely
to change if the FNLA-UNITA coalition were to be involved
in an intra-nationalist civil war with the opposing MPLA
during the process of decolonisation. Furthermore, Soviet
analysts were often keen to stress the more sophisticated
nature of the MPLA’s political and military organisation as
against those of its rivals during the struggle against
Portugal.®*

The USSR’s denunciation of China’s collusion with ‘pro-
imperialist groupings and organisations, pushing them to
take action against the genuine representatives and van-
guard of the Angolan people — the MPLA’,%® was no doubt a
typical feature of the rhetoric that characterised the Sino-
Soviet dispute of the era. Nonetheless, Legum has tended to
focus too closely on the texture of the strident polemical
exchanges between the two states in his explanation of the
motivation and impact of the Soviet intervention in the
Angolan conflict.”® Instead, it is our view that as soon as the
Soviet Union evaluated the essentially limited character of
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Chinese military support for the FNLA-UNITA, they cor-
rectly came to the following conclusions: (1) neither the
FNLA nor UNITA, fighting independently or collectively,
could have defeated Portuguese imperialism without the
support of the MPLA. (2) If, however, either the FNLA or
UNITA (or both) were to win, this would be as a result of
Western (especially US) military support, and not due to aid
from China. (3) China’s support for the FNLA-UNITA
coalition was pointedly gestural. So, except for condemning
the Chinese for lending support to the FNLA and UNITA,
who were evidently pro-Western in their general worldview,
the Soviet Union did not regard China’s involvement as
particularly important. This analysis acquires added weight
when we recall that the Chinese severed all military links with
the FNLA-UNITA coalition in the middle of the civil war,
after the South Africans intervened on behalf of the latter.

Other scholars have attached greater emphasis to strategic
interests as motives for Soviet intervention in Angola.”’
David Albright is of the opinion that the Soviet Union has
consistently sought forms of local support in Africa (and
other newly post-independent Southern-World states) aimed
at acquiring port facilities in these countries to overcome
logistical difficulties associated with its expanding naval
forces.?® Albright refers specifically to Soviet successes in the
past in reaching agreement with the governments of Egypt,
Somalia and Guinea for Soviet vessels to use local port
facilities.

It is Albright’s view that similar facilities in the Angolan
ports of Luanda and Lobito would be of immense strategic
interest to the Soviet Union, considering the positions of
these ports on the Atlantic sea lanes used by Western
shipping.

So, according to this theory of Soviet intervention in
Angola, it was aimed at undermining Western political and
economic interests in Africa.”? Stephen Larrabee is emphati-
cally critical of Soviet intentions in Angola when he writes
that the ‘volume and openness of Russian intervention in a
country far from traditional Soviet interests has raised fun-
damental questions about Soviet polic §oals and particularly
Moscow’s understanding of détente’."” W. Scott Thompson
pursues this theme of the dramatic changes in Soviet global
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military abilities in the 1970s and their effect on Africa: ‘With
such improvements in the USSR’s broad strategic capabili-
ties, the Soviets have undoubtedly been reassessing their
ability to act regionally. And it is hardly credible that they do
not have a clear idea of the degree of Western dependence
on the minerals in Africa and on the sea lanes around the
continent, along which the amount of oil alone flowing to the
West has risen 3,600 per cent since the late 1960s’.!°! Edward
Gonzalez agrees: ‘Whatever the case may be, the success of
the Angolan venture immediately gave Soviet policy in
Africa a fresh impetus’.'%?

Equally, it is pointed out by this school of Soviet foreign
policy analysts that the Soviet Union has tried to influence
African public opinion by increasingly identifying itself with
the continent’s liberation movements which are waging wars
to overthrow the ‘solid phalanx of white redoubts’ in South-
ern Africa.'® The intention of the USSR, it is speculated, is
to demonstrate that it has both the capacity and the will to
provide effective military assistance to these anti-imperialist
forces.!%*

To conclude, writers who propound the ‘strategy’ thesis as
a motive for Soviet intervention in Angola, emphasise that
the USSR’s policy in the region is targeted at expanding the
latter’s interest and influence at the expense of the ‘tradition-
al’ Western presence. This policy is qualified as ‘reactive and
opportunistic’.'% It is ‘reactive’ because Moscow has tended
to respond energetically to the changing phases of the
internal political situation in post-independent African
states.'% It is on the other hand ‘opportunistic’ because the
Soviet Union has been keen to ‘take advantage’ of these
political changes. %

In fact the strategy thesis closely mirrors the explanation
presented earlier that the USSR’s support for the MPLA was
based on shared ideological interests. The critical difference
between these two theories is this: while the ‘ideological’
school stresses the broad consistency of Moscow’s support for
the MPLA throughout the years of the anti-Portuguese war,
and the civil war as a reflection of Soviet-stated foreign policy
of support for national liberation movements, the ‘strategy’
school is more interested in focusing on the range of gains
that the Soviet Union could derive from the exercise.
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The strategy theory, however, has a major limitation. It
has been pointedly Cold War-ist in its enquiry, avoiding the
much more important and urgent issues of local forces,
interests and independently-formulated worldviews. Its primary
focus on the eftect(s) of local conflicts on the East-West
confrontation ensures that analyses end inexorably with zero-
sum game conclusions: the victory of a Soviet-supported
liberation movement is a defeat for US (Western) interests
and influence, or vice-versa. But the evidence of recent or
contemporary international relations has not substantiated
this kind of simplistic outcome. In Africa, for instance, the
left-wing regimes in Mozambique, Ethiopia, Guinea-Bissau,
Zimbabwe, Ghana, Congo-Brazzaville and in fact Angola,
since 1976, have sought and have had good relations with the
West. Yet there is another sphere of the preoccupation of the
strategy school which underlines the limitation mentioned
earlier on. It perpetually alienates the control and appropria-
tion of Africa’s crucial resources — human and natural.
Implicit, and quite often explicit in its survey, the strategy
school categorises these resources as ‘Western political and
economic interests’.'°® It does not occur to this school that it
is precisely the termination of Western control of these
resources, so vulturously exploited by its governments and
transnational corporations in the past 400 years, that is the
definitive objective of many an African liberation movement.
While the strategy school conveniently ignores this historical
goal of the liberation movement, it is, however, keen to assert
that these resources will pass over to the Soviet Union, a
Western global ideological rival, if the latter were to support
the process of liberation. In the theoretical predilections of
the strategy school it does not ever consider that, as one
African head of state once put it, ‘Africa is not about to throw
off one colonial yoke for another’.'%®

On the evidence available, we can state that Soviet support
for the MPLA since 1960 was fundamentally motivated by
ideological reasons. It was conceivable that Moscow expected
to gain some strategic pay-offs in Angola for supporting a
victorious MPLA, but there are no indications to support the
existence of some Soviet grand or ad hoc design to ‘subvert’
Angola in the process and seize its resources.'!® The esca-
lated Soviet support for the MPLA after the civil war started
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in July 1976 must be seen as a concerted effort to aid an
ideological ally to gain power in the fierce two-tier jockeying
for political and military supremacy that developed.

The Soviet Union’s reaction to the April 1974 Portuguese
coup d’état was that of immense appreciation. In December
1974 the ‘Committee on Afro-Asian Solidarity’, which is
generally sympathetic to Soviet foreign policy, declared 1975
the ‘year of practical aid to the peoples of the former
Portuguese colonies’.!'! The deputy-chairperson of the
Committee, Aleksandr Dzasokhov, led a Soviet delegation to
Angola in February 1975, followed by a second visit in April,
during which he discussed with MPLA leaders the question
of continuing Soviet military aid to their forces.!'?

While the USSR did not criticise the outcome of the Alvor
conference in January 1975, there was some disappointment
in Moscow that the FNLA and UNITA would share power
with the favoured MPLA. In respect to the goodwill that
prevailed at Alvor, the Soviet Union temporarily ceased its
long-term press denounciations of the FNLA and UNITA.
Moscow did not relent in its arms supplies to the MPLA while
the transitional government was in power, just as the United
States continued to send weapons to UNITA and the FNLA.
As soon as this government collapsed in July 1975, the USSR
stepped up its arms deliveries. Soviet, Yugoslav and East
German ships carrying arms for the MPLA started using the
Luanda port after the MPLA had forced the FNLA-UNITA
out of the capital and surrounding districts by the end of
JUI)’.I 13

Giant Soviet Antonov-22 transport aircraft flew in more
supplies, which included surface-to-surface missiles, SAM-7
anti-aircraft missile, Katyusha rockets, T-34 and T-54 tanks,
armoured reconnaisance vehicles (BRDM-2), helicopter gun
ships, heavy artillery and light aircraft.''* Flying direct from
the Soviet Union, these planes used airfields in neighbouring
Congo-Brazzaville, and Guinea, as staging bases for the
Angolan operation. A team of Soviet military advisors helped
to direct and coordinate the deployment of these armaments
on the ground. After seven months of fighting which led to
an MPLA victory, a Western intelligence estimate put total
Soviet military expenditure in this conflict at $400 million.''?
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‘Operation Carlota’

The background to Cuba’s relationship with the MPLA could
be traced to August 1965.''® Then the well-known hero of
the Cuban Revolution, Ernesto Che Guevara, had been
fighting a guerrilla war in neighbouring Congo-Leopoldyville
(now Zaire) against anti-Lumumbist forces. The Congo was
the fifth African country Guevara visited during his four-
month tour of the continent (December 1964-March 1965),
having stopped over in Algeria, Guinea, Ghana and Tanza-
nia. ‘Africa’, according to Guevara, was ‘one of the most
important, if not the most important, battlefield against all
forms of exploitation in the world’.!!”

Following the defeat of the Lumumbist National Council
of the Revolution with which Guevara was fighting, the
Cuban revolutionary crossed into Congo-Brazzaville with his
200-member Cuban force. There he met the MPLA leader
Agostinho Neto, who by then had established guerrilla bases
there to fight the Portuguese.

Guevara accepted an MPLA request to help it train its
military cadres both in bases in Congo-Brazzaville and in
Cuba. In the summer of 1965 more Cuban troops were sent
to Brazzaville to follow up the implementation of the Cuban-
MPLA training scheme. In January 1966 relations were
further strengthened, when Neto paid an official visit to
Havana.''® The success of this visit was such that when the
Cubans organised the widely-publicised and immensely suc-
cessful Southern-World ‘Tricontinental Conference’ at
Havana later in the month, they invited the MPLA as the
‘sole and authentic representative of the people of Angola’.

It is relevant to note that Cuban military ties with the
MPLA were established a decade before the first Cuban
combat troops set foot in Angola. This is because: (1) it will
enable us to establish why Cuba decided to send its military
forces to the MPLA when the civil war broke out, and (2) it
will help us to determine whether the Cubans were acting as
a Soviet ‘surrogate’ in the civil war, as some students of the
conflict believe."'?

After the success of the 1959 Cuban Revolution, the new
leaders in Havana were convinced that Latin America was at
the threshold of a revolutionary transformation. They
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reasoned that the revolutionary process which began with
the overthrow of the Fulgencio Batista regime would spread
throughout Central and South America. But liberation
struggles in the region during the following decade did not
lead to any concrete victory. Left-wing uprisings in Nicar-
agua, El Salvador, the Dominican Republic and elsewhere,
ended without success. In the case of Bolivia in 1968, Che
Guevara himself was killed by the Bolivian military while
leading an insurgency of partisans. Moreover, Cuban milit-
ary support for Latin American revolutionaries was meeting
with serious opposition from the Soviet Union which felt that
a successful revolution in the region was still highly ‘vulner-
able’ due to the US geo-political presence.'?® These setbacks
prompted the Cuban leadership to reassess its support for
liberation movements abroad.

Africa of the early and mid-1960s became of growing
interest to the Cubans. This was the epoch of rapid decol-
onisation of the continent and for the Cubans, this process
was revolutionary. Castro later contrasted the situation then
in Africa and Latin America:

Africa is the weakest link of imperialism today ... Im-
perialist domination is not as strong there as in Latin
America. Therefore, the possibility for fundamental
changes on the African continent is real.'?!

Cuba’s African policy was henceforth directed towards
establishing close relationships with progressive independent
states on the continent, and providing material support to
insurgent movements fighting colonial regimes.'?? Havana
then established close links with Nkrumah’s Ghana, Bella’s
Algeria (a detachment of Cuban troops fought with the
Algerian army against Morocco in the 1963 border war
between the two countries), Massemba-Débat’s Congo-
Brazzaville, Lumumba’s Congo-Leopoldville and Touré’s
Guinea. In all these states, Cuban military advisers trained
local militias, and cadres from national liberation movements
fighting in colonial-held contiguous territories. When the
Cubans started their political and military relationship with
the MPLA, they also had similar connections with the FRE-
LIMO in Mozambique, and the PAIGC in Guinea-Bissau. It
is significant that these three movements were all fighting in
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Africa’s Portuguese colonial territories.

For Cuba, the overthrow of the Caetano regime in Portug-
al in April 1974 was a major setback to fascism and imperial-
ism. Diplomatic ties were renewed with Portugal after the
visit to Havana of Colonel Otelo de Carvalho, the leading
left-wing member of the Armed Forces Movement (MFA) in
July 1975. A communiqué released after the visit expressed
hope that the success of Angolan independence could only
be guaranteed by ‘progressive forces’ (read MPLA) in the
former Portuguese territory.

The Angolan provisional government fell a few days later.
When fighting erupted between the MPLA and its FNLA-
UNITA rivals, it requested and received more military
supplies from Cuba (and the Soviet Union). As we have
already stated, the MPLA used this latest consignment of
weaponry with devastating effect during its offensives on the
FNLA-UNITA in July-September 1975. Then followed the
beginning of the dramatic military reversal of mid-October,
compounded later by the South African intervention. By late
October an MPLA defeat looked imminent.

Cuba reacted quickly to rescue what it saw as an attempt by
hostile forces to destroy a long-term ally. In October three
Cuban merchant ships left Cuba for Angola, carrying troops
and military supplies for the MPLA. The troops included
480 training experts, who soon set up four training centres in
Angola on arrival. Within six months, they built up 16 MPLA
infantry battalions, and 25 mortar batteries.'*®> A team of
field medical doctors and 115 vehicles supplemented this
Cuban mission.'?*

While these Cuban forces were on their way to Angola,
President Ngouabi of Congo-Brazzaville, a firm supporter of
the MPLA, arrived in Havana for a visit. A statement issued
after the visit expressed Cuban-Congolese solidarity with ‘the
heroic (MPLA) combatants’ of Angola, who are confronting
‘reactionary elements and imperialist interests’.'?® Before
Ngouabi returned home, he signed a bilateral agreement
with Castro, but the terms of this were not specified. It is,
however, relevant to recall that when later in October a
Cuban military delegation arrived in Brazzaville, two of the
three (Cuban) troopships were moving into Angolan waters.
It was then reported from Brazzaville that this delegation
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had come to ‘verify implementation’ of the recently-
concluded Castro-Ngouabi Havana agreement.'?®

On 7 November 1975 Cuba began the massive airlift of
troops and military supplies to the MPLA to supplement the
ship consignment. This was the beg'inning of what the
Cubans named ‘Operation Carlota’.'?” Some of the planes
flew direct from Havana to Brazzaville, while others refuel-
led in the Cape Verde Islands on their way to Brazzaville.
After disembarking in the Congo, the troops and supplies
were either taken overland to Cabinda or were transported
by small boats to the Angolan ports controlled by the MPLA.
They in turn quickly joined the MPLA in combat operations
against the FNLA-UNITA coalition. By February 1976 when
the MPLA won the war, the estimated number of Cuban
troops deployed in Angola was 12 000.'28

So, as the records show, Cuba had sufficient reasons to send
its military forces to support the MPLA after the outbreak of
the Angolan civil war, besides those that may have motivated
the Soviet Union to intervene in the conflict.'?® This was
particularly due to Havana’s long-term relationship with the
MPLA. As Gabriel Garcia Marquez has aptly described this
intervention, ‘Cuban aid to Angola resulted not from a
passing impulse, but from the constant policy of the (Cuban)
revolution towards Africa’.'®® In a recent interview on the
unresolved anti-colonial struggles in Southern Africa, Fidel
Castro could not have been more forthright in Cuba’s
continuing optimism and support for Africa’s liberation:

Nothing can stop the course of history. Nothing can
prevent Namibia’s independence just as nothing can pre-
vent the tens of millions of Africans living in ghettos and
Bantustans in their homeland from one day becoming the
masters of their own destiny. The concentration camps of
Dachau and Auschwitz also came to an end one day.'”!

This analysis is not to suggest that Cuba’s intervention in
Angola did not serve the interests of the Soviet Union during
the period — namely the desire for an eventual victory of the
MPLA. But it should be stressed that Havana was a clearly
motivated autonomous participant in the circumstance, even
though its interests happened to have converged with those
of the Soviet Union."?? It is instructive to restate the views of
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John Stockwell, the former Chief of the CIA Angola Task
Force on Cuba’s intervention: ‘After the war we learned that
Cuba had not been ordered into action by the Soviet Union.
To the contrary, the Cuban leaders felt compelled to inter-
vene for their own ideological reasons’.'>’ Elsewhere in
Africa, on the Eritrean national liberation struggle,
Mohamed Babu has shown that this heritage of Cuban
autonomy in international politics can even diverge from the
express interests of the Soviet Union.'**

Cuba was therefore not a ‘surrogate’ of the Soviet Union in
its Angolan intervention. The fact is that to focus merely on
Soviet interests in this conflict, to the exclusion of Cuba’s and
indeed others’, leads to simplistic conclusions that reinforce

Cold War analytical preoccupations.

China

Just like the Cubans and the Soviet Union, China sought to
establish ties with progressive or revolutionary independent
states in Africa, in addition to supporting liberation move-
ments fighting in existing colonial territories in the 1960s.
Peking sent military aid to the Front for National Liberation
(FLN) confronting French colonialism in Algeria, and it also
established strong relationships with the governments of
Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Tanzania and Zambia. When the
national liberation war began in the Portuguese-occupied
states of Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique and Angola, the
Chinese gave support to the PAIGC, the FRELIMO and
FNLA (and UNITA) respectively.

China’s support for the FNLA, and the Soviet Union’s
support for the rival MPLA began when the ideological
debates between the two communist states were becoming
pronounced and strident in the early 1960s. By 1962 these
debates had caused an open rift between the two and each
tried to seek support abroad for its political position. China’s
main argument was that the Soviet Union had become a
non-revolutionary status quo ‘hegemonic’ power which had
similar interests to the United States in seeking to ‘dominate’
the world. On Africa, this Soviet objective meant the follow-
ing: ‘People have become increasingly aware that in contend-
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ing for hegemony with the other Super-Power [the US], the
Soviet revisionists stoop to anything to frenziedly penetrate
and expand in Africa in a vain attempt to replace old
colonialism’.'?*

As for the Soviet Union, the Chinese backing for liberation
movements abroad was often imbued with ‘pseudo-
revolutionary tactics ... adventuristic actions [sic] ... and
[have] often resulted in dividing and weakening the [libera-
tion] forces’.'®® On the specific case of Angola, the Soviet
Union attacked China’s ‘support to pro-imperialist group-
ings and organisations, pushing them to take action against
the genuine representatives and vanguard of the Angolan
people — the MPLA’.'%7

The Chinese were fully aware of the ideological prefer-
ences of the FNLA (and UNITA) as against those of the
MPLA, but argued that these differences were ‘something
normal [that] could have been reconciled by them through
peaceful consultations under the banner of national unity
free from outside interference’.'®® Essentially, China’s sup-
port for the FNLA/UNITA, despite the apparent contradic-
tions, fitted in well with the tenets of Mao’s foreign policy and
particularly the theory of Three Worlds which emphasised
the primacy of two ‘imperialisms’ [US, USSR] dominating the
world.!3°

China’s support for FNLA/UNITA was, however, mainly
political, lacking any substantial military aid prior to the
collapse of Portuguese colonialism in Angola in 1974.'*° For
instance, China’s total material support for UNITA between
1966 and 1970 amounted to a paltry £5000.'*' Generally,
China’s military assistance to the two movements was in-
direct: it trained some of their military personnel in bases in
Tanzania used by the Front for the Liberation of Mozambi-
que. In May 1974, however, following appeals from Presi-
dent Mobutu of Zaire, China expanded its military support
for the anti-MPLA coalition. It agreed to send military
instructors to help train a new FNLA regiment of 15000
troops in bases in Zaire.'*? Between June and August 1974,
450 tons of Chinese arms, includin§ AK47 rifles and light
mortars, were sent to the FNLA.'*3 As we have seen, this
level of arms delivery was meagre compared to what Cuba
and the Soviet Union were sending to the MPLA.
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Quite clearly China had calculated that given the distance
and its associated logistic problems, in addition to its own
resource limitations, it could not match the Soviet Union,
and the United States, in the spiral arms race that developed
in Angola, leading to the civil war in the summer of 1975. In
addition, Peking felt highly isolated in independent Africa in
October 1975 when the South Africans joined the war on the
side of the FNLA-UNITA. On 27 October China withdrew
its military mission in Zaire.

To sum up, China’s impact on either the progress or
outcome of the Angolan conflict was minimal. Our interest in
its involvement though, was the motive for supporting the
anti-MPLA alliance.

IV AFRICA: SOUTH AFRICA AND THE
CONTIGUOUS STATES

There were two distinct phases of the military intervention of
South Africa in the Angolan conflict. In August 1975 a South
African unit crossed the Namibian border and seized the
hydroelectric dam project on the Cunene River, southern
Angola, then under construction. From there they attacked
bases belonging to the Namibian liberation movement, the
South West African People’s Organisation (SWAPO), and
MPLA regiments stationed in the area.

The second phase came on 23 October, when the South
Africans launched ‘Operation Zulu’ which involved a coor-
dinated operation with the FNLA-UNITA forces to chal-
lenge the MPLA military control of the country.'**

The fate of the $216 million Cunene hydroelectric project
which was built largely by the South Africans in the last three
years of Portuguese colonialism, had been a cause for
concern to Pretoria as Portuguese rule came to an abrupt
end after April 1974. The huge Cunene project was in-
tended to generate power to work the complex of zinc,
copper, uranium, diamond and copper mines just across the
frontier in northern Namibia.'*> Precisely, South Africa’s
concerns were as follows: an unfriendly African government
in Angola was liable to cut off the vital supply of power from
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Cunene and this would disrupt the mineral exploitations.'*°
Secondly, a discontinuation of the Cunene project would
jeopardise the new South African settlement schemes in the
region which had been intended to encourage more white
immigrants to live in the border area so as to enhance
security.

There were, however, wider issues which accounted for
South Africa’s military intervention in Angola. The sudden
collapse of Portuguese colonialism in Mozambique, and later
Angola, had shattered a critical feature of South Africa’s
strategic network in the region. This was the security pro-
vided for South Africa itself and the territory of Namibia
that it controlled, by the presence of friendly Portugal in
these contiguous east and west ‘flanking’ states. These terri-
tories were seen as the outer perimeter for the defence of the
South African homeland — a sort of cordon sanitaire.

The position of Angola for South African defence was a
highly contentious issue for military planners in Pretoria.
Angola has an extensive common border with the state of
Namibia, which until recently was occupied by South Africa,
and where partisans of SWAPO had waged a protracted
armed struggle for liberation. Furthermore, Angola has two
important ports in the southern Atlantic (Luanda and Lobi-
to) and controls the main western terminus of the strategic
Benguela railway. This railroute has served as a vital outlet
for Zairean and Zambian copper exports to the Atlantic
coast, and this has been of interest to the South Africans (we
shall return to this later).

Economically, Angola’s huge natural resources had always
been conceived by the South Africans during the Portuguese
era as vital in creating an economic constellation of Southern
African states.'®’ This regional economic grouping was ex-
pected to enlarge the existing Southern African Customs
Union which incorporated South Africa itself, and Botswana,
Lesotho and Swaziland.'*® It was expected to include Zam-
bia, Angola, Malawi, Mozambique and Zimbabwe. South
Africa’s role in the economic community would be to provide
the technological support, while the rest of the member
states would, of course, act as a guaranteed consumer
market, in addition to providing cheap labour. For South
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Africa, the unexpected fall of the Caetano regime in April
1974 was a shattering blow to these conceptions and
interests.'*?

Evidence of South African cooperation with the Portu-
guese during the latter’s counter-insurgency war in Angola is
overwhelming. Pretoria assigned intelligence officers to its
Luanda consulate to work directly with the Portuguese
military.l5° Regularly, intelligence information was ex-
changed among officers of the South African military, the
Portuguese and those of Rhodesia.'”!

As from 1966, South Africa began to conduct helicopter
patrols over the southern Angolan border regions near
Namibia, and in 1968, a Luso-South African treaty autho-
rised Pretoria to operate an air base composed of Allouette
III helicopters and Cessna T-85s in eastern Angola.'’? A
joint Portuguese-South African command centre was later
installed at Cuito Cuanavale in southeast Angola, from
where the South African airforce carried out both recon-
naissance flights and attacks against both the MPLA and
SWAPO.'*® This enhanced South African military involve-
ment in Angolan life during the period also coincided with
an increase in South African commercial activities in
Angola.'** Pretoria demonstrated the importance it attached
to these commercial ties when the South African Foreign
Trade Association staged an extensively publicised trade fair
in Luanda in 1969.'%°

With the end of Portuguese colonialism, the immobilisa-
tion of the Angolan cordon sanitaire was an enormous setback
to South Africa. Its decision to intervene in Angola after the
fall of the provisional government in Luanda, and the
subsequent MPLA military supremacy over its FNLA-
UNITA rivals, should therefore be seen partly as an attempt
to redress a geo-strategic reversal.

‘Operation Zulu’

The speed and decisiveness of the South African invasion
column reflected the importance Pretoria attached to the
Angolan situation. As soon as the column crossed the Nami-
bian border on 23 October, it stormed all major MPLA
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fortifications in the region. In quick succession, the column,
now reinforced by UNITA and FNLA detachments, attack-
ed and overran the cities of Sa da Bandeira, Mocamedes,
Benguela, Lobito and Novo Redondo.'*® The army was well
equipped — Alouette helicopters, Mermon-Herrington light
tanks, 4.2 in. mortars and Panhard armoured cars — and was
constantly reinforced from South African bases in Namibia,
as well as from a rearguard base later set up at Sa da
Bandeira in southwest Angola.'®” The South Africa-FNLA-
UNITA thrust kept the MPLA on continuous retreat north-
wards. By 10 November (the eve of independence day) it
reached the southern bank of the River Nhia, 200 kilometers
from Luanda. Meanwhile, from the north across the Zairean
border, the FNLA attack on the MPLA was also succeeding:
a spearhead FNLA brigade had occupied Caxito, just 25
kilometres from Luanda, when the South African-led army
was advancing towards the Nhia. It then appeared that
‘Operation Zulu’ was on the verge of scoring a decisive
victory — the only action remaining was the overrun of
Luanda.

The reason for the South African intervention was given
later by Premier Vorster, couched in the standard anti-
communist rhetoric of the Pretoria regime:

It is obvious that South Africa is concerned over the blatant
Russian and Cuban military support for the MPLA in
Angola ... We are concerned because we know that the
aim is not simply the establishment of a Marxist state in
Angola, but to endeavour to create a whole row of Marxist
states from Angola to Dar es Salaam and if it is at all
possible, to divide Africa into two . .. If they achieve their
objeclt5ig/e, not a single African country will be able to feel
safe.

The governments of the neighbouring states of Zambia
and Zaire identified with these anti-communist sentiments to
some extent. Zaire’s hostility to the MPLA since it supported
the FNLA during the anti-Portuguese war was obvious, and
we have already discussed this elsewhere. We need to add at
this point that President Mobutu felt very disappointed with
the military superiority which the MPLA established over its
rivals in Angola after the July 1975 breakdown of the
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Luanda provisional government. There was therefore a
strong inclination to support ‘Operation Zulu’ as this
afforded a good opportunity to crush the MPLA and thereby
install an FNLA-UNITA government in Luanda. As John
Stockwell, who commanded ‘Zulu’ from the Zairean front
later put it, ‘the South Africans had some [international]
encouragement to go into Angola. Savimbi invited them,
after conferring with Mobutu, Kaunda, Felix Houphouet-
Boigny of the Ivory Coast and Leopold Senghor of Senegal,
all of whom favoured a moderate, pro-West government in
Angola’.'®® Mobutu particularly felt that an MPLA-
controlled Angola would be a threat to the Zairean use of the
vital Benguela rail route to the Atlantic port of Lobito.

The Benguela railway was also a relevant subject in deter-
mining the Zambian position, considering that Lusaka had
supported UNITA during the anti-colonial war. With the
closure of its borders with Rhodesia and the attendant
difficulties with the use of Mozambican ports, land-locked
Zambia benefitted from the Benguela railway for the export
of its copper to the Atlantic. Just as Mobutu, President
Kaunda feared that the MPLA might deny Zambia the use of
this rail route, but the fact was that there were no indications
whatsoever in MPLA political or military circles that such a
measure was considered.

While Kaunda openly supported US Western arms sup-
port for the UNITA-FNLA, he has persistently denied
complicity with the South African intervention. Yet besides
the CIA, South African sources have alleged that Kaunda

cooperated with ‘Zulu’.'%°

Failure of ‘Zulw’, Triumph of ‘Addis Ababa’

South Africa, however, failed in its bid to dislodge the MPLA
in Luanda and install its FNLA-UNITA allies. The MPLA
was able to hold onto the defensive line north of the River
Nhia until the Cubans reinforced them in the third week of
November 1975. Renewed attempts by the South Africans to
cross the river were thwarted. The Cuba-MPLA military
were soon in a position to launch a counterattack on the
northern front to repulse the FNLA threat on Luanda, and
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the oil principality of Cabinda. After three weeks of fighting,
the FNLA were driven out of Cabinda, and the FNLA
contingent moving towards Luanda was compelled to retreat
to Carmona, 300 kilometres to the north. Later, the FNLA
lost their strategic air base at Negage, which brought the
operations in the northern sector to a decisive conclusion.

The Cuban-MPLA southern counter-offensive, code-
named ‘Operation Addis Ababa’, began with a commando
attack on Novo Redondo, one of the important towns to be
occupied by their opponents in mid-December 1975. The
Cubans and the MPLA were encouraged by the initial gains
they made after the attack on Novo Redondo to expand the
range of their offensive to include the entire stretch of
enemy forward positions running along the River Nhia. A
major battle was now underway which went on with varying
intensity for the following three months. South Africa and its
allies were forced out of town after town in Southern Angola
during this period — Cela, Santa Combo, Sa de Bandeira,
Mocamedes, and so on. On 27 March 1976 the last contin-
gent of the South African army was forced to retreat across
the Namibian border. On 1 April 1976 Cuban-MPLA forces
moved into Raucana in triumph and retook the Cunene dam
complex. ‘Operation Zulu’ had at last been defeated.

In the meantime, South Africa’s intervention in Angola
had had a dramatic effect on the responses of independent
Africa to the conflict. In an unexpected development on 27
November 1975, the Nigerian government, which had lately
called for the setting up of an FNLA-MPLA-UNITA nation-
al government, recognised the MPLA regime in Luanda.'®
Lagos clearly referred to the South African intervention
as the reason, and condemned what it described as a US-
South African plot to destroy a ‘sister African country’.'6?
Nigeria contributed $25 million towards the MPLA’s post-
colonial reconstruction of Angola. Several other African
countries, including Ghana, Sudan and Tanzania,
announced their recognition of the government of the
MPLA, citing the South African intervention as their reason.
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OAU Manoeuvres

It was, however, at the Organisation of African Unity that
African attitudes and orientations towards the South African
intervention, and other features of the Angolan crisis were
prominently played out. Prior to the outbreak of the civil war
in July 1975, the official African policy to Angola, through
the OAU, was the recognition of the four-party transitional
government in Luanda which was formed after the January
1975 Alvor conference.

Soon after the June 1975 military clashes in Luanda, which
involved units from three Angolan liberation movements,
the OAU organised a conference in Nakuru, Kenya,
attended by the leaders of the FNLA, UNITA and the
MPLA. After five days of negotiations, the Angolan leaders
reiterated their support for the provisional government in
Luanda. They pledged to order their forces to cease all
hostile attacks on other movements.'®®> The OAU in response
reaffirmed its continued support for the transitional admi-
nistration until the general elections, which were to be
organised before formal independence on 11 November
1975.164

The Nakuru Agreement did not, however, stop the
fighting among Angola’s liberation movements. On the con-
trary, there was an escalation of the clashes, which led
eventually to the generalised civil war in July 1975. Four
months later, the OAU could no longer maintain its corpo-
rate position in supporting the MPLA, FNLA and UNITA as
constituting the Angolan national government. This was as a
result of the recognition by Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau,
Sao-Tomé and Principe, Somalia, Algeria, Congo and
Guinea of the MPLA as the sole government (the People’s
Republic of Angola) in Luanda on 11 November.

While leaders of the eight countries just mentioned were
among the closest supporters and allies of the MPLA during
the anti-Portuguese war, it is, however, significant to stress
that each of their decisions to recognise the MPLA govern-
ment took account of South Africa’s intervention in the
conflict.

A serious crisis developed in the OAU over these recogni-
tions. Eight other African states — Zaire, Uganda, Central
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African Republic, Burundi, Gabon, Senegal and Mauritania
— attacked the recognition of the MPLA. In a joint statement
issued in late November, while leaders from these countries
were in Kinshasa to attend celebrations marking Zairean
independence, they accused the pro-MPLA states of violat-
ing OAU policy on the Angolan conflict. They then called on
the OAU Secretary-General to convene an emergency sum-
mit meeting of the organisation to discuss the Angolan crisis.

An OAU summit was duly summoned in Addis Ababa on
10 January 1976 to discuss Angola. By then, a total of 21
member states (out of 46) had recognised the MPLA govern-
ment. After three days of deliberation, the meeting ended in
a stalemate, with exactly 22 states supporting an OAU
recognition of the MPLA government, and 22 against.'®
Two other states, Ethiopia and Uganda, abstained because
the former was host country and the latter held that years’
chairpersonship of the organisation. A few weeks later,
especially as the MPLA continued to make further military
progress in the war, more African states recognised the
People’s Republic of Angola, which was admitted officially to
the OAU in June 1976.

Quite clearly, the OAU could not play a significant role in
the crisis ‘management’ that resulted from the Angolan
conflict. Unlike the Nigerian Civil War, none of the contend-
ing power groups in Angola had constituted an interna-
tionally-recognised central authority in the country before
the outbreak of the civil war. This meant that neither the
MPLA nor the FNLA-UNITA could have received the sort
of official OAU sympathy that federal Nigeria had from the
organisation right from the outset of the crisis. Furthermore,
secession was not a feature in the Angolan crisis, and thus
made intervention by member states less contentious. The
fact that the Angolan crisis was a case where a set of two rival
political factions were trying to fill a ‘vacuum’ created by the
absence of a ‘legitimate’ central authority, meant that OAU
members were able to display a greater freedom of action
from official policy.
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V. CONCLUSIONS

The Portuguese colonial control of Angola ended unex-
pectedly in April 1974 after combatting a three-party Afri-
can liberation war for 13 years. The new government in
Portugal, the Armed Forces Movement (MFA), pledged to
dismantle its colonial administration in Angola on 11
November 1975. This was to be preceded by a transitional
government made up of the MPLA, FNLA and UNITA, and
representatives of the MFA. But six months after its incep-
tion, the transitional government collapsed, and a civil war
followed.

The reaction of the external powers that were involved in
the civil war was generally consistent with their past and
existing interests in Angola. The United States’ huge econo-
mic and financial interests in the country had been effectively
preserved by the Portuguese colonial regime. The sudden
overthrow of this government propelled Washington to seek
the support of an alternative African regime in the country
that could maintain the economic status quo. The FNLA-
UNITA, which for most of the years of the war of independ-
ence had been recipients of US weapons, provided this
alternative. The main thrust of United States policy was
therefore to eliminate the MPLA from the contest for power
that developed among the three liberation movements in the
transitional government. Washington considered the politics
of the MPLA hostile to its interests, and furthering the
geo-political interests of the Soviet Union in central and
southwestern Africa.

For the Soviet Union, its military support for the MPLA at
the outbreak of the civil conflict was in the first instance due
to its long association with a liberation organisation which
shared similar ideological orientations. Soviet support dur-
ing the 13 years of the anti-Portuguese war was vital in
helping the MPLA to emerge as the most successful (militari-
ly and politically) of the three liberation movements in the
country. By declaring its support for MPLA’s military objec-
tives after the fall of the provisional government, the Soviet
Union was essentially continuing a process which it expected
would eventually lead to this movement’s political leadership
of Angola. It is conceivable that the USSR would have
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expected to achieve some strategic gains in this region of
Africa if the MPLA were ultimately successful.

Cuba’s intervention in Angola on the side of the MPLA
had an ideological motivation similar to that of the Soviet
Union. Both Moscow and Havana had similar goals in
Angola but, as we have stressed in this study, Cuba was not
acting as a Soviet ‘surrogate’ or fighting a ‘proxy war’ for the
Soviet Union. On the contrary, Cuba was an autonomous
participant in the conflict, striving to support an ally with
which it had had very close ties uninterruptedly since 1963.

The South African government felt that a radical MPLA
government in Angola, just after another radical regime (the
FRELIMO) had come to power in neighbouring Mozambi-
que, posed enormous threats to its continuing occupation of
Namibia, and subsequently its exclusivist control of South
Africa for its white minority population. South Africa was
also concerned that the projected creation of an economic
community of Southern African states, under its hegemony,
would suffer a major reversal if the rich resources of Angola
were no longer under the control of a friendly or pliant
regime in Luanda.

The South African military intervention in Angola which
began in October 1975 nearly succeeded in installing such a
pliant regime under the aegis of the FNLA-UNITA. Thus
the defeat of the South African expeditionary task force,
after six months of the war, dealt an irreversible blow to the
fortunes of the FNLA-UNITA movement. It also marked
decisively the limitations of the capabilities of the South
African military, which strategists and writers often tend to
exaggerate.



4 7Zaire
I INTRODUCTION

Twice within a 15-month period in 1977-78 Zaire was a
major focus of international news coverage. This publicity
activity concerned the cross-border attacks on Zaire’s eastern
province of Shaba, formerly Katanga, by Zairean insurgents
based in northern Angola.

In March 1977 a contingent of 1500-2000 fighters belong-
ing to the National Front for the Liberation of the Congo
(FNLC), a leading Zairean opposition group opposed to the
regime of General Mobutu, invaded the Shaba province
(hereafter Shaba I). They only stopped short of capturing
the important mining town of Kolwezi due to the timely
intervention of Moroccan troops which Mobutu called in.
After 80 days of concerted counter-offensive, the Zairean-
Moroccan allied army forced the FNLC attackers to retreat
to their Angolan bases.

But they returned once more in May 1978 (Shaba II). With
a larger force of 4500 troops the FNLC attacked and
captured Kolwezi. From Kolwezi, they expected to consoli-
date, receive new reinforcements from their Angolan bases,
and mount an all-out guerrilla campaign across the country
to press for the overthrow of the Mobutu regime.

We need to shed more light on the identity of these
insurgents. The National Front for the Liberation of the
Congo constitutes the present generation of the old ‘Katanga
gendarmes’ who fought and lost the Katanga secessionist war
in 1963.!

In July 1960, two weeks after the independence of Congo-
Leopoldville (now Zaire), Moise Tshombe declared the east-
ern province of Katanga (presently Shaba) independent. He
mobilised thousands of militia from the predominantly Lun-
da nationality of the province to defend the new republic.
This militia became popularly known as the ‘Katanga
gendarmes’,2 and its resistance to the central government in
Leopoldville, and the subsequent United Nations’ interven-
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tion, which went on till 1963, was independent Africa’s first
civil war.

Having lost their bid to establish a Katanga Republic in
1963, the gendarmes retreated across the border into (Portu-
guese) Angola where they sought sanctuary among the
Luanda population of Angola’s northern provinces. The
following year the gendarmes returned to the Congo when,
in a sudden turn of events in a fast unfolding political drama,
Moise Tshombe became a united Congo’s Prime Minister.
Tshombe in turn integrated his gendarmes into the country’s
national army, then commanded by General Mobutu.? In
1965, however, the gendarmes were forced out of the Congo
to resume their exile in Angola when in another quirk in the
drama, Tshombe was overthrown in a coup d’état carried out
by Mobutu.

Henceforth, the Portuguese colonial regime in Angola
agreed to give the Katangan gendarmes permanent settle-
ment in Angola, provided they assisted the Portuguese
counter-insurgency operations against Angolan liberation
movements, especially those fighting in the country’s north-
ern provinces.* It should be recalled that the Angolan
liberation movement in the north at this time was the
National Front for the Liberation of Angola (the FNLA, led
by Holden Roberto), which was receiving substantial political
and military support from General Mobutu.

The gendarmes accepted this offer, but were still commit-
ted to their political objectives in the Congo as a long-term
goal. Indeed it appears that by offering to fight against the
FNLA which was clearly allied to Mobutu, the gendarmes felt
that they were fighting the Congolese leader by proxy! To
reinforce their principal preoccupation with politics in the
Congo, the gendarmes formed the National Front for the
Liberation of the Congo in July 1968 under General Natha-
niel Mbumba.’

Following the collapse of Portuguese colonialism in Angola
in April 1974 and the civil war that ensued in the country,
the FNLC switched their support for the MPLA, thus
ensuring that they continued their (local) war against the
FNLA. In fact the FNLC played an important role in the
capture of the key Benguela railway town of Vila Luso from
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the FNLA, which they in turn handed over to MPLA
partisans.®

After the victory of the MPLA in the Angolan Civil War,
stronger links were developed between the new Angolan
leaders and the FNLC. One of the areas of cooperation was
in military affairs. This included the provision of training
facilities for FNLC units by MPLA officers. In return, the
FNLC helped Angola to police its northern districts, where
pockets of defeated FNLA fighters operating from bases in
southern Zaire still posed occasional security threats.

The MPLA’s victory in Angola was a major boost to FNLC
morale. Henceforth, the FNLC dropped its historical seces-
sionist inclinations. It now saw its future political direction as
a struggle to spearhead a ‘war of liberation’ across Zaire to
topple General Mobutu and establish a democratic People’s
Republic.”

The FNLC strategy for the campaign to overthrow Mobu-
tu, was once again based on its seizure of Zaire’s Shaba
province. There were three main reasons for this. The most
obvious was the familiarity of Shaba territory. Most of the
FNLC are Lunda, and this meant that they were generally
familiar with the terrain. Moreover, older members of the
movement had been militarily active in the province in the
previous decade, as we have said. Secondly, Shaba is con-
tiguous with the FNLC’s northern Angolan bases, and this
would no doubt lessen the usual logistical difficulties that
affect such a campaign. Thirdly, and perhaps most impor-
tant, the FNLC was aware that Shaba is economically Zaire’s
most important province.

‘Economic Heart’ of Zaire

Two-thirds of Zaire’s entire mineral wealth lies in Shaba.
This includes copper (6 per cent of the world’s reserves),
which accounts for well over two-thirds of Zaire’s foreign
revenue, industrial diamonds (38 per cent of the world’s
reserves), uranium and cobalt deposits, which are probably
the world’s largest. Shaba’s capital, Kolwezi, was in effect the
capital of Zaire’s mining industries and the country’s exten-
sive hydro-electric power installations. Essentially, the FNLC
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strategy in attempting the overthrow of Mobutu was geared
towards attacking and seizing Shaba which was in effect the
nerve centre of Zaire’s economic life.

The FNLC’s other anti-Mobutu initiative during this
period was political. It sent off envoys to Zairean opposition
groups in Europe (principally based in France and Belgium)
aimed at forming a broad Zairean Patriotic Front to succeed
the regime in Kinshasa. Among the groups it contacted were
the African Socialist Forces, the People’s Revolutionary Par-
ty, the National Movement for the Liberation of the Congo,
the Action Movement for the Resurrection of the Congo and
the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of the Congo.?

On both occasions of the Shaba attacks, General Mobutu
called for external military assistance to defend his regime.
Neither Shaba I nor II entailed the intense military cam-
paigns which characterised the Angolan Civil War, or the
earlier Nigerian Civil War. Each of the Shaba confrontations
in fact was a brief military event, or what an observer has
described as ‘this strange little war’.? Their importance in our
discussion here is to focus on the array of foreign forces and
interests which were involved. Given the low level of military
operations that occurred, these external forces were disprop-
ortionately numerous and extensive. An important factor to
note is that the outcome of the civil war in neighbouring
Angola in early 1976 greatly influenced the perceptions and
calculations of most of the foreign powers who intervened in
the Shaba conflicts.

I WESTERN EVALUATIONS AND REACTIONS

Soon after the FNLC launched Shaba I in March 1977,
General Mobutu accused the Soviet Union, Cuba and Angola
of complicity.'® Coming about a year after the end of the
conflict in neighbouring Angola, the West, but particularly
the United States and France took the attack seriously.

Yet while the United States Department of State felt that
the attack on Shaba was ‘dangerous’, and that ‘there had of
necessity been some level of Angolan complicity’, it had no
firm evidence to support Mobutu’s claims of Soviet and
Cuban involvement. The US government therefore decided
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to limit the extent of its direct military response to the crisis.
It supported the decision of Morocco to send troops to Zaivre,
using French logistic support, to counterattack the FNLC
offensive. For its own part, Washington sent what it de-
scribed as ‘non-lethal’ military equipment, worth $15 million,
to the Zairean army.ll Later on in the crisis, the US sup-
ported a Nigerian diplomatic initiative to mediate in the
conflict.'?

The US response to the Shaba crisis has to be understood
within the context of its extensive economic and strategic
interests in Zaire. Apart from South Africa and Nigeria,
Zaire has the highest level of US private investment in
Africa."® The US imports 95 per cent of its cobalt, 12 000
tons annually,'* from Zaire. US transnational corporations
have enormous stakes in the exploitation of other sectors of
Zaire’s rich metallurgical resources such as iron, tin, copper,
nickel, cadmium and colombite, in addition to oil. US in-
terests are also involved in Zaire’s hydro-electric potential,
estimated to be one of the most extensive in the world. In
addition, it has substantial interests in Zaire’s banking system
and financial institutions. In November 1976 the US Citi-
bank led the negotiations between a number of banks and
the Mobutu regime aimed at preventing Zaire from default-
ing on its loans.!”” The outcome of these talks was the
allocation of more loans to a regime that even a US congress-
person has described as ‘ostentatious ... [sic], arrogant,
egomaniacal and indulgent . .. [in the midst of] widespread
poverty of [its] people’."

The United States has always regarded Zaire as its most
influential and closest ally in the Central African region.
Since General Mobutu came to power in 1965, he has
maintained a very ﬁood working relationship with successive
US governments.!” US economic and military relations with
Kinshasa have generally reflected this goodwill. Between
1962 and 1977 the total US aid package to Zaire was $400
million, while the total investment amounted to $500
million.'® Outstanding US private and public loans to the
country on the eve of the Shaba I attack amounted to $1
billion.'® Between 1962 and 1974 the US sent $61 million
worth of military equipment to the Zairean armed forces.
Shortly after the beginning of the Angolan Civil War in
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1975, Washington allocated the sums of $19 million for
‘military sales credit’ and $12 million for ‘security supporting
assistance’ to Zaire,?® which later passed over substantial
parts of these funds to the FNLA-UNITA coalition in its
struggle against the MPLA. As John Stockwell makes very
clear in his book, Kinshasa, Zaire’s capital, has emerged as
the major centre for the CIA’s covert, and overt operations
in central and southwestern Africa, since Mobutu took
office.?!

The US and the Shaba Insurrections

Despite the extensive US military and economic interests in
Zaire, Washington was highly restrained in its response to
the Shaba attack, as we have already indicated. There were
two main reasons for this. Firstly, US military intelligence
differed substantially from Mobutu’s assessment of both the
extent of the FNLC offensive and the threat that this posed
to his regime. On both counts the US concluded that Mobutu
had exaggerated the impact of the insurrection. The US
Ambassador at the United Nations, Andrew Young, was
particularly derisive: ‘[If Mobutu] can’t stop a couple of
thousand Katangan gendarmes, we shouldn’t send the
Marines to help him’.22 As was pointed out earlier, US
intelligence had also ruled out any Cuban and Soviet involve-
ment in the Shaba assault, even though it had noted some
Angolan approval.

Secondly, the Mobutu regime was the focus of intense
criticism in Washington at this time both in the government
(part of President Carter’s so-called Human Rights Policy)
and Congress (especially in the Foreign Relations Sub-
committee on Africa). The extent of the Mobutu regime’s
corruption and incompetence, which had been given wide
coverage in Stockwell’s accounts and those of other writers,
was frequently referred to by officials in Washington.?® Writing
on Zaire during this period, Ghislain Kabwit has observed:
‘The trouble is that the Mobutu regime has created a
rapacious class of bureaucrats, army officers, and others,
who enjoy a modicum of power, and who participate with
foreign businessmen through massive corruption in the
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spoils and exploitation of ordinary city dwellers and rural
people ... [The] economy is crumbling, and the army
practically lives on the backs of the ordinary people’.?*

While the US government had no intention of withdraw-
ing its support from the Mobutu regime as a result of the
criticisms of Zaire in Washington and elsewhere at this time,
the Carter administration nonetheless chose ‘not to be iden-
tified’ with Kinshasa, and ‘quietly urged France to play a
more active role in Zaire’.?°

Predictably, the Mobutu regime was furious over the
United States’ seemingly half-hearted support for Zaire in
confronting the emergency created by the Shaba I attack.
Mobutu told an American news magazine interview: ‘I
confess [that] we are bitterly disappointed by America’s
attitude. Neto [Angolan President] is a pawn of the Cubans
and the Russians, but you [the Americans] won’t face up to
the threat. It is your weakness versus their will power and
strength’.2® He particularly criticised Andrew Young (the US
envoy at the UN) for not taking the ‘communist menace’ in
Africa seriously. At the same time, Mobutu was full of praise
for France and Belgium for their open and bold support for
Zaire. These two countries (in close collaboration with
Moroccan troops and Egyptian military advisers) intervened
on behalf of Mobutu to check the FNLC attack. We shall be
assessing the overall effect of these interventions later, and at
the same time examine critically what real military threats the
FNLC posed to the Mobutu regime.

Between Shaba I and II, the US tried to improve relations
with Zaire. It increased its military aid from $30.2 million in
FY 1977 (that is, after Shaba I) to $42.5 million for 1978,
while economic assistance for the same period was worth
$14.6 million.?” The US government also authorised an
estimated $68 million loan package from the Exgort-lmport
Bank to Zaire for the Inga-Shaba power station.*®

As part of this general improvement in Washington-
Kinshasa relations, the US was noticeably more assertive in
its criticisms of the FNLC, following the movement’s second
attack on Shaba in May 1978. As before, the Zaireans accused
the Soviet Union and Cuba of complicity. This time, the
United States agreed with the Zaireans, but only as regards
Cuban involvement.?® The US was particularly worried
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about the effects of the initial success of the FNLC which had
overrun Kolwezi, the Shaba capital, routing the Zairean army
garrison in the town. The FNLC Commander, General
Mbumba, was confident that his troops would consolidate
their control of Kolwezi, and initiate a country-wide insurrec-
tion to topple the Mobutu regime.*°

Once again, the US supported a Franco-Belgian military
intervention in Shaba. Furthermore, it allocated 18 giant
C-141 transport aircraft as logistic back-up for this interven-
tion.

Yet, in a dramatic development one month after the
beginning of the Shaba II crisis, the US announced a
re-evaluation of some of its strategic assumptions regarding
the emergency. It now claimed that there was no ‘conclusive
evidence’ to suggest either Cuban or Soviet involvement with
the FNLC insurrection. It further qualified this new position
by alleging that Cuba was aware of the plan to attack Shaba
but had done nothing to prevent it.>!

The immediate consequence of this re-evaluation in
Washington was a noticeable lessening of the strident anti-
Soviet/Cuban rhetoric which had characterised comments
made on the crisis by US government officials. Soon, the US
withdrew its support from a French proposal (made during
the May 1978 Washington summit of NATO heads of state)
to set up a so-called Pan-African Defence Force which would
intervene in crisis situations in Africa®® This rapid-
deployment force, which was expected to be trained and
armed by the West, was the subject of sharp and unrelenting
criticism by a number of African leaders, intellectuals and
trade union organisations. Instead, the US supported the
‘less contentious’ alternative Franco-Belgium programme to
limit the Western response, at this time, solely to the events in
Zaire. The focus should be on the retraining of the Zairean
Armed Forces, concentrating especially on the paratroop
regiments stationed in Shaba who had been no match for the
more disciplined and tenacious FNLC contingents.

The long-term policy of the United States was that Zaire
needed a major fusion of Western economic and military
aid.?® Washington felt that economic support was particular-
ly crucial because a further deterioration of social conditions
in Zaire would exacerbate domestic dissent, which insurgents
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such as the FNLC would exploit. As a specific proposal in this
direction, the US announced the formation of a Zairean Aid
Consortium (ZAC, also called ‘The Friends of Zaire’).3*
ZAC’s first task was to draw up a comprehensive plan for the
economic revitalisation of Zaire. All the Western powers (and
Japan), the EEC, as well as the World Bank, and the
International Monetary Fund, expressed interest in contri-
buting to the initial fund of $400 million for the project.”®
On the whole, the US response to the two Shaba insurrec-
tions were unusually restrained. While there was no doubt
that the US sought to ensure the survival of the Mobutu
regime, it nonetheless felt that Zaire had exaggerated the
involvement of external powers, particularly Cuba and the
Soviet Union, in the FNLC attacks. In any case, the US was
quite content to encourage the interventions of its allies —
France, Belgium, Morocco, Egypt and Saudi Arabia — to
safeguard the Mobutu government, Nothing more could
have suited a government in Washington at this time still
traumatised by the United States’ defeat in the Vietnam War.

France and Belgium

Unlike the United States, France was more receptive in
responding to Zaire’s appeal to the West to intervene during
the Shaba attacks. A week after the announcement of the
Shaba I insurrection, the French endorsed a Zairean-
Moroccan agreement for the dispatch of Moroccan troops to
the combat zones of Shaba.?® Paris would provide the milit-
ary aircraft for the airlift of the Moroccans, and funding for
the entire operation would be paid for by Saudi Arabia.*’
French interests in Zaire had grown steadily in the 1970s,
especially at the expense of the Belgians who had colonised
the country until 1960.38 At the time of the Shaba I crisis,
France’s direct investment in Zaire was $20 million, but it had
huge stakes worth several million dollars in a number of
projects run in cooperation with the Zairean government or
other interests in the country. These included the equipment
for the Voice of Zaire, which involved a domestic satellite
communication facility, short-term loans to both state and
private financial institutions and shares in the strategic
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copper/cobalt international conglomerate, the Société
Miniére de Tenke Fungurume.®®

Apart from airlifting Moroccan troops and equipment to
Shaba, the French also sent their own security advisers from
the SDECE, the secret service, to help the Moroccans orga-
nise the defence of Kolwezi, the Shaba capital.*® The French,
in effect, directed the Zairean-Moroccan counterattack
against the FNLC.

With the experience gained during Shaba I, the French
expanded further the extent of their intervention in Zaire
when the FNLC led the second insurrection in Shaba in May
1978. This time the French interventionist force was made
up of 500 French paratroops, army engineers and techni-
cians. Unlike Shaba I, this French contingent fought the
Shabans directly. They succeeded in forcing the FNLC out of
Kolwezi and the neighbouring districts within a fortnight of
beginning operations. As a result, most of the FNLC fighters
once again crossed into Angola to resume their exile.

French interventionism in Zaire was not restricted to the
military sphere. The French government campaigned active-
ly among its Western allies for concerted support for the
Mobutu regime. It was largely responsible for organising two
special conferences on Zaire in 1978 — the May meeting in
Brussels of a consortium of Western banks, the EEC, the
World Bank and the IMF to discuss ways of restructuring the
Zairean economy, and the June meeting in Paris of officials
from the United States, Britain, Belgium, Federal Germany
and France to examine ‘Africa/Zaire Security’. As mentioned
earlier, Paris had also formulated a proposal during the May
1978 NATO heads of state summit in Washington for the
West to set up an African version of a rapid-deployment
force to intervene during times of crisis anywhere on the
continent. The proposal was only abandoned after US hesita-
tion.

As for Belgium, it had the most extensive interests in Zaire
before the Shaba invasions. These amounted to $700-$1000
million,*! and as the ex-colonial power in Zaire, these in-
terests were principally in the form of pre-independence
capital. Belgian-Zairean relations had, however, been in
severe difficulties since 1974 when President Mobutu
nationalised several Belgian (and other foreign) businesses
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under his ‘Zaireanisation’ economic policy. Belgian interests
suffered greatly from these take-overs.

Yet the Belgians came to Mobutu’s support soon after the
FNLC attack on Shaba in March 1977. While Brussels
rejected Mobutu’s request for the dispatch of a thousand
Belgian paratroops to repulse the Shabans, it did agree to
facilitate the delivery of Belgian weapons including mortars,
machine guns and anti-tank rocket launchers. The Belgium
military mission in Zaire was instructed to liaise with the
Zairean military on matters of security geared towards the
defence of Shaba.

As in the US and French examples, the Belgium interven-
tion during Shaba II was much more pronounced. A contin-
gent of 1700 troops was sent out from Belgium into Shaba
after a week of the FNLC attack in May 1978. But unlike the
French, the Belgians did not engage the FNLC. By the time
the Belgians had the opportunity of being deployed, most of
the fighting in the Kolwezi sector had been concluded. Apart
from evacuating the Belgian mining community in the
province, the Belgian expeditionary force was reduced to
policing important industrial sites in Shaba to ensure that
these were safe from any sabotage from FNLC units retreat-
ing from the combat zones into Angola.

The FNLC, Mobutu and the West

An important element that has emerged so far in this study is
the compelling keenness with which the US, France and
Belgium pursued their intervention in the Shaba insurrec-
tions. It remains, however, to assess the specific threats posed
to the Mobutu regime by the FNLC attacks.

By March 1977, when the FNLC launched its first attack
on Shaba, the Zairean economy was going through a major
crisis. The continuing fall in the price of copper, the main
source of foreign exchange revenue for Zaire, the sharp rise
in the oil bills (particularly since the 1973 Middle East War),
the dislocation of the Benguela railway (an export outlet for
Shaba’s mineral products), due to the Angolan Civil War,
and the legendary corruptive features in the workings of the
economy all contributed to a serious crisis in the country
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which was approaching breaking point.*? Zaire’s costly in-
tervention in the Angolan War had had adverse effects on
the economy, especially with respect to the hundreds of
thousands of people in the southern provinces bordering
Angola who remained displaced. Political instability was also
rife in Zaire during the period. A mass demonstration in
early 1978 in the eastern province of Bandundu, near Shaba,
over the rising cost of living was brutally suppressed by the
military with 2000 civilian deaths.*> A trial after these
disturbances followed, leading to the execution of 14 com-
munity leaders accused of organising the demonstrations.
The government’s harsh measures in its handling of the
Bandundu protests were to lead to the further alienation of
the Mobutu regime throughout Zaire.

It was against this deteriorating socio-economic situation in
Zaire that the Congolese Front for National Liberation
launched its first attack on Shaba in March 1977. While
numerous anti-Mobutu political movements emerged over
the years, the FNLC was one of the few that possessed a
military wing to confront Mobutu militarily. Furthermore,
the FNLC was the only effective Zairean opposition organisa-
tion based in Africa, as the others were mainly in exile in
Europe (France, Belgium, Switzerland). With guerrilla bases
in Angola, a contiguous and friendly state,the FNLC had
decisive advantages over the other movements.

But the FNLC had serious handicaps in leading the
various factions of the Zairean opposition nation-wide to
topple Mobutu. It still remained fundamentally a Shaba
regional organisation, with limited support elsewhere in the
country. Its political and ideological orientation was still
suspect among other Zaireans who had not forgotten its
secessionist past nor its numerous and often contradictory
alliances.** Finally, the FNLC’s unsuccessful attempt to form
an anti-Mobutu patriotic front with the rest of the opposition
on the eve of the Shaba I attack may have accounted for the
absence of ‘spontaneous uprisings’ by the people throughout
Zaire, an expectation that was a central feature in its strategy.

In effect, the most concrete military achievement that the
FNLC could have hoped to achieve during these insurrec-
tions was the seizure of Shaba. It was inconceivable that
3000—4500 lightly-armed forces could have overrun Zaire,
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a territory almost twice the size of Western Europe. General
Mobutu’s regime must surely have been aware of that. Yet
the FNLC’s past history, and the fact that its bases were in
Angola under an MPLA administration which Mobutu had
worked strenuously with his Western allies to stop from
assuming power in 1975, meant that the Zairean government
could easily internationalise the crisis as a way of confronting
the Shaba insurgency. And this was exactly what it did.

There is also evidence that Mobutu was doubtful of the
loyalty and ability of his own military forces to cope with the
emergency. Soon after the FNLC began their attack (Shaba
I), most of the units of the Zairean army deployed in the
province deserted without organising any defence. Mobutu
himself overruled the deployment of the special paratroop
brigade from the Kinshasa military region to Shaba after the
units there took flight. He may have thought that these
troops would either mutiny or simply defect to the enemy as
some contingents of the Shaba regiments had indeed done.**
Military morale took a further battering in March 1978, one
year after Shaba I, when Mobutu dismissed 250 middle-
ranking officers on charges of insubordination. Thirteen
other officers were later executed after a secret trial during
which they were accused of plotting to overthrow the Mobu-
tu regime.*®

By concentrating primarily on the international links of
the FNLC, some of which were deliberately exaggerated,
Mobutu succeeded in diverting the attention of most of the
world from the multi-faceted crisis that his regime was going
through in 1977/78. This also contributed in frustrating any
chances internally in Zaire for the construction of an anti-
Mobutu opposition bloc which the FNLC had envisaged.

Mobutu’s call on his Western allies to intervene in Zaire
could not have come at a more auspicious time. The Zairean
government had been under attack in Africa and elsewhere
since March 1976 for allowing the Federal Republic of
Germany to install a multi-million dollar OTRAG rocket
firing base in Shaba.*” The West had all along connived with
the Bonn government over the rocket base deal, even though
it was a clear violation of existing United Nations Space
Treaty provisions and the 1954 Treaty of Brussels, restrict-
ing German rearmament. *® The West must have been
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incensed when the FNLC stated openly that it was going to
attack the base during its operations in Shaba.*® Such threats
had no doubt ensured Western support for Mobutu whatev-
er were their other considerations. The speed with which the
West began to ‘restructure’ the Zairean economy, with strin-
gent fiscal controls supervised by its financial institutions
(heralding the fate of most other African economies in the
late 1970s/early 1980s) soon after the Shaba insurrections,>®
showed clearly that Washington, Paris and Brussels had
merely been spurred on by the oppositional politics of the
FNLC to reinforce their socio-economic stranglehold on
Zaire.

III AFRICAN ATTITUDES

In Africa the Shaba conflicts invoked bitter memories of the
bloody three-year civil war that took place in Zaire (then
Congo-Leopoldyville) immediately after independence from
Belgium colonialism in June 1960. This was particularly due
to the fact that this fighting had taken place in the same
eastern province of Shaba (then called Katanga).

In the 1960 confrontation a secession had been declared
by the well-known Shaba politician, Moise Tshombe, to
oppose the central government led by Patrice Lumumba.
Tshombe had mobilised a military force to defend the
Katanga Republic before its collapse in 1963 due to opera-
tions carried out by the United Nations and the Congolese
central government forces. As indicated earlier, a new gen-
eration of Katangese insurgents spearheaded the attacks on
Shaba in 1977 and 1978.

Coming soon after the conflict in neighbouring Angola in
1975-76 which involved an extensive range of intervention,
particularly by extracontinental powers, the Organisation of
African Unity and some of its members, such as Nigeria,
expressed a desire to mediate in Zaire.

Nigeria’s Peace Initiatives

Nigeria’s Foreign Affairs Minister, Joe Garba went to Kinsh-
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asa and Luanda on peace missions soon after the Shabans
began their attack in March 1977. Garba asked both govern-
ments to exercise restraint in an attempt to de-escalate the
growing level of conflict. The Zaireans maintained that while
they supported a diplomatic resolution of the crisis, the
FNLC units must be withdrawn unconditionally. They also
called for a pan-African condemnation of Angola for giving
sanctuaries to a ‘rebel movement’ in violation of the OAU
charter. As for the Angolans, they denied complicity in the
Shaba attacks. While they acknowledged allowing the Sha-
bans to establish bases in Angola, they indicated, quite
unconvincingly, that they knew nothing of the insurrection.
Instead, Angola raised the issue of continuing Zairean gov-
ernment military support for surviving units of the rival
FNLA, and the FLEC, a Cabinda independence organisa-
tion.

Garba called for an immediate cessation of hostilities in
Shaba during his mediations. He asked Angola to pressure
the FNLC to evacuate their forces from Shaba and promised
that Nigeria would undertake to arrange talks to normalise
Angolan-Zairean bilateral relations. Foremost in this norma-
lisation proposal was a Nigerian plan to disarm all military
organisations in both states which were opposed to either of
the governments ! Nigeria or the OAU would supervise the
operation. Nigeria also asked Mobutu to withdraw his invita-
tions to outside powers to intervene in the conflict, so as to
enable its mediation to succeed. Mobutu rejected this point
out of hand, bringing the Nigerian initiative to an abrupt
end. After ten days of shuttling between Luanda and Kinsh-
asa without success, Garba called off his mediating mission.

Zaire had no regrets over the failure of the Nigerian
mediation. On the contrary, its political position on the
conflict received a boost in the Organisation of African Unity
when a majority of member states meeting in Libreville in
July 1977 supported a resolution reiterating full support for
the ‘inviolability of Zaire’s borders’. In what was seen as an
implicit criticism of Angola’s role in the Shaba insurrections,
the resolution reminded OAU members to ‘prohibit the use
of their territories as bases for polmcal subversive activities
against another African state .
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Morocco, Egypt, Sudan

During each occasion of the Shaba attacks, Morocco dis-
patched 1500 troops to Zaire to help General Mobutu stem
the offensives. French planes were responsible for transport-
ing the Moroccans and these operations cost Rabat $70
million, which was paid for by Saudi Arabia.??

Why did Morocco send troops to Mobutu during the
Shaba emergencies? King Hassan saw a relationship between
the uprisings in Shaba and the struggle in Western Sahara by
the Polisario Front who are fighting against Morocco’s
occupation of the territory.>* Apart from the internal secur-
ity ‘threats’ posed by these movements, Hassan accused them
of also maintaining links with the Soviet Union and Cuba
which encouraged ‘communist infiltration’ of Africa. Furth-
ermore, by intervening in Zaire, Hassan felt that Morocco
was coming to the aid of an ally which it had helped in the
early 1960s to crush a secessionist movement — in the same
Shaba province.*®

Egypt and Sudan employed very similar anti-communist
rhetoric in justifying their own support for Mobutu during
the Shaba insurrections. Egypt even went as far as makin
the ludicrous claim that Zaire was the ‘source of the Nile’,
while announcing the dispatch of a dozen airforce pilots to
fight against the FNLC. For its own part, Sudan sent a team
of military advisers to help train Zairean troops and maintain
security after the recapture of Kolwezi from the insurgents.

More support for Zaire came from ‘francophone’ Africa.
In a meeting of its heads of state in Paris in May 1977, also
attended by France, a declaration approving the Franco-
Moroccan intervention in Shaba was adopted. As for South
Africa, the Western-organised intervention in Zaire showed
that concerned states were ‘waking up (at last) to the threat of
Marxism in Africa’.%’

While no African state officially supported the Shaba
insurrection, some were, however, highly critical of the
extent of foreign intervention. Soon after the outbreak of
Shaba II in May 1978, Nigeria severely criticised the US-
Franco-Belgian intervention which it saw as a ‘case of gun-
boat diplomacy and neocolonialism’. But the most scathing
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criticism came from Tanzania. President Julius Nyerere
declared:

We must reject the principle that external powers have the
right to maintain in power African governments which are
universally recognised to be corrupt, or incompetent, or a
bunch of murderers when their people try to make a
change. The peoples of an individual African country have
as much right to change their corrupt government in the
last half of the twentieth century as in the past the British,
French and Russian people had to overthrow their own
rotten regimes.>®

Both Tanzania and Nigeria also attacked the conception of
the Pan-African Strike Force proposed by France, which they
felt was aimed at serving the 1nterests of ‘embattled’ and
‘reactionary’ regimes in Africa.>

OAU Mediation

In its 1978 annual summit held in Khartoum, Sudan, the
OAU offered to mediate in the bilateral crisis between
Angola and Zaire which had been exacerbated by the Shaba
conflict. The OAU repeated its support for Zairean inde-
pendence and territorial integrity, but in a departure from
its Libreville resolution in 1977, it obliquely attacked Presi-
dent Mobutu when it condemned the ‘invitation of foreign
forces to intervene in African conflicts by member states’.

Having achieved some ‘evenness’ in the wording of the
Khartoum declaration, the OAU set out to improve Angola-
Zaire ties. Six months of painstaking ne§otlatnons finally led
to a formal normalisation of relations.”” According to the
accord, Zaire recognised the MPLA government of Angola
and agreed to suspend all support for Angolan opposition
groups based in Zaire. Zaire promised to rehabilitate its
nationals who were then in Angola if they wished to return
home. There would be no recriminations of any persons or
political organisations.

For its own part, Angola agreed to shut down all FNLC
bases in its territory. It also accepted the terms on the
treatment of refugees endorsed by Zaire. Both states also
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declared their willingness to negotiate for the reopening of
the Benguela railway. This implied that the Mobutu regime
would have to abandon its support for the UNITA organisa-
tion, whose military operations in Angola still kept the
railway route severely disrupted.

IV CUBA, THE SOVIET UNION AND
CONCLUSIONS

The persistent Zairean allegations of Soviet-Cuban involve-
ment in the Shaba conflicts were without foundation. As
observed earlier, even the Western countries that intervened
on behalf of the Mobutu regime discounted these allegations.

This is not to suggest that either Moscow or Havana would
have regretted the fall of General Mobutu from power as a
result of the FNLC insurrections. Of course, both the Soviet
Union and Cuba had had a very strained relationship with
the Zairean government, particularly over Angola.

In spite of some association which Cuba had maintained
with the FNLC, especially with respect to their mutual
support for the MPLA during the Angolan civil strife, there
were three reasons why it did not give direct military backing
to the insurrections. First, the timing of the insurrections —
particularly Shaba I. After the MPLA’s victory in the Ango-
lan civil war in 1976, the Cuban forces deployed in Angola
were mainly preoccupied with the consolidation of the
MPLA control of the country. This entailed the following
considerations: (1) to bring to an end continuing UNITA
military operations in central and southern Angola; and (2)
to increase aid to the Namibian liberation movement, SWA-
PO. Cuba’s calculation to step up its support for SWAPO at
this time was aimed at stemming the flow of South African
military supplies to UNITA from across the Namibian
frontier. Secondly, there was evidence of a general Cuban
disenchantment with the FNLC’s political and ideological
orientation. The Cubans did not think that the FNLC had
the fortitude, comparable to the MPLA, to sustain a prot-
racted insurgency that might be required to carry out the
sort of political change they advocated for Zaire.

Lastly, Cuba was aware that the security situation in
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Angola’s border regions at this time (that is, prior to the
Shaba I attack) was generally stable. This had been the case
since the 1976 decisive military defeat of the FNLA. So, quite
clearly, there was no reason for Cuba to wish to attack Zaire.
On the contrary. As Basil Davidson has put it, in his usual
candour, ‘As for the Cubans, they didn’t appear on the scene
except in the imagination of distant Western journalists etc.
etc. If they had appeared on the scene, what would have
happened to Mobutu’s forces and their friends in Shaba?
Another story, one thinks!"®!

Nonetheless, Cuba and the Soviet Union were aware each
time the Shaba insurrections were underway. The fact that
they did not prevent either of the attacks was because they
were not inclined to help the Mobutu regime to solve its
seemingly intractable crisis.

By way of conclusion, we need to restate that the Shaba
conflicts were short-lived military episodes. Very small-scale
fighting was involved, and correspondingly few casualties
were incurred by both the FNLC and the array of foreign
troops and military advisers who intervened on behalf of the
Zairean central government.

Despite this low-level military activity, the Western re-
sponse, from the United States, France and Belgium,
amounted to an overkill. For the West, the FNLC attacks
were a pretext to prop up a regime which oversees one of
Africa’s economically and strategically most important coun-
tries. The West’s response was no doubt dictated by the
aftermath of the Angolan Civil War of 1975-76. The United
States, particularly, was still opposed to the MPLA govern-
ment, always emphasising the latter’s close relationship with
Cuba and the Soviet Union. Thus, the Western interventions
in neighbouring Zaire during Shaba I and II were seen as
opportunities to regain ‘lost’ geo-political ground in central
Africa.

It should be stressed that the major relevance of the Shaba
conflicts was their interrelationship or linkage to the geo-
politics associated with the Angolan Civil War. The differ-
ence between the ‘Shabas’ and the Angolan war was, of
course, that militarily the former were low key events con-
trasted to the stormy and dramatic campaign that characte-
rised the latter.



5 The Dynamics of
Intervention: A
Comparative Survey

As indicated in our discussions so far, especially in chapters
2—4, the following principal themes have emerged as the
dominant focus of our enquiry to determine the nature of
intervention in the conflicts in Nigeria, Angola and Zaire: (A)
the determinant of the extent of intervention; (B) the type of
intervention that contending power groups (in each conflict)
are prepared to accept; (C) the motive for intervention; (D)
the mode of intervention; and (E) the consequences (or
outcome) of intervention. A comparative survey, primarily
involving the three conflicts, but also drawing on other
continental examples, and based on exploring further the
constituent features of the five principal themes now follows.
A set of propositions will be derived from the analysis which
are expected to illustrate the dynamics of intervention in civil
conflicts in contemporary Africa.

A DETERMINANT OF THE EXTENT OF
INTERVENTION IN CIVIL WARS (IN AFRICA)

Six groups of participants involved in the civil war may be
distinguished:
(@) Contending Power Groups — or the primary parties in the
conflict;
(b) Contiguous States — in relation to the state in conflict;
(c) The Sub-African State System — this term is used to
identify African regional political, ideological or eco-
nomic associations such as the Organisation Commune
Africaine, Malagasy et Mauritiecnne (OCAMM), the
Economic Organisation of West African States (ECO-
WAS), the Afro-French Summit, the Commonwealth
African States, the Southern African Development
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Conference, the Southern African Frontline States,
the Arab League, and so forth;

(d) African State System — principally the Organisation of
African Unity (OAU);

(€) The Ex-Colonial Regime — used in this study to refer
primarily to Britain and France;

(f) The Unated States and the Soviet Union.

A further exposition of each of the six groups of participants
is required:

(a) Contending Power Groups

We can isolate two types in this study:
(i) Established (constitutional or de facto) Central gov-
ernment versus Insurgent group/groups;
(i) Contending groups, with absence of Established
(constitutional or de facto) Central government.

For the purpose of our analysis, type (i) above will be
presented schematically as EC-I (where EC represents Estab-
lished Central government); I is Insurgent group/groups; (-)
is versus. Type (ii) is expressed as ¢(NEC), where lower case c
represents ‘contending groups in conflict’, while NEC means
‘No Established Central Government’.

Commentary
1. With reference to our study, the Nigerian and Zairean
conflicts represent case (i) above.

Nigeria
Central government (Lagos) versus Insurgent power group
(Biafra).

LZaire

Central government (Kinshasa) versus Insurgent power
group (FNLC).

2. As for case (i) above, this is represented by the Angolan
conflict.
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Angola
Contending power groups —- MPLA, UNITA-FNLA.

Other remarks

1. Most civil wars in post-independence Africa are of the (i)
type (EC-I), with (ii) c(NEC) being the exception. Civil wars
in Ethiopia, Sudan, Chad, Western Sahara and Burundi are
all of the EC-I category. After the collapse of the Lumumbist
government in Congo-Leopoldyville (now Zaire) in August
1960 and the ‘constitutional’ crisis which ensued between
Premier Patrice Lumumba and President Joseph Kasavubu,
the civil war which followed can be categorised as ¢(NEC):
there was no longer an existing central government as rival
armies of various political groups contended for control of
the power centre in Leopoldville.

2. Out of all the three case studies, only in Nigeria was one
of the contending power groups secessionist, namely Biafra
(the Insurgent group). Other civil wars in Africa with seces-
sionist political objectives occurred in Sudan and Congo-
Leopoldville (in the 1960s). In the Angola and Zaire cases
(studied), none of the contending power groups had seces-
sionist goals. The Burundi Civil War of the 1970s also falls
within the latter category, while the conflicts in Ethiopia and
Western Sahara are of a different form. In Ethiopia, particu-
larly with respect to Eritrea, the conflict began when the
Ethiopians (Central government) annexed Eritrean territory,
formerly occupied by Italian imperialism, after the end of
the Second World War. The Eritrean Struggle is clearly an
anti-colonial conflict, even if the coloniser in this case,
Ethiopia, is an African power. The same applies to Western
Sahara which the Moroccan Kingdom annexed in 1974 after
the formal end of Spanish imperial occupation of the terri-
tory.

3. For the underlying reasons for the conflicts examined,
discernible differences between the main contending power
groups over the management and reconstruction of the
post-colonial state characterised the Angolan example, and
to some extent the Zairean, while the fundamental issues at
stake in Nigeria concerned a national minority which wanted
to set up an alternative autonomous political entity. In this
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regard, Biafra shares some affinity with conflicts in southern
Sudan, Eritrea, Tigre, Oromo and Western Sahara.

(b) Contiguous States

1. In the case of Nigeria, these are Cameroon, Chad, Niger
and Benin (formerly Dahomey). Contiguous countries with
respect to Angola are Zambia, Zaire, Congo-Brazzaville and
Namibia (formerly occupied by South Africa), and for Zaire
the following: Angola, Zambia, Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda,
Uganda, Sudan, Central African Republic and Congo-
Brazzaville.

Commentary

1. Contiguous states are obviously deeply concerned with
civil war developments in the crisis state. The following
reasons explain their concern:

(i) Fears that conflict may spill over to their territory;

(i1) Effects on their internal socio-economic situation in the
case of refugees crossing the border from the disturbed
state; ’

(iii) Possibilities of ‘hot-pursuit’ of retreating forces by more
dominant contending power group (especially the Central
government in conflicts of the EC-I type);

(iv) Effects on their economy or disruption of essential
communication facilities.

2. In addition to the above which are principally defensive
factors, a contiguous state may wish to actively influence the
politics in the crisis state (see below).

Other Remarks

1. The concern of contiguous states becomes quite serious
if they happen to be landlocked in relation to the crisis state.
Chad and Niger are examples in the Nigerian War. Both
depend on the principal Nigerian ports of Lagos and Port
Harcourt (this was part of secessionist Biafra) for their
import/export trade. Zambia is distinctly a good case of a
concerned landlocked state in reference to both the Angolan
and Zairean Wars. Due to Zambia’s closures of rail and road
routes through Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) to South Africa in
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the south, it had depended on the Benguela railway (which
runs from Zaire to the Angolan port of Benguela) for the
export of copper. Landlocked Rwanda, Burundi and the
Central African Empire (now Central African Republic) had
also relied, but to a lesser extent than Zambia, on the
Benguela route for their trade.

2. The behaviour of contiguous states in civil war situa-
tions:

Proposttion 1
In civil wars of EC-I type, contiguous states always tend to
support the central power faction.

Assessment from Study

(1) Nigeria

— Cameroon: actively pro-central power faction.

— Chad: actively pro-central power faction.

— Niger: actively pro-central power faction.

— Benin (then Dahomey): pro-central power faction.
1. Benin was less active in its pro-federal Nigeria policy two
years after the outbreak of the war (summer 1969) compared
with other countries that border Nigeria. This was evident
when President Emile Zinsou agreed to a controversial
International Red Cross plan to fly in relief supplies to Biafra
at night using Cotonou (the Benin capital) as a staging base.
The Zinsou decision upset Lagos, which had insisted that the
Biafrans had always preferred night flights so as to continue
to maintain their arms imports uninterrupted from the
possibility of intercepting federal fighter aircraft. We need to
point out, however, that despite this apparently conciliatory
attitude to Biafra, Benin never contemplated recognising the
secession. Benin only exercised a greater freedom to act in
the circumstances (compared with other neighbouring states)
because while contiguous to Nigeria’s western border, its
territory is not in the crucial eastern frontier which was
within the arc of the conflict.

(2) Zaire
— Burundi: sympathetic to central power faction.
— Rwanda: sympathetic to central power faction.
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Central African Empire: sympathetic to central power
faction.

— Zambia: sympathetic to central power faction.

— Congo-Brazzaville: indifferent, but not hostile.

— Tanzania: indifferent, but not hostile.

— Angola: unsympathetic.
1. In this case, only one contiguous state, Angola, can be
regarded as ‘unsympathetic’, but our study demonstrates
that Luanda was not actively involved in the Shaba insurgen-
cies even though the FNLC used Angolan territory for its
attacks. Angola’s role in this conflict (sympathy for the cause
of the FNLC) was influenced by a historically-unresolved
crisis with the Zairean authorities (that is, the Angolan War).
At no time of the Shaba attacks did Angola openly accept
responsibility for the action of the FNLC, nor did it endorse
the latter’s political objectives. It should be recalled that as
soon as Luanda resolved its bilateral differences with Kinsh-
asa (three months after Shaba II), the Angolan government
effectively neutralised the FNLC hostility towards Zaire.
2. In a wider African perspective, the position of both
Sudan and Somalia on the civil conflicts in Ethiopia can also
be understood within the context of an outstanding historical
crisis between the central government in the conflict state (in
this case, Ethiopia) and the contiguous countries (Somalia,
Sudan).
3. On the whole, contiguous states show a greater diploma-
tic sensitivity in conflicts of this type with evident bias for the
established central government. This is indicative of govern-
ments’ intentions to conform with existing international
regulations governing interstate relations. In our case studies
(Nigeria, Zaire), support for the central power faction by the
contiguous states was mainly political and diplomatic. There
were no military interventions.

Proposition 11
In civil wars of ¢(NEC) type, contiguous states play a con-
siderable interventionist role.
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Assessment from Study

(1) Angola
— Zaire: activist support for the FNLA-UNITA power
group.
— Zambia: support for the FNLA-UNITA.
— South Africa: activist support for the FNLA-UNITA
(in this analysis, South African ‘contiguity’ with Angola
is in relation to Namibia which Pretoria controlled
until recently).
— Congo-Brazzaville: support for the MPLA power fac-
tion.
1. According to our study of Angola, contiguous states play
a greater interventionist role in this type of civil war, c(NEC),
than in EC-I. This is due to the obvious state of ‘power
vacuum’ created by the absence of central power authority in
the crisis state. In the Angolan case, this was clearly the
situation after the collapse of the MFA-MPLA-FNLA-
UNITA transitional government in Luanda in July 1975.

It follows that with the absence of central power authority
in the crisis state, neighbouring countries feel less restrained
by existing international law from intervening, especially if
their behaviour is construed as a move to restore ‘law and
order’, or to maintain ‘regional stability’. Contiguous states
can intervene in the following ways':

(i) Sending military advisors and/or combatants. To illus-
trate with the Angolan example, this was true of Zaire (for
the FNLA-UNITA) and South Africa (FNLA-UNITA).

(i) Sending weapons and other military supplies. The role
of both Zaire and South Africa was the same in this regard in
their support for the FNLA-UNITA alliance.

(iii) Allowing own territory to be used as sanctuaries by
favoured power groups in the crisis state. Zaire allowed the
FNLA to use its territory; Zambia similarly offered its
territory to UNITA, and South Africa allowed UNITA to
use northern Namibia for training purposes. Congo-
Brazzaville authorised the use of parts of the country for
both training and staging bases, for MPLA attacks on the
Cabinda principality.

(iv) Permitting friendly insurgent groups to use logistic
facilities in own territory (such as roads, railway, airports,
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waterways and other communication facilities) for purposes
of military operations in the crisis state. Zaire gave these
facilities to the FNLA-UNITA; Congo-Brazzaville allowed
similar facilities for the use of the MPLA, while South Africa
gave similar support to the FNLA-UNITA.

(v) Firm diplomatic support for a favoured group. Zaire,
South Africa and Zambia actively championed the political
goals of the FNLA-UNITA, while Congo-Brazzaville was a
strong political ally of the MPLA.

(c) Sub-Africa State System

In this survey, this is abbreviated to SASS. For the Nigerian
Civil War, the relevant SASS we shall be concerned with is
the Commonwealth. We should point out that while the
Commonwealth is not an exclusive African political organisa-
tion, African members of the body often exhibit close
relationships in several matters of inter-state interest (we
shall further elaborate on this). As for Zaire, the SASS to be
examined is OCAMM (Organisation Commune Africaine,
Malagasy et Mauritienne). In the case of Angola, no SASS is
of any importance. In due course, we shall establish that
apart from the Arab World where the Arab League is the
vital SASS (during periods of conflict), the Commonwealth
and OCAMM play important roles in conflict situations in
officially English-speaking and ‘francophone’ Africa (respec-
tively).

(d) African State System (abbreviated here to ASS).

By ASS, we principally mean the Organisation of African
Unity (OAU). As a determinant of the extent of foreign
intervention in the Nigerian and Zairean wars, ASS role was
minimal (to be illustrated below); in these cases, the relevant
SASS was much more dominant than the ASS (again, to be
illustrated below). The role of the ASS was more evident and
pronounced in Angola than SASS. The fact that there is no
strong SASS linking ‘lusophone’ Africa, with the added
dimension that Portugal no longer has entrenched political
and economic ties with states of this category, is highly
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relevant. It will be of immense importance to our analysis
later.

(e) Ex-Colonial Regime (for our purpose, this is abbreviated
to Ex-Col)

Ex-Col is used in a very restricted sense in this study to refer
to just Britain and/or France. Especially in the case of France,
we have used this term to refer to its relationship with Zaire.
It is true that Zaire was not colonised by France. Rather, we
have used this term because France has superseded Belgium
(Zaire’s former coloniser) as the dominant Western power
with vested interests in the country. Furthermore, Zaire is
officially French-speaking and belongs to the OCAMM.
Essentially, Ex-Col in this context refers to a neocolonial
power.

(f) The United States and the Soviet Union (the super-
power system abbreviated here to SP)

It was only in Angola that the SP system was prominent in
determining the depth of foreign intervention. This was not
the case in either Nigeria or Zaire, even though the Soviet
Union assisted federal Nigeria’s war effort to some extent
(see below).

Proposition I11

In civil wars in any of the former British or French/Belgian
colonies, the three systems that emerge as dominant in
determining the extent of intervention and/or the resolution

of the conflict are SASS, ASS and Ex-Col.

Assessment from Study
Proposition 111 is well illustrated in the cases of Nigeria and
Zaire.

(1) Nigeria
1. Britain (Ex-Col) played the most crucial role in deter-
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mining the depth of external intervention and the resolution
of the Nigerian Civil War. London’s military and diplomatic
support for the federal war effort was instrumental in the
latter’s victory over the Biafran independence movement.
Using its considerable diplomatic weight in the Common-
wealth, Britain was also able to limit the range of Biafra’s
attempts to break its diplomatic isolation in the international
community, which was part of the federal war strategy.

2. While it was true that the Soviet Union (SP) intervened in
the war (by also supporting the central government), our
study demonstrates that given Britain’s interests and in-
fluence in Nigeria, Moscow’s intervention was not deemed
‘hostile’ as this coincided with the British objective in the war
— continuing maintenance of Nigeria’s federation.

3. For the United States (SP), the Nigerian War was essen-
tially a ‘British responsibility’. In effect, Britain’s goal in the
conflict (maintenance of the Nigerian federation) was shared
by the superpower system.

4. France’s support for Biafra does not undermine the
validity of Proposition III. From our study, we showed the
overall effect of French support for Biafra. While this might
have extended the duration of the war (as it increased
Biafra’s capability to resist), we noted that it could not have
ensured the success of the secession.

5. We have already mentioned Britain’s close ties with the
Commonwealth organisation in implementing its policy on
Nigeria. London stressed in Commonwealth circles that the
organisation should support a member state (Nigeria) which
was threatened by secession. Using the auspices of the
Commonwealth Secretariat in London, Britain arranged a
Commonwealth peace conference on the war in Kampala in
May 1968 which was aimed at seeking ‘the peaceful resolu-
tion of the Nigeria crisis based on the unity of the country’.
Translated into the language of the war, this envisaged
objective meant ‘the continuation of the Nigerian federa-
tion’. And this was the goal of the federal government.

6. The Organisation of African Unity (ASS) was also re-
levant in determining the depth of foreign intervention in
the crisis, but this system played a subsidiary role compared
with the Ex-Col and SASS. ASS (except four ‘dissenting’
members — Gabon, Cote d’Ivoire, Zambia and Tanzania)
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took the position that the 30-month-old conflict was ‘Niger-
ia’s internal affair’. In three summit conferences held during
the war, the OAU merely reiterated its concept of the
‘indissolubility of member states’ territorial frontiers’, with-
out an active role either to scale down hostilities or resolve
the crisis.

(2) Zaire

1. France (Ex-Col) played the most important role in orga-
nising Western military intervention in Zaire during the two
Shaba conflicts. In embarking on these policies, Paris closely
sought and received the support of OCAMM (the relevant
SASS).

2. The United States’ intervention (SP) in the Shaba insur-
rection (by providing transport aircraft and supplies to the
Moroccan and Franco-Belgian forces) came under the domi-
nant French influence in the country.

3. Apart from statements from the OAU Secretariat in
Addis Ababa during the conflicts (principally calling for
‘restraint from all interested parties’), the continental orga-
nisation (ASS) played a noticeably subdued part in either
determining the depth of external intervention in Zaire or
resolving the political issues involved.

4. While spokespersons of OCAMM (SASS) such as
Leopold Senghor, Felix Houphouet-Boigny, Sangoule Lami-
zana, Musa Traore and Jean Bokassa openly defended
French interventionist policy in Zaire and in other African
conflicts (Mauritania, Chad, Central African Empire, Niger),
the OAU (ASS) did not explicitly condemn the action on any
occasion. We should add that except for Guinea, Congo-
Brazzaville and Benin, all officially French-speaking African
states have defence treaties with France.

From both the Nigerian and Zairean examples, there is an
added important feature of Proposition III: this is the close
linkage between the relevant Ex-Col regime (in the conflict)
and the SASS, in determining the extent of external in-
tervention in civil conflicts in ex-British and former French
territories in Africa. In these cases, the continental system
(ASS) plays a subordinate function. This leads us to formu-
late the next proposition.
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Proposition IV

In civil wars in any of the former French or British colonies,
the Ex-Col-SASS dyad emerges as the dominant system in
determining the extent of intervention and/or the resolution
of the conflict, with the ASS playing a subordinate role.

Other Remarks

1. To further stress the validity of Proposition IV, especial-
ly in relation to the relative passivity of ASS in conflicts of this
category, we can briefly refer to other developments in a
conflict other than any of our case studies — Zimbabwe. In
July 1979 the OAU at its annual summit (held in Monrovia)
declared that the Zimbabwe Patriotic Front was the ‘only
authentic nationalist organisation’ in Rhodesia which mem-
ber states ‘should only maintain ties with’. No contacts, the
Monrovia resolution stressed, should be made with the
‘puppet Smith-Muzerewa regime’ in negotiations over the
resolution of the Rhodesian conflict. Yet six weeks later in
Lusaka, the African Commonwealth sub-system (SASS), in
cooperation with the Southern African Frontline States
(another SASS), endorsed the British government Peace Plan
on Rhodesia presented to the Commonwealth Conference.
This plan expressly called for a conference of ‘all parties
involved in the Rhodesian crisis’ to be held in London from
September 1979. The obvious implication of the Lusaka
Accord was that the SASS (in this case) had in cooperation
with Britain (Ex-Col) reversed the ASS (that is, the OAU)
position taken in Monrovia. This was because in the London
talks, the discredited Smith-Muzerewa party was entitled to
participate. So the Ex-Col-SASS dyad subjected ASS to a
secondary functional position. It follows that given the dyad,
the Ex-Col regime plays a more important role in determin-
ing not only the depth of intervention in civil conflicts in
these territories, but also their resolution. The SASS there-
fore acts as a local (African) support system to the Ex-Col.

Proposition V

In conflicts in former British and/or French colonies, the
Ex-Col regime is the most important factor in determining
the extent of external intervention and/or resolution of the
war.
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Assessment from Study

(1) Nigeria
1. The role of Britain in the 30-months’ civil war validates
this proposition.

(2) Zaire
1. French interventionist policies in the Shaba conflicts
reflect this tendency.

Other Remarks

1. The dominant role of the Ex-Col regime is due largely to
the unbroken structure of alliances and cooperations (in
economic and military fields) which these former colonial
powers have maintained with the African countries. As we
have mentioned elsewhere, France has defence treaties with
all ‘francophone’ Africa (except Guinea, Congo and Benin)
which enables it to intervene militarily in these states in
‘emergency situations’. All senior military officers from these
states are trained in French military academies (including
especially St. Cyr) and Paris has military bases in most of the
states concerned. Economically, France remains dominant in
these territories: it is both the major trading partner and
investor. All ‘francophone’ Africa (except Guinea) is within
the protected parameter of the French franc financial zone.
This financial arrangement authorises the French Central
Bank in Paris to set the value of the local CFA currencies in
each of the ‘francophone’ countries.

2.  While Britain has no existing military pacts with any of
its former colonies, it has interrelated military training
programmes and arms transfer deals with them. These
programmes include Nigeria, where senior members of the
military still attend specialised courses in British military
colleges. Economically, Britain continues to be an influential
power in the country. Its privileged position in this sector,
which started during the colonial era, has been further
consolidated in the years of the boom created by the oil
industry. Currently, Britain is playing an active role in the
formulation of so-called recovery programmes for the Nige-
rian economy under the auspices of the International
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Monetary Fund and other Western-controlled financial in-
stitutions.

3. This study has been able to show that despite the political
independence which both Britain and France conceded to
their former African territories in the 1960s, these two
Western countries still maintain strategic positions in the
crucial economic structure of these states. Given this impor-
tant situation, the Ex-Cols are especially sensitive to ongoing
political development in these countries.

Proposition VI

When conflicts occur in territories other than ex-British and
ex-French, either of the superpowers (SP) emerges as the
dominant power in determining the extent of intervention
and the resolution of the conflict.

Assessment from study

Angola

1. With the collapse of Portuguese colonial occupation in
Angola, and the absence of the exclusivist control of state
power by any of the three contending power groups (MPLA,
UNITA, FNLA), the United States and the Soviet Union felt
freer to act in the circumstances. Here, there was no relevant
sub-African State System (SASS). Instead, the continental
system (ASS) was ‘elevated’ to an important status in conflict
management. As soon as some leading members of the OAU
(Nigeria, Ethiopia, Ghana, Tanzania) recognised the MPLA
government (on the eve of the crucial Addis Ababa January
1976 summit on Angola), the Soviet Union could not restrain
its delight that its Angolan policy was converging with an
emerging African political consensus.

2. The US obviously recognised the importance of the
OAU in the diplomatic sphere of the Angolan crisis. On the
eve of the Addis summit, President Ford sent a telegram to
every African head of state asking them to support a
‘national government’ (in Angola) which explicitly included
the FNLA-UNITA alliance.

3. Finally in this category of civil war, the behaviour of
states outside the superpower system (for example, Cuba in
its support for the MPLA faction) is generally in confluence
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with the political objective of one of the dominant super-
powers.

B THE TYPE OF INTERVENTION THE CON-
TENDING POWER GROUPS (IN EACH CONFLICT)
ARE PREPARED TO ACCEPT?

Proposition VII

In civil wars of EC-I category, contending power groups
(including the anti-central government factions) have fo-
cused on the Ex-Col system for their source of support
(diplomatic, arms, and so on).

Other Remarks

For obvious reasons, the central power authority (EC) has a
greater sympathy from the ex-colonial regime, with the
insurgent contending group (I) finding it very difficult to
gain access to the international system.

Assessment from Study

(1) Nigeria

1. The federal government (EC) directed its main quest for
external support to Britain (Ex-Col). While Biafra (the
insurgent group) was unlikely to get sympathies from the
British government, the Biafran leadership nonetheless
continued to seek British goodwill throughout the conflict as
it tried elsewhere (France and other West European coun-
tries) to break the diplomatic isolation imposed by the
federals.

2. Nigeria’s (central government) decision to seek Soviet
military (and diplomatic) support during this conflict does
not prejudice the validity of Proposition VII: it only indicates
the freedom of manoeuvrability of the central authority (EC)
in the international system. Moreover, in making this move,
Lagos had no intention of jeopardising Britain’s dominant
interests (economic, diplomatic, military) in Nigeria. On the
contrary, the fact that the USSR also supported the federal
objective of ‘One Nigeria’ meant that this was not in conflict
with Britain’s aim. Furthermore, by guaranteeing Soviet
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support for its cause, the federals were able to limit the scope
(in the international arena) of Biafra’s quest for external
alliance(s).

(2) Zaire

1. The central government (EC) basically sought and re-
ceived overwhelming support from the French government
(Ex-Col). In spite of its left-leaning political orientation, the
FNLC (I) also sought support from France. It attracted some
sympathy from the socialist and communist parties. Predict-
ably, the French government was hostile to the political goal
of the FNLC.

Proposition VIII
In conflicts of ¢(NEC) category, contending power groups
have greater latitude to penetrate the international system.

Assessment from Study

Angola

With the absence of an established Ex-Col system in the
country, the three contending power groups (MPLA, UN-
ITA, FNLA) had an unlimited freedom to seek support and
alliances in the international system.

1. MPLA — USSR, all East European powers, Cuba, Nigeria
and others.

2. FNLA-UNITA - USA, South Africa, Zaire, Zambia and
others.

C MOTIVE FOR INTERVENTION

The following are possible reasons for external intervention
in the conflicts studied?:

(1) Economic benefits due to existing (or ascertainable) in-
terests in the crisis state.

(i) Military — this could involve the wish of external powers
to seek bases in the crisis territory for the purpose of
launching future operations against enemy forces or in-
terests. Alternatively, bases could be sought as a denial
strategy with reference to potential or known adversaries.
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(iii) Seeking diplomatic influence in a crisis state where
hitherto none existed (in certain situations, (ii) and (iii) could
merge into one broad motive).

Proposition IX

The intervention of Western powers (and South Africa) in
the conflicts are aimed at defending existing economic,
financial and strategic interests in the crisis state.

Assessment from Study

(1) Nigeria

1. British support for the continuation of the Nigerian
federation (the political objective of the EC in the conflict)
was aimed at protecting its economic and financial interests
in the country. It was Britain’s calculation that if the federa-
tion broke up, the effect would disrupt and threaten the
integrated features of these interests.

2. French support for Biafra, albeit limited, was a demon-
stration of France’s historical economic rivalry with Britain in
this part of West Africa.

3. The United States, another Western power of major
economic relevance in Nigeria, provided full diplomatic
backing to Britain’s intervention in the war.

(2) Angola

1. The United States identified the FNLA-UNITA coali-
tion as the contending power group which was prepared to
safeguard its huge economic investment in the country after
the defeat of Portuguese imperialism. Washington consi-
dered the MPLA hostile to its economic interests, especially
given the latter’s well-known post-independence socialist
reconstruction €conomic programme.

2. South Africa intervened in the Angolan War for similar
economic and strategic considerations. Pretoria had several
joint economic schemes with the Portuguese in Angola
during the colonial era. Portuguese Angola was also the
northwestern frontier of the cordon sanitaire of states that
formed South Africa’s outer perimeter security network
prior to 1974.
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(3) Zaire

1. French interventions in the Shaba I and II conflicts were
clearly intended to safeguard France’s economic, industrial
and strategic interests in Zaire.

2. The United States’ intervention was also dictated by
similar considerations.

Proposition X

The intervention of the Soviet Union in the conflicts is aimed
at either seeking or preserving political/diplomatic influence
in the crisis state.

Assessment from Study

(1) Nigeria

1. The Soviet Union was principally involved in the civil
war in an attempt to seek political influence in a country
where the previous civilian government (1960-66) was no-
ticeably hostile to a Soviet presence. Soviet support for the
federal cause in Nigeria did not initiate the sort of con-
troversy in the West as did its intervention in Angola. This
was because in Nigeria the Soviet Union backed the group
(central government) which the dominant Western power
(Britain) supported. This ‘confluence of interest’ meant that
no East-West ideological clashes were envisaged, nor indeed
developed.

(2) Angola

1. The Soviet support for the MPLA in 1975 was a case of
continuing political and military cooperation between Mos-
cow and this political movement which began in 1961.

Other Remarks

1. The position of Cuba — this arises only in the case of the
Angolan conflict. As we have already indicated, Cuba’s
intervention in Angola was significantly successful because it
was operating in a ¢(NEC) civil war category. Furthermore,
its objective (MPLA victory) coincided with that of one of the
active superpowers (SP) in the conflict (the Soviet Union).
Elsewhere, Cuba’s opposition to Soviet support of the Ethio-
pian war against the Eritrean independence movement is less
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widely appreciated. This is precisely because this conflict is of
the EC-I category.

D MODE OF INTERVENTION

The following modes of intervention by external parties in
the conflicts studied were examined*:

(i) Active diplomatic support for preferred contending
power groups in the crisis state. All external pames behaved
in this way except in two cases, namely France’s limited
diplomatic support for Biafra (Nigeria), and Angola’s sub-
dued backing for the FNLC (Zaire).

(i) Clandestine activities carried out in the crisis state by an
external party on behalf of a favoured contending power
group. The United States’ CIA activities in Angola (on behalf
of the FNLA-UNITA) and the SDECE (French secret ser-
vice) operations in Shaba province (on behalf of the Zairean
central government) are prominent in this regard.

(i) Military intervention. In the Angolan War, this involved
the Soviet Union, the United States, Cuba, South Africa and
Zaire. In the Zairean conflict, interventions were organised
by the United States, France, Belgium, Morocco, Egypt and
Sudan, while in the Nigerian War the intervening powers
were Britain, the Soviet Union, France and Egypt.

E CONSEQUENCES OF INTERVENTION

Proposition XI

The outcome of civil wars in former British and/or French
states is always dependent on the behaviour of the Ex-Col-
SASS dyad, with the ASS playing a subordinate role.

Comment
1. This proposition has already been assessed and validated
as part of the other dimensions of this study.

Proposition XII
In territories other than former British and/or French col-
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onies, the outcome of civil conflicts depends on the be-
haviour of the SP system.

Comment
1. Just as in Proposition XI, this has been shown to be true
in this study.

Proposition XIIT
In civil conflicts in Africa, the outcome is dependent on the
nature of the response of the extracontinental power(s).

Comment

1. This last proposition underlines the conclusions we
reached in the conflicts we studied. It is our contention that
in spite of the local origins of each of the three conflicts, the
ultimate victory of the respective contending power group
(MPLA, federal Nigeria, Zaire central government) was
critically dependent on the strength of support (principally
military and political) it derived from non-African parties.



6 Conclusions: Conflict,
Intervention and the
Future

CONFLICTS AND HUMAN RIGHTS

Most African leaders who attended the 22nd regular summit
of the Organisation of African Unity in Addis Ababa in July
1986 were startled by the unprecedented frankness in the
speech made by President Yoweri Museveni of Uganda on
Africa’s policy toward Uganda during a decade of tyranny by
the Idi Amin, Milton Obote and Bassilio Okello regimes.
Museveni, who earlier on in January 1986 led the Uganda
National Resistance Movement to power after five years of
armed struggle against these dictatorships, condemned the
virtual silence of African governments on events in Uganda
during which an estimated three-quarters of a million people
were killed: ‘Ugandans were unhappy and felt a deep sense
of betrayal that most of Africa kept silent while tyrants killed
them’.! Museveni was particularly critical of sections in the
OAU charter which emphasise the ‘non-interference in
(states’) internal affairs’,2 noting: ‘[these] should not be used
as a cloak to shield genocide from just censure ... Africa’s
silence in the face of such abuses tends to undermine our
moral authority to condemn the excesses of others, especially
South Africa’s racist regime . .. Tyranny is colour blind and
should be no less r%prehensible because it is perpetrated by
one of ourkind ...’

From Tunis to Pretoria, Bissau to Nairobi, a distinct and
typical feature of the condition of the average African
national is the ease with which his/her life, or its vital
supportive social conditions, falls prey to the pervasive forces
of the state. Well over six million Africans have died since
1960 as a result of massacres, civil conflicts and adverse social
policies perpetrated by various African regimes or their
agents on national minorities, or the broad sectors of the
people. This figure represents about three times the number
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of Africans who died confronting (direct) European colonial-
ism in different parts of the continent over the past 30 years
including Algeria, Kenya, Mozambique, Angola, Namibia
and South Africa.

One of the consequences of the general course of Euro-
pean imperialism in Africa in the past 500 years (the slave
trade, conquest, colonialism and neocolonialism) has been
the virtual devaluation of African life. Very few African
governments have tried seriously to reverse this appalling
trend in the post-colonial epoch. On the contrary, African
life currently appears ‘most dispensable’ in comparison with
the rest of humanity. It is against this background that
Museveni’s speech in Addis Ababa acquires an all-time
urgency.

Apart from the fact that the silence of African govern-
ments to these heinous crimes of two decades amounts to
some complicity with the perpetrators, the ironic historical
situation has emerged whereby regimes elsewhere, especially
in the West and definitely including those whose past and
present policies towards Africa have clearly laid the founda-
tion for the crisis, now lecture Africa (and indeed the rest of
the world!) on human rights issues. This is a hypocritical
gesture for obvious reasons. Moreover, Western ‘concern’
for human rights violations in Africa is extremely uneven
and inconsistent: regimes usually regarded as pro-Western
(most) do not often form the focus of criticism in this field. In
this regard, it is more likely for orchestrated protests to be
made by Western governments if human rights were tram-
pled upon in Burkina Faso and Angola, than say Kenya or
the Coéte d’Ivoire. Yet, this form of choice process once again
underscores the point we made earlier on about the devalua-
tion of African life — for some reasons, it appears to have a
measure of greater worth in Burkina Faso than in Céte
d’Ivoire!

By taking the issue of human rights in Africa to the high
profile of OAU summitry, President Museveni has tried to
achieve four important objectives. First, he has rescued such
an important subject from the hypocritical and distortive
treatment that we have just referred to. Second, the emph-
asis that human rights must be a fundamental concern to an
African head of state (because ‘T'yranny is colour blind and
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should be no less reprehensible because it is perpetrated by
one of our kind.’) Third, African states should openly
criticise human rights violations anywhere in the continent
and give support to the resistance organised by the victims.
Fourth, Museveni shows quite clearly that conflicts, of
varying features, in contemporary Africa underlie these
human rights violations.

CONFLICTS, DEVELOPMENT, PEACE

In a recent study of the interrelated issues of conflicts, peace,
human rights and development in Africa, Okwudxba Nnoli
advocates two sets of agenda for the future.* Firstly, the
strategic recommendations. These presuppose a liberated
Africa which focuses on the accompllshment of the following
tasks as of utmost prlorlty (I) the reorganisation of the
economy in order to optimise the complementarity of skills
and occupations, and to strive for an integration between the
‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ spheres of economic activities; (2)
emphasis on food production to eliminate the current
scourge of hunger, starvation and scarcity; (3) transforma-
tion of the rural economy, the home of the majority of
Africans, to provide the three ‘basics’ — food, shelter and
healthcare; (4) transformation of cultural and scientific in-
stitutions aimed at providing mass literacy and universal
access to primary, secondary, tertiary and leisurely education
— this is a new society where the state ‘must intervene to
eliminate or, at least, ameliorate the effects of those forces
which prevent the individual from contributing the max-
imum to production . .. as well as the right to enjoy cultural
benefits and freedom of scientific, technical and artistic
work’,® and (5) the reinvestment internally of the enormous
African capital continuously being transferred to the West.
Employing a Cabralian paraphrase, Nnoli asserts: ‘Until the
African masses are put squarely back into history, the search
for peace, development and regional security in Africa can
not even begin’.’

Nnoli’s other agenda for action is designated ‘tactical’,®
and is of immediate relevance to our study. Nnoli calls for
the demilitarisation of African states, under the aegis of an
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OAU-sponsored African summit conference, and action
against South Africa. Apart from those states which are on
the firing line of the aggression from Pretoria, most African
countries do not have a serious external security threat.
Ninety per cent of African military, police and other security
apparatus are therefore directed against sectors of the local
population who oppose the prevailing harsh political eco-
nomy — national minorities, workers, peasants, journalists,
academics, and the like. Not surprisingly, an overwhelming
number of African regimes annually spend more on their
military and security agencies than on total expendlture
allocated to health, education and housing for the people.’
Against this background, it is highly unlikely that an OAU
summit will make any headway on a pressing subject such as
demilitarisation — leaders whose existential preoccupation is
to survive in power at all costs will not be in a hurry to catch a
plane to attend a conference aimed at dismantling or reduc-
ing the weaponry that bolsters the militarised and repressive
institutions that sustain the civil conflicts so endemic in
contemporary Africa. Instead, campaigns for continental
demilitarisation should be incorporated within existing
democratic and popular struggles waged in many an African
country. The progressive intelligentsia should be able to
organise regional or all-Africa conferences on the subject.
Research information exchanged and published thereafter
would greatly enhance the objectives of the campaign initia-
tive.

Yet Nnoli’s appeal to an OAU initiative on demilitarisation
has a strategic relevance towards finding a lasting solution to
Africa’s conflicts. He is anxious to place on the agenda of
Africa’s highest supranational assembly a subject which will
ultimately force African leaders to discuss seriously the
numerous civil conflicts that presently rage in a number of
countries on the continent, and which have been responsible
for the deaths of thousands of people either through direct
combat or through hunger and starvation, as the examples of
Ethiopia and Sudan particularly show. In this context, Nnoli
is complementing the important move begun by President
Museveni in 1986 of wishing an open African discussion on
pressing issues that could fundamentally amount to
breeching OAU guidelines on ‘non-interference in states’
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internal affairs’. The other point, of course, is that Nnoli is
aware that his ‘strategic recommendations for action’, pre-
sented above, cannot be achieved in an Africa still ravaged by
civil conflicts.

CONFLICTS, INTERVENTIONS AND THE FUTURE

As we have shown in this study, especially in chapters 2—4,
what lies at the centre of continuing civil conflicts in Africa is
the alienating imperative of the post-colonial African state.
The African state is still essentially the trading post created
by European imperialism, and for its peoples, particularly
national minorities, the state has no organic essence. It is a
‘non-national state’,'® and it hardly makes any difference
whether the prevailing or ‘official’ political economy of the
state in question is capitalist (for instance, Nigeria) or ‘post’-
capitalist (for example, Ethiopia).

It is therefore not surprising that 30 years after Africa’s
post-colonial independence, the sites of the continent’s intel-
lectual and other cultural creativity remain located in the
crucibles of its various nations: Yoruba, Wolof, Kikuyu, Igbo,
Eritrean, Ashanti, Somali, Baganda, Bakongo, and so on; as
for the state, it appears to exist primarily to police the crisis
of neocolonialism with such ruthlessness that characterises
the present epoch.'' It is a cruel irony that six million
Africans have had to die in the past 20 years in conflicts that
centre principally on whether or not one African nation or
another should belong to states created strategically by
European imperialism to exploit the people and their re-
sources. This European ‘scissors and paste job’ has indeed
caused Africa ‘much blood and tears’,'? and it requires a
concerted and robust African intellectual and political opin-
ion to prevail on the state authorities in Ethiopia, Sudan,
Morocco and elsewhere to come to terms at once with the
political aspirations of national liberation movements in their
territories, and save the continent the anguish of further loss
of precious lives and the waste of scarce resources caused by
ongoing civil conflicts. As Nzongola-Ntalaja appropriately
notes, ‘[tlhe dogma of the preservation of colonially-
inherited boundaries should not become a licence that gov-
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ernments can use to oppress minorities or the screen behind
which to hide their incompetence and indifference to the
suffering of the peoples’.'?

Furthermore, such a concerted African opinion, which
acknowledges the legitimacy of these national liberation
struggles in post-colonial Africa, would be able to build up a
momentum to check the external interventionism, discussed
in chapter 5, which has been particularly pervasive and
overwhelming in African conflicts precisely because the
contemporary African state shares with the rest of the
‘international’ community, especially the superpower system,
a spurious consensus that advocates the ‘inviolability’ of the
territorial character of post-colonial Africa. As we have
shown, this ‘consensus’ has prevailed at the expense of
millions of African lives in the past two decades and tens of
thousands of potential fatalities are envisaged if the present
conflicts continue unabated.

It has been demonstrated in this study that for the West,
African conflicts have been opportunities to intervene to
defend and reinforce age-long economic and strategic in-
terests so entrenched all over the continent. As for the Soviet
Union, interventions in African conflicts have acted as essen-
tial leverage in expanding its own strategic influence, as part
of its global rivalry and competition with the West. In the
conflicts in the Horn of Africa presently, Soviet interven-
tionalism is inextricably linked to Ethiopia’s desperate
attempt to destroy the Eritrean national liberation movement
where one of Africa’s most advanced post-colonial societal
reconstructions is being carried out. Mohamed Babu has
solemnly observed:

Quite frankly, the Soviet Union has different priorities,
quite often not incorporating the objective goals of Africa.
Once in a time the Soviet Union was a revolutionary power
and base. Now it is preoccupied with superpower man-
oeuvering — trying to match US global objectives with its
own globalist considerations. It is a shock that the state of
the Soviet Union with an admirable revolutionary tradition
of Lenin ... would, today ... be spearheading the Ethio-
pian offensive to destroy the Eritrean revolution — to
bombard cities, to bombard villages, to bombard nomads,
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to bombard peasants in the fields. Eritrean kids are
slaughtered with Soviet napalm. This is unacceptable. ThlS
is not associated with what we know of socialist morality.'*

The March 1988 stunning success of the major Eritrean
offensive against the Ethiopian military may not only be a
turning point in the 26-year-old conflict,'® Africa’s longest
national liberation war, but it could represent a strategic
defeat for external interventionism in conflicts in Africa,
considering that the Eritreans have had to depend on internal
resources (Ethiopian weaponry, self-manufactured) for their
arms procurement for this attack and the current phase of
the defence of their homeland.

African politics in the 1990s, and through the course of the
early decades of the next century, will be dominated centrally
by the issue of nationality. The 1960s’ dogma of the ‘sanctity’
of the post-colonial state’s political boundaries, which was
decreed by the continent’s political ‘establishment’, has to be
abandoned to ensure that constituent nations and peoples in
the existing states should decide democratically on the recon-
stitution of the state system in Africa, based explicitly on the
domestic interests of the peoples concerned. African peoples,
just like peoples elsewhere in the world, should decide freely
to which state, old or new, they wish to belong. Bludgeoning
peoples into one state or the other through the ruthless
might of the armed forces, and supported lavishly by exter-
nal interventionism, has caused Africa the death of six
million inhabitants since 1960. Surely, this carnage must be
brought to a halt.

The Atfrican post-colonial state in which ‘departing’ Euro-
pean imperialists clobbered together nations and principali-
ties of varying political, cultural, religious and ideational
heritage 30 years ago, has failed abysmally to create an
organic national sensibility within its population, a precondi-
tion for the accomplishment of the extensive reconstruction
of society in the aftermath of the colonial occupation.

The fact, though, was that the realisation of such a national
sensibility in this state, was foreclosed right from the outset,
as its European creators were keen to continue to exercise
influence in the politics of the area in future, in furtherance
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of their own historical economic and strategic interests. This
European interest ensures presently that while there has
been a virtual collapse of socio-economic development in
most of Africa, the state nonetheless fulfils its historic role as
the agency through which Europe, and countries elsewhere,
extract enormous surplus product from the continent, as we
have shown clearly in this study. The cost has been devastat-
ing — the ever-worsening poverty and deprivation among the

peoples.
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