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DEBATING THE ANC’S EXTERNAL LINKS
DURING THE STRUGGLE AGAINST APARTHEID

Hugh Macmillan, Stephen Ellis, Arianna Lissoni, Mariya Kurbak

Several recent publications have explored the African National Congress’s (ANC'’s)
external links during South Africa’s apartheid years. The following four texts offer
an insight into the very different personal and methodological approaches that have
so far shaped attempts to understand this aspect of the ANC's struggle. The section
starts with a review of Stephen Ellis’s recent book External Mission: the ANC in
exile, 1960-1990 by Hugh Macmillan, who argues that Ellis overemphasizes the
relationship between the ANC and the South African Communist Party (SACP).
In a response to this review, Stephen Ellis justifies his approach by pointing to the
importance of interpretation for the production of history, but also by referring to
the different networks and resources, both in South Africa and beyond, on which
he and Macmillan were able to draw. A review of Hugh Macmillan’s new book
The Lusaka Years: the ANC in exile in Zambia, 1963 to 1994 by Arianna
Lissoni follows. Lissoni agrees with the author that the debate about the ANC in
exile must be understood in the context of contemporary disaffection with South
Africa’s ruling party. Emphasizing the specificity of the Zambian experience, she
welcomes Macmillan’s focus on the multiplicity of experiences in exile as potentially
opening new avenues for further study and reflection on the ANC. Finally, Mariya
Kurbak’s consideration of Irina Filatova and Apollon Davidson’s The Hidden
Thread: Russia and South Africa in the Soviet era explains that the authors’
close understanding of Russian—South African relations enables them to illuminate
the previously hidden importance of the Soviet Union in the history of South Africa
and the ANC.

STEPHEN ELLIS, External Mission: the ANC in exile, 1960-1990. London:
C. Hurst and Co. (hb £20 — 978 1 84904 262 8). 2012, 288 pp.

I should, perhaps, begin by declaring an interest. I have recently published a book,
The Lusaka Years: the ANC in exile in Zambia, 1963 to 1994, which, though differ-
ent in its focus, may be seen as being in competition with this book. Stephen Ellis’s
book is a rewrite of an earlier book, Comrades Against Apartheid: the ANC and
the South African Communist Party in exile, which he wrote with Tsepo
Sechaba (the pen name of Oyama Mabandla) and published in 1992. That was
the first book to expose some of the worst incidents in the exile history of the
ANC, the mutinies in Angola in 1984 and their suppression by the Angolan mili-
tary and the ANC’s own security department, referred to in that book and in this
one as Mbokodo — the grinding stone. The original book emerged out of Ellis’s
role as editor of Africa Confidential and drew on the personal experience and
knowledge of his informant, Sechaba/Mabandla. The new book cites an impress-
ive array of archival sources including the ANC archives and Tambo papers at the
University of Fort Hare, the ANC papers at the Mayibuye Centre at the
University of the Western Cape, and the Simons papers at the University of
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Cape Town. Ellis has had access to some of the files of the East German security
service, the Stasi. He also had access to some State Security Council files while
working as a researcher for the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 1995
and has used some information from confidential sources, including transcripts
of radio messages sent between Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK) commanders during
the Angolan mutinies. His account of these mutinies remains the best available,
although a different picture may emerge when MK and ANC security files
become available and work is done on the relevant Angolan government and mili-
tary archives, assuming that they have survived.

External Mission is a much better documented book than Comrades Against
Apartheid, but it is, like its predecessor, a polemical work that appears to be
driven, as reviewers of the earlier book noted, by a conspiracy theory of history
and ‘an indecent obsession’ (Garth Strachan, ‘Indecent obsession’, work in pro-
gress, September 1992) with the role of the SACP. In a ‘Note on Method’, Ellis
states that he has ‘tried as far as possible to correct some of the errors in my
earlier attempt at telling the story. Its basic line of analysis I believe to have
stood the test of time” (p. 311). His basic theses relate to the alleged dominance
of the ANC by the SACP, which ‘bounced’ (pp. 26-7) the former into armed
struggle in 1961; assumed effective control of it through the opening of the organ-
ization to non-racial membership at the Morogoro Conference in 1969; founded
and ran the security department using ‘Stalinist’ methods (pp. 78-9, 184-5);
and was at all times, up to and including the era of Gorbachev, glasnost and per-
estroika, subservient to the Moscow line.

Readers, especially students, should be warned that these are not historical
‘facts’ but are tendentious claims, and that the evidence in the book has been care-
fully selected to back them up. Both the ANC and the SACP were split on the issue
of the turn to ‘armed struggle’ — which initially meant sabotage and armed propa-
ganda — and it suited both organizations to establish MK as a nominally auton-
omous unit. The SACP was never recognized as a liberation movement in
Tanzania or Zambia and was compelled by its illegality in those countries, and
by the ANC leadership, to operate clandestinely within the organization. Its
inability to hold meetings of more than a handful of people seriously hampered
its activities. It was split on the question of non-racial membership — the real
pressure for that came from within MK, which was always non-racial. There is
no evidence that the security department was set up or run by the SACP — on
Ellis’s own evidence, some members of the SACP thought that it should set up
its own security department, which would not have been necessary if it controlled
the existing one. Ellis acknowledges that the SACP has had little influence on the
ANC in government over the last twenty years, and there is no reason to believe
that its influence on the ANC in exile was anywhere near as pervasive as he
suggests.

The new book is spiced up with the suggestion that Nelson Mandela was a
member of the SACP from 1960 to 1962 —something that would, if true,
support the claim that the ANC was little more than a front for the SACP, but
which Mandela himself consistently denied from his Treason Trial speech in
1960, through his Rivonia Trial speech in 1964, to his autobiography, Long
Walk to Freedom, in 1994. The SACP waited until shortly after his death to
claim that he was a member of the party and the central committee, but produced
no new evidence to support this claim, which Mandela would undoubtedly have
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refuted were he still alive and able to speak for himself. The lines between the ANC
and the SACP were blurred in the illegal underground in the early 1960s — there
were no party cards or party lists, and few meetings of more than a handful of
people, and it is possible that Mandela attended one or two meetings of the
central committee in 1961-62 in his capacity as commander of MK. He may
have been briefly co-opted to the central committee, but that does not mean
that he was a member of the party. There is no compelling reason to doubt the
word of one of the world’s most respected people.

The book has a new emphasis on factionalism and the criminal connections of
the ANC and the apartheid government. The end result is a book that equates the
apartheid government’s murderous ‘third force’ with the ANC’s Operation Vula
and comes close to equating the ANC and the apartheid state. The ANC in
exile is given little credit for the end of apartheid, which is attributed to internal
and international pressures and the collapse of the Soviet Union. The weaknesses
of the ANC in government are attributed to the ‘culture of exile” and not to nearly
twenty years in power with minimal opposition.

The book contains many errors of fact —too many to list here — but it is the
errors of interpretation that are the most disturbing. To suggest that the main
activity of the leaders of the ANC in Lusaka was ‘factional manoeuvre’
(p. 104) is absurd, just as it is to suggest that Oliver Tambo was ‘the perfect front-
man, since he was not a communist, his manner was disarmingly mild and he
could generally be relied upon to deliver whatever speech was put in front of
him by his aides’ (p. 219). Errors of judgement of this kind occur throughout
the book. It should be read with caution.

HUGH MACMILLAN

African Studies Centre, University of Oxford
hughmacm@gmail.com
doi:10.1017/S0001972014000692

AUTHOR’S RESPONSE

“The historian is engaged on a continuous process of moulding his facts to his
interpretation and his interpretation to his facts,” according to E. H. Carr in his
classic What Is History? —written, clearly, in the days when it was casually
assumed that historians were men.

This being so, it is misleading for Hugh Macmillan to suggest that the interpret-
ation of the ANC’s period in exile contained in my book External Mission is
backed up by evidence that has been ‘carefully selected’. Of course it is: every his-
torian selects evidence to support his or her interpretation. By the same token,
good historians should be prepared to review their interpretation in the light of
the evidence as it becomes available.

Like many British people three or four decades ago, when I first became con-
scious of the ANC, I considered it to be an essentially moderate opponent of
the apartheid system in South Africa. I thought that allegations of communist
influence were propaganda and lies. Only over a period of years, especially as a
result of interviews with rank-and-file activists in exile, did I come to the
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conclusion that the SACP had acquired strategic control of the ANC’s apparatus
in exile, in the Leninist tradition of providing vanguard leadership to a revolution-
ary struggle. Hugh Macmillan’s great knowledge of ANC history was acquired
not least through the personal friendships he had with senior ANC and SACP
officials during the years he lived in Lusaka, the ANC headquarters for most of
the period of exile. He takes a similar position in relation to the SACP as did,
in regard to the Soviet Union during Stalin’s time, the fellow-travellers whom
the legendary Comintern agent Willi Miinzenberg used to call ‘the Innocents’.
No doubt our differing experiences have contributed to the gulf between our per-
spectives on the historical relationship between the ANC and its Siamese twin, the
SACP.

It is mischievous to describe my charting of the SACP’s vanguard role in the
ANC as a ‘conspiracy theory’. Like most serious historians, I do not subscribe
to the notion that vast historical movements are the work of secretive plotters.
This sense of proportion, however, should not deter us from describing and ana-
lysing the many unpublicized arrangements and networks that exist for the
purpose of allowing small groups of people to impose their will on the course
of events. Such conspiracies really exist. The US president Richard Nixon once
conspired with his aides to cover up a burglary at the Watergate building. More
recently, a clique of international bankers was found to have rigged the key inter-
bank lending rate known as LIBOR in their own favour. In similar vein, the SACP,
until the 1990s, stood in a Leninist tradition that prized secrecy and manipulation
as necessary instruments to achieve its revolutionary goal. As the senior South
African communist Ronnie Kasrils wrote in his memoirs, ‘ideological develop-
ment in our Party marked time at 1917, and then at 1945 ... Even the exposure
of Stalin’s crimes by Khrushchev in 1956 failed to shake the basic ideological pos-
ition of the old guard.’

There is plenty of documentary evidence to demonstrate the extent of the
SACP’s influence in the ANC during the struggle years. In November 1961, the
SACP’s general secretary informed the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
that in three of the organizations constituting the Congress Alliance (which
included the ANC), ‘Party members are in the majority in the top leadership’.
In regard to the guerrilla army Umkhonto we Sizwe, officially an ANC/SACP col-
laboration, another leading party official wrote that ‘by virtue of the close frater-
nal links that exist between these organisations, and also by virtue of the positions
of influence and leadership which individual Party members have won for them-
selves in the ANC’, only one of Umkhonto we Sizwe’s top officers was not a
party member, and that single exception was ‘on the verge of Party membership’.
Concerning Umkhonto we Sizwe’s regional commands, the same writer contin-
ued, ‘in all cases, the effective control is in the hands of members of the Party’.
As a 1978 SACP document put it: ‘The Party can effectively exercise its leadership
role by giving correct guidance to the revolution by strengthening, supporting and
collaborating with bodies like the ANC.” The Russian historians Irina Filatova
and Apollon Davidson, drawing on Soviet archives, have shown how close the
relationship was between the ANC and the Soviet Union and how vital the
SACP’s role was in this regard. It would be wrong to suppose that the SACP
played by the rules of liberal democracy.

When it comes to writing about Nelson Mandela and Oliver Tambo, since they
are historical figures, we must use the normal standards for weighing historical
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evidence in matters that concern them. Mandela always denied being a party
member, although he certainly attended top party meetings from 1960 to 1962.
Not only the SACP but also the ANC has stated that he was a member of the
Communist Party. Many senior communists thought that he was a member, or
that he had been ‘recruited’, as one former member of the SACP central commit-
tee wrote many years later.

Where, then, is objectivity? E. H. Carr, again, states that an objective historian
1s one who ‘chooses the right facts, or, in other words ... applies the right standard
of significance’ in developing an interpretation that has an enduring power to con-
vince. This requires a capacity to rise above the limited vision of one’s own situ-
ation in society and in history. Objectivity requires an ability both to see things
as historical actors saw them in times past and to envision a larger narrative
that links past and present. Appreciating the SACP’s role as a vanguard party,
and its role in securing superpower support for the ANC during the Cold War,
has considerable explanatory power up to today.

Finally, Hugh Macmillan suggests that my book contains errors of fact, but he
does not say what they are. Alas, most historians seem to make errors. I found a
few in Macmillan’s own book The Lusaka Years, such as his statement that
General Van der Westhuizen was head of South African military intelligence in
1974-75 (p. 117). It was in fact Lieutenant-General Hein du Toit.

Note: all quotations from unpublished documents are drawn from collections of
private papers deposited in public repositories by Ronnie Kasrils and Jack Simons.
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HUGH MACMILLAN, The Lusaka Years: the ANC in exile in Zambia, 1963 to 1994.
Auckland Park: Jacana Media (pb £18.95 — 978 1 4314 0821 4). 2014, 357 pp.

Hugh Macmillan’s The Lusaka Years is the first serious study of the ANC in exile
in what was possibly its most important host country over a period of more than
thirty years: Zambia. It was in Lusaka that the headquarters of the external
mission of the ANC were located for most of the exile years and it was to the
Zambian capital that a succession of delegations from South Africa travelled to
speak to the ANC in the second half of the 1980s —a sign of its by then de
facto recognition as the legitimate representative of the majority of South
Africans both internally and internationally. Based on extensive research in
South African and Zambian archives as well as interviews with key participants
and the author’s personal knowledge of the ANC in Zambia and Swaziland,
where he lived, this book is also one of the most comprehensive scholarly accounts
of the history of the ANC in this period in general.

Its publication comes at a time of growing disaffection with the ruling party,
when the ‘malign influence of exile’ (p. 11) is sometimes too easily invoked to
explain the ANC’s shortcomings in the present —a tendency that Macmillan
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explicitly wants to counter (p. 8). The present climate of hostility towards the
ANC has also given new traction to an old thesis around the alleged communist
control of the ANC among its critics. The apartheid government used this argu-
ment to retain the strategic support of Western powers in the context of the
Cold War, and Stephen Ellis has since continued to champion it in his books
Comrades Against Apartheid (1992) and the more recent and expanded External
Mission (2012).

While acknowledging many of the problems and weaknesses of the ANC in
exile, Macmillan draws a rather more complex picture of the nature of ANC-
SACEP relations, of the overall significance of exile, and of the Zambian experience
in particular. The book seeks to understand the conditions of great difficulty (not
just from a strategic and logistical point of view but also in human terms, includ-
ing the feelings of displacement, pain and trauma that exiles experienced) that
exile created and how the ANC sought to overcome these obstacles — and the bru-
tality of the apartheid regime — while remaining focused on the key objective of
defeating apartheid and establishing a non-racial, democratic society.

While the first and last chapters serve as an introduction to the key arguments
and as a conclusion, the remaining chapters unfold chronologically, beginning
with the early 1960s flow of recruits to the north via the ‘pipeline’ (as the route
into exile via Botswana and Zambia to reach Tanzania came to be known) follow-
ing the banning of the ANC and the formation of Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK)
jointly with the SACP. During this period, ‘there was a temporary blurring of
the boundaries between the two organisations, which were driven into closer
cooperation in conditions of illegality’ (p. 16). The first attempts at finding a
way home through the Wankie and Sipolilo campaigns are documented, and so
is their aftermath, leading to the growing crisis within MK that was one of the
catalysts for the Morogoro Conference and the opening of ANC membership to
non-Africans in 1969. The book does not claim that the ANC was in any way
responsible for the Soweto uprising — or, for that matter, for the formation of
the United Democratic Front (UDF) and Congress of South African Trade
Unions (COSATU) in the next decade. But it does show how, contrary to what
have become widely held views in academic circles and elsewhere, by June 1976
(and afterwards) the ANC in exile was ‘reasonably well informed about develop-
ments inside South Africa’ (p. 112). All of the major crises that the ANC faced
over the exile period are analysed in detail, from the Hani Memorandum, to
the ‘Shishita’ crisis (a forerunner of the Angolan mutinies), to the detention and
death of Thami Zulu and other human rights abuses committed by the
Department of National Intelligence and Security or NAT. One of the greatest
strengths of the ANC in overcoming these crises, Macmillan argues, was its
culture of internal criticism (of which the Morogoro and Kabwe conferences are
examples) and its ability to adapt to internal and international developments.
Thanks to these qualities, the ANC was able not only to survive, but also to recon-
nect with the internal mass democratic movement and to successfully lead South
Africa through the democratic transition.

Throughout the book, the ANC’s shifting and increasingly close (if at times
difficult) relationship with Zambia intertwines with the broader story of the
ANC in this period. The influence of Kenneth Kaunda’s Christian socialism
and leadership style on ANC President Oliver Tambo — and vice versa —and
Zambia’s increasingly significant role as a centre of activity for the ANC and



160 DEBATE: THE ANC IN EXILE

the struggle against apartheid also provide an alternative viewpoint to the obses-
sion of many researchers and scholars with the ideological impact of Soviet
support on the ANC’s strategy and tactics. The Zambian government never
allowed the ANC to establish military camps within its borders, and the urban life-
style of Lusaka and relative openness of Zambian society are some of the factors
that, in Macmillan’s view, made the ANC'’s experience in this country distinctive
from that in others. The author argues that ultimately this legacy was on the whole
a positive one, as its ‘most obvious features ... from Zambia anyway, were not so
much secrecy, paranoia or ferocious discipline, as caution, moderation and scepti-
cism about utopian experiments’ (p. 291).

One of the key contributions of The Lusaka Years is that it problematizes the
notion of exile, which has tended to be treated as ‘an abstract and timeless
space’ (p. 8) in much of the literature on the liberation struggle. By locating the
story of the ANC in exile in the Zambian context, Macmillan shows that there
was no single culture of exile but rather a multiplicity of experiences that need
to be understood as specific to both time and place. More situated studies of
this kind are needed if we are to understand this period in the history of the
ANC in all of its complexity and its present significance.

ARIANNA LISSONI
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IRINA FILATOVA and APOLLON DAVIDSON, The Hidden Thread: Russia and South

Africa in the Soviet era. Johannesburg and Cape Town: Jonathan Ball
Publishers (pb £21.50 — 978 1 86842 499 3). 2013, 568 pp.

Every year, dozens of books on the history of South Africa are published world-
wide. Many of them are concerned with foreign influence on the origins and devel-
opment of the country’s state structure, politics and culture. Great Britain, the
Netherlands, Germany, France, Portugal and China immediately come to mind.
Yet few people know what a huge role one other country — the Soviet Union —
played in the events that make up the history of South Africa in the twentieth
century. Irina Filatova and Apollon Davidson’s book The Hidden Thread:
Russia and South Africa in the Soviet era opens hitherto unknown pages docu-
menting the relations between South Africa and Soviet Russia and offers the
reader a fresh look at the recent history of these countries.

Filatova and Davidson have studied the history of South Africa for many
years and have produced many books on this subject both in Russian and in
English. Among these are the two-volume South Africa and the Communist
International: a documentary history, and two recently published books in
Russian: Russia and South Africa: three centuries of contacts (2010) and Russia
and South Africa: building bridges (2012). Their most recent book is a unique
study of the history of ties between South Africa and Russia. It starts in the seven-
teenth century, with the first mention of ‘Moscovy’ in the journal of Jan van
Riebeeck, the founder of the Cape Colony, and ends in the twenty-first century,
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when South Africa and Russia both became members of the BRICS countries.
But, of course, as is indicated by the title, the authors pay special attention
to the Soviet era —from the 1917 revolution to the break-up of the USSR.
Despite the fact that for most of this period there were no diplomatic relations
between the two countries, it was during this time, the authors tell us, that
Russia’s influence on South Africa was most significant. It is not really surprising,
since the Soviet Union was right at the centre of the struggle against apartheid.

The early chapters of the book describe the reactions of South African commu-
nists to the Russian revolution. In the Soviet ideals of equality between classes,
nations and races, many of them saw an ideology that was the exact opposite of
the official principles of their government. On the basis of unique archival material
that has only recently become available to researchers, Davidson and Filatova
recount the unlikely history of the activities of the Communist International in
South Africa. It will be a revelation for many readers to find out that the
Communist Party of South Africa (predecessor of the present South African
Communist Party) was in fact a branch of the Comintern.

The authors pay much attention to the huge and wide-ranging influence of the
Soviet Union on the ANC. The official policy of the ANC and the views of many
of its leaders were connected with, and even based on, Soviet ideology to a great
extent. Without downplaying the ideological side of the relationship between the
ANC and the USSR, the authors stress the fact that the decisive element in this
relationship was Soviet military support for the ANC’s armed struggle. The
ANC’s methods of waging guerrilla war, its organization and propaganda, par-
ticularly in the 1980s, were in many ways modelled on the course in military
combat work that thousands of ANC fighters were taught in the Soviet Union
or in Angola by Soviet military advisers. Without this influence, the kind of
armed struggle that was waged in South Africa in the late 1980s would have
been impossible, and the ANC would not have been able to create its image of
being the main, if not the only, organization fighting apartheid inside the country.

Historians have long disputed whether Nelson Mandela was a member of the
SACP. The authors here demonstrate that Mandela was not only a member but
was also on the central committee that took the decision to begin the guerrilla
war. Another surprising discovery is the direct link between the Soviet KGB
and South Africa’s National Intelligence Service (NIS). This led to a visit by
two Soviet intelligence officers to South Africa in 1987. The NIS hosted the
visit and organized the Russians’ meeting with P. W. Botha. This revelation
comes from several former NIS officials, whom the authors were able to interview.

From the late 1980s, the Soviet partnership with the ANC came under stress.
Many among the Soviet elite began to lean towards establishing relations with
the National Party, which caused unease in the ANC. The final chapters of the
book are devoted to political and diplomatic relations between South Africa
and Russia in the 1990s and 2000s. The authors also discuss the reasons for the
negligible trade between the two countries and their slowly developing economic
ties. They also throw some light on Russian-associated crime in South Africa,
which will doubtless be of interest to many readers.

The Hidden Thread will undoubtedly give rise to arguments. This applies both to
the facts quoted by the authors and to the interpretation they offer. Readers may
disagree with their judgements on the Soviet role in South Africa’s twentieth-
century history; the events described in the book are recent and people still feel
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passionately about them. Many archives in Russia and South Africa remain closed
to this day, so there is still room for re-evaluation. But, for now, Filatova and
Davidson’s remarkable study is unique in both its depth and scope and is
bound to remain so for a long while.
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