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In the days when National Party rule in South Africa was new and the Jewish
state had just fought its way to existence, an alliance between the two would
have stretched the imagination of almost everyone. The Nationalists were
led by men who had been injected with a strong anti-Semitic strain in their
recent history. Once in power, they freed those considered as traitors by the
wartime government and initiated a programme to welcome German war
orphans to a new life among the volk. Israel, by contrast, not only symbolised
the rebirth of Jewish hope after the Holocaust, it put forward and indeed
internalised an image of itself as representing a break with the old diplomacy
of imperialism, having fought the British in the last stages of the Mandate.
Polakow-Suransky points out that, were it not for Nehru’s veto, Israel would
have been represented at the 1955 Bandung Conference which signalled the
emergence of a Non-Aligned Movement under fiercely anti-colonial auspices.
This movement was instinctively hostile to the South African racial system.
Colonialism was the geographic cover under which white power in South
Africa secured itself in its region and its flanks were exposed when the last
colonies in central and southern Africa became independent.

This situation changed, at first slowly in the late 1960s and then rapidly
and dramatically, leading to the 1975 PW Botha-Shimon Peres secret accord,
which not merely sealed the military alliance between the two states but
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proposed intense and systematic mutual strategic planning. After the Yom
Kippur war of 1973, wielding the carrot, Arab states used enhanced oil wealth
to put paid to the paternalistic aid-giving role Israel had at first played in
independent Africa (often, although this is not stated here, with US funds).
Israel’s military allies, first Ethiopia and then Iran, saw revolutions sweep
away pseudo-ancient monarchies and freeze Tel Aviv out of their strategic
calculations, encouraging a search for new friends further afield. The exiled
ANC established friendships with countries Israel particularly disliked, not
to speak of the Palestine Liberation Organisation itself.

Intense, complex arrangements affecting army, intelligence, navy and air
force and joint planning operations ensued at the height of the alliance
despite frequent denials by Israel’s supporters. For some Israelis on the Left,
this was still a deeply contradictory state of affairs. Golda Meir, the
redoubtable Labour prime minister, never was really reconciled to it and
genuine Israeli liberals, figures such as Naomi Chazan, for many years a
political scientist specialising in Africa, or Shulamit Aloni, always spoke out
against it. Arthur Goldreich, a once imprisoned ANC activist, came out to
Israel with the intention of building an anti-apartheid movement. Things
went OK until he started to talk about the enemy, the ‘terrorists’, ie the PLO,
as people with whom to negotiate. That was the end of this friend of terrorists
in Israel and he eventually moved to London.

By contrast, the top Labour leaders of the post-independence generation,
Moshe Dayan, Yitzhak Rabin and, above all, the now aged and particularly
two-faced Israeli president Shimon Peres, were prepared to speak with forked
tongues depending on their audience; what they actually believed or believe
is hard to say. On the Likud Right of Sharon and Netanyahu, today dominant
in Israeli politics, the ANC was cordially hated along with liberation movements
in general and there were many sincere declarations of friendship and natural
affinity with the cause of white South Africa and its leaders to which
Polakow-Suransky can point. The likes of Menachem Begin were already
keen on establishing South African links before 1970.

These sentiments found strong echoes in the generation of Afrikaner
nationalists who were not real players yet in the 1930s. The example of Israel,
as a modernising, white state able to hold its own militarily despite the odds
amidst a Third World mob, could not be more admirable in their eyes. It more
than effaced any older prejudices towards Jews of the Diaspora. Some of the
redoubtable figures most hated and feared by the anti-apartheid struggle
such as Magnus Malan, Hendrik van der Bergh and Tienie Groenewald, not
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to mention General Constand Viljoen, founder of the Freedom Front, trusty
bureaucrats such as Louw Alberts or political luminaries of the day such as
Fanie Botha, treasured or still treasure their Israeli friends and their good
times in Israel in these pages. On both sides, the fraternal links were very
much the strongest amongst the military brass. Magnus Malan got to know
his Israeli counterpart training at Fort Leavenworth and perhaps the third
questionable sometime partner, the USA, should have been brought more
into the equation than this book actually does. The alliance was sustained
notably in the far right Reagan years. Later, once the elder George Bush with
his massive Arab oil connections came to office in 1989 and following
sanctions passed by Congress, pressure grew on Israel to find some new
friends.

In Israel there was a clear divide, or perhaps one might cynically say,
division of labour, between the diplomats and the armed men, with the former
in part expressing discomfort with South African ways and hoping for reform
in South Africa while the latter proved perfectly at ease with apartheid. The
diplomats became stronger in the late 1980s although Israel was very slow
to grasp the end of apartheid. In a bizarre transitional phase, the embassy
was physically divided into two sections with different conflicting
perspectives. Eventually Elazar Granot, a radical Labour ambassador was
appointed after 1994, presumably to start inducing some amnesia in Pretoria.
Granot was unusual in the Israeli establishment in his willingness to befriend
Arab and indeed PLO representatives and he particularly hit it off with former
deputy foreign minister Aziz Pahad. He did not survive the arrival to power
of hard-liner prime minister Binyamin Netanyahu; in fact, he quit his post
before being fired in 1996. Despite this shift, moreover, the not quite so all-
forgiving Nelson Mandela apparently made it clear that this alliance was one
facet of the apartheid story that he had not forgotten.

Israelis seem quick to explain away their need for hard-nosed realism and
its contradictory consequences but their lack of contrition is remarkable.
Even the apparently well-meaning good hearted figures appalled by apartheid
such as Granot were inevitably prepared in interviews to excuse the racists
who were acting after all in the strategic interests of beleaguered Israel and
its arms industry. Yossi Beilin, arch Labour peacenik, saw the eventual
turning as a shift to ‘morals in politics’. However, given the changing
circumstances, one can rather argue that there is something especially
morally rotten in this latecomer’s two-faced game. The opportunistic
turnaround comes across as less honest than more reactionary,
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straightforward support for the South African war against the ‘total onslaught’
on the part of Likud luminaries and hard-bitten generals.

It is very much to the author’s credit that he has also exposed the moral
rottenness of hypocritical South African Jewish leaders such as journalist
Harry Hurwitz, a close friend of Begin who eventually moved to Israel,
actively involved at conniving towards the strengthening of this alliance
while Jewish organisations liked to protest in other forums at the lack of
alternatives for their vulnerable and pitiable ‘community’. Many such
dignitaries disliked Granot as an Arab-lover and were enemies of the Oslo
peace process in Palestine taken up by a born-again (well, to some extent)
Yitzhak Rabin before his assassination. These are the antecedents to the
people who these days shut their doors on Judge Richard Goldstone.

For an economic historian, this book holds considerable interest. In the
1970s the Israeli establishment were anxious about the initial setbacks of the
Yom Kippur War (1973) and insecure about the reliability of both France and
the USA as arms providers, their main prime backers previously (if one
excludes the role of the Soviet Union in 1948). Thus they sought to build up
a large armaments industry which in turn required export outlets to be
economically viable. This was where South Africa, still relatively weak
militarily in the 1960s and increasingly affected by international UNO
sponsored boycotts, came in. ‘By 1979, South Africa had secured its
position as Israel’s single largest customer for arms’ (132). Arms became the
salvation of the Israeli economy, no longer dependent on New Yorkers’ bar
mitzvahs and the sale of cut diamonds and oranges. The South Africans
could afford to buy a huge variety of Israeli arms, ships and aircraft not to
speak of the impact of training with numerous South African missions
billeted in the Middle East and, eventually, mutual planning trajectories.
Israel is almost certainly the key contributor to the manufacture of South
Africa’s now decommissioned nuclear bombs. The famous mysterious
explosion over the South Atlantic of 1979 was most likely the testing of a first
Israeli bomb thanks to the co-operation of South Africa, which also developed
this capacity in due course several years later, according to Polakow-
Suransky.

South Africa in turn was a reliable supplier of coal, uranium and other raw
materials. ARMSCOR played a big role in PW Botha’s ‘total strategy’ and
became one of the key national industrial players, especially if one looks for
cutting edge research in late apartheid South Africa. South Africa also
aspired to becoming a substantial export of war materiel but it never has
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succeeded in exporting in the way that Israel has. Polakow-Suransky argues
that this never happened due to an American thumbs-down, presumably by
contrast with a more permissive attitude towards Israel. He also makes the
important point that sanctions can have unintended consequences. If the
‘rogue state’ is placed under a regime of total exclusion, the gloves are apt
to come off: isolation, which is never going to be binding on everyone,
became the mother of the North Korean nuclear bomb. In this case, the
Israeli/South African bomb was also in part the result of such tactics in
international relations.

On the top left of the cover, we find duplicated the words ‘uiters geheim/
top secret’. How do you research a book like this where records are going
to be shredded and key deals made behind tightly closed doors or sealed
largely with spoken affirmations? The fundamental 1975 treaty was a secret
until 2006 and then finally revealed only in the teeth of intense Israeli
pressure. One can only be extremely impressed at the quality and quantity
of interviews confirming one another’s testimony in a tight mesh on the part
of Polakow-Suransky as a means of getting at the truth and there is little that
comes across as inconsistent or dubious in this convincing study.

This book is directed far more at Israeli than South African conduct.
Perhaps South Africa today is in a situation where there are few specific
lessons to be drawn from this episode. After all, Israel was a relatively
respectable partner compared, say, to Alfredo Stroessner’s Paraguay or the
Portuguese dictatorship of Salazar and Caetano. In my view, Unspoken
Alliance is scrupulously fair to Israel and bends over backward to
acknowledge dissent, exceptions and nuances. Polakow-Suransky, who has
Israeli and South African family, is clearly one of those Jews who dream of
a post-Zionist Israel and a two state solution that squares with normative
international morality. Israel, he argues, could learn from the kind of
compromise effected in 1994 in South Africa, despite somewhat different
situations on the ground. The Unspoken Alliance is a minor landmark in a
changing world where respectable opinion is turning more and more against
the democratic pretensions of Zionism and, within that shift, it will be most
effective. There is little reason to think, however, whether through shifts in
Israeli public opinion or in the views of its military and civil Establishment
obsessed with ‘terrorism’ and unprepared to make the sacrifices needed for
a plausible peace, that this will move Israel any time soon.


