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The address to Parliament by the state presi-
dent elicited immediate comments and
inquiry from many different quarters, includ-
ing the ‘official opposition’, the ANC. The lat-
ter had in fact previously launched a series of
attacks on elements of the nuclear pro-
gramme, in its evolution.5

Of the many questions that were raised, the
following were some of the more prominent
and continue to be posed. For instance, it has
been asked precisely when and why the coun-
try took the decision to acquire offensive
nuclear weapons.6 Put differently, what was
the purpose and strategic objective(s) of
apartheid South Africa’s nuclear strategy?
Second, given her technical inability to
achieve this ambition, which foreign countries
came to her assistance? Third, during the evo-
lution of the programme, the Vastrap test site
closed in 1979 and was reopened in 1986.
Why? Fourth, why was the programme so
abruptly abandoned? Given the timing that
coincided with the release of Nelson Mandela
from Polsmoor prison in February 1990, soon
ushering in black majority rule by April 1994,
the suspicion has always been that the deci-
sion was as a result of fear by the West of
ANC links with such countries as Libya,
Cuba, Iraq and Iran, and that these could be
extended to the nuclear field once the party
came into office. According to this line of
argument, the decision to abandon the pro-
gramme was therefore designed to present the
new African majority government with a fait
accompli by simply implementing the provi-
sions of the non-proliferation treaty.7 Fifth,
questions have been raised on what happened
to the excess highly enriched uranium (HEU)
that was produced. During the life of the pro-
gramme, 550 kg of HEU had been produced.
This was well beyond the needs of the local
project, comprising seven devices that could
only absorb an estimated 150 kg. However,
how the excess was disposed of has never been
revealed.8 Finally, questions still rage on what
adverse effects, if any, have been experienced
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During the mid-1970s until 1989, South
Africa embarked upon a nuclear weapons pro-
gramme in response to her own national secu-
rity concerns.1 In doing this, the country’s
political leaders took great pains to position
themselves as the last bastion, in Africa, of the
Western free world against perceived global
communist expansion.2 This was necessary for
two main reasons: first, for purposes of lock-
ing herself within the broader strategic under-
pinnings of the international security system;
and second, to enable the country to tap into
the available technical assistance in the West.

On 24 March 1993, President F.W. de Klerk
informed a joint special session of Parliament
that the country had developed a small nuclear
arsenal and was now going to dismantle and
destroy the same. In the bland public state-
ment, he also asserted that the programme had
evolved without any outside assistance.3 However,
Norm Dixon, citing comments made by Gary
Milhollin—a Washington-based nuclear
weapons expert—and Cape Town academic
Renfrew Christie—who was jailed in 1980 for
passing nuclear related information to the
African National Congress (ANC)—argues to
the contrary when he wrote that:

It is laughable for de Klerk to state South
Africa developed its nuclear weapons
capability without outside help. It is a
well known fact that SAFARI-1 Reactor
was provided by the US in 1965 and
France assisted the Koeberg nuclear
plant, with Israel collaborating on mili-
tary and other nuclear issues.4
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then and now on both the environment and
the people who worked on the nuclear pro-
gramme.9 To this day many of the above ques-
tions have still not been adequately dealt
with.10

Against this background, Dr Hannes Steyn,
Dr Richardt van der Walt and Lieutenant
General (Retired) Jan van Loggerenberg’s
book Armament and Disarmament South
Africa’s Nuclear Weapons Experience has obvi-
ously drawn much attention and interest.

This review briefly dissects the book and its
sources, assesses what the book misses out
given the range of questions characterising the
debate on South Africa’s nuclear experience
and examines what contributions the book
has made before drawing some conclusions.

What was the motive of three senior for-
mer practitioners on the secret nuclear pro-
gramme to put pen to paper? Writing the
book was undertaken against the knowledge
that the current South African Government is
operating under a discussion moratorium,
that was part of the ‘safeguards’ negotiated by
the outgoing President De Klerk regime with
the international community before 1994. In
response to this implied question, the authors
argue that they are unhappy with the effects of
the moratorium. In their view, this has created
room for “unnecessary speculation and the
casting of unnecessary aspersions and suspi-
cions”.11 Second, the authors assert that—per-
haps as commanders in their various fields
given their specialties and complementary
functions during the programme—they felt
constrained to “acknowledge the contribution
of the ‘back-room-boys’ whose participation
has not been recognised then and since”.12 We
shall return later to comment on the implica-
tions of this course of action.

The short 126-page book is arranged in 11
chapters and a preface, preceded by a fairly
lengthy foreword in which the writer finds
common cause with the authors. Its focus is
an attempt at reflecting on the internal work-
ings of the nuclear project, without being too
concerned with the wider political questions
that informed the country’s nuclear strategy.
This is significant as amongst the authors,
there is no political representation from the
parties that were responsible for the strategic
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decisions culminating in the launch, evolu-
tion and suspension of the programme. The
net effect of this focus on the technical aspects
is to reduce the work to a technical and per-
haps tactical description of events, lacking the
political context and the higher vision associ-
ated with the project and events of the period.

The book is based on three sources, two of
which are unavailable for interrogation by
those interested in following up and checking
on the veracity of the claims made. The first
source is of course the authors’ combined rec-
ollections as practitioners. However, accord-
ing to their own testimony, this has been done
without relying on official documents.13

Second, the writers carried out interviews with
surviving colleagues. A decision appears to
have been taken not to name those inter-
viewed.14 This anonymity, however, means
that one is not able to check out independ-
ently some of the facts attributed to those
interviewed. Finally, the text is written in a
style that is characterised by self-censorship
jargon.15 While this clearly must have been
the in-thing in officers’ messes and places
where the practitioners gathered at different
times, it is unhelpful in a publication. For
instance, in the discussion, the writers fail to
account for the inferred ‘over-supply of air-
craft and helicopters’ received by the South
African Air Force in the 1970s, whose quanti-
ty was well beyond the capacity of the avail-
able manpower.16 By now it should be
obvious to the writers that assets and man-
power levels relating to forces of a particular
state are not necessarily a secret in strategic
studies. What is secret, however, is the inten-
tions—in other words, what one decides to do
with the offensive assets is the secret. As a
result, lacking empirical or verifiable inputs,
the book fails to make the grade as an impor-
tant academic contribution to the topic and
the many questions still to be addressed.

Despite this major handicap, however, the
book—written in a somewhat anecdotal fash-
ion—has some useful dimensions. The first is
to reassess its credibility in the absence of
empirical evidence or other verifiable persons
interviewed or referred to. This is because
despite its obvious handicaps, it does attempt
to throw some light on a gray area of South



Africa’s military history. Because the work is
deliberately aimed at addressing the audience
made up of participants in the nuclear pro-
gramme, what comes out is more than likely
to be an accurate description, if not interpre-
tation, of the events. Consequently, the book
is considered to pass the judgement test on its
credibility threshold. If we accept this ration-
ale, then the second important reason is to
read between the lines, as it were, hoping to
learn something from the presentation after
all. By taking this approach interesting aspects
come to the fore, making the book a must-
read for those still interested in finding
answers to the questions posed.

South Africa’s offensive nuclear pro-
gramme spanned three phases: the early peri-
od from the 1947 to early 1970s, the second
era from about the end of 1973 until President
F.W. de Klerk came into office in September
1989. The third and final phase, from late
1989 to March 1993, concerned the abandon-
ment of the nuclear strategy and the disman-
tling of the devices. During the entire 1947–93
period, the decision-making pyramid on the
nuclear question in Pretoria rested on four
important groups: politicians, scientists, the
military and technocrats.17 Furthermore, the
factions diluted or mixed in collaborative,
complex and cross-cutting relationships that
were entered into for purposes of seeking to
influence the national security policy decision-
making process. However, while at no time
during this period were the politicians dis-
placed from the top of the decision-making
pile, the other categories jostled for bottom
and middle positions. This book is written by
a scientist, a technocrat and a military officer,
representing a sect that was very close to the
politicians during the second phase of
1977–89 before losing their pinnacle position
during the post-1989 De Klerk period. It is
therefore argued that this dynamic partly
explains the groups’ current perception of a
lack of acknowledgment for their contribution.

There are a number of points that detract
the book from making a contribution to the
debate and may in fact serve to further polarise
relations between government and those it pur-
ports to represent. The first is its lack of politi-
cal sensitivity and objectivity, nearly a decade
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after the final de-colonisation of Southern
Africa. For example, the book refers to the
South West African People’s Organisation
(SWAPO) guerrilla activities at the time as
“aimed at intimidating the locals and harassing
the white commercial farmers”.18 With
Namibia being a neighbouring state of South
Africa and given the Southern African
Development Community’s (SADC’s) region-
al political integration ethos, this assertion per-
haps misses out on the role and context of the
armed struggle, that is, the use of violence for a
political purpose, forced upon the African peo-
ples in Angola, Mozambique, Zimbabwe,
Namibia and South Africa, in which many
lives were lost. Significantly, all the struggles
began with a civil disobedience phase that had
been preceded by futile attempts to negotiate
racial political parity, before the monumental
decision to engage in armed struggle was taken.
To then try and relegate this evolution in the
political struggles of the region, and Namibia—
a country in which SWAPO only took the
momentous decision to “employ all possible
means to achieve national liberation in July
1966”—in particular, is to demonstrate a lack of
sensitivity that is unhelpful.19 In practice, this
is the type of commentary that continually
forces current South African government offi-
cials to go around SADC and the rest of Africa
apologising on behalf of insensitive comments
made by former SADF functionaries. Second,
the authors also argue that the US withdrawal
from the region was “as a result of losing its
nerve versus communist penetration on the
African continent”.20 To imagine these writers
continuing to hold such a view against the cur-
rent US administration, boasting such Afro-
American luminaries as Colin Powell and
Condoleezza Rice, is to reflect a lack of appre-
ciation of the ever changing global security
dynamics that was so evident in Southern
Africa during 1989 and the 1990s. This is pre-
cisely when the centre of communism col-
lapsed, soon to be followed by the demise of
the apartheid regime and such states as the
then Zaire, which all had become unsustain-
able even in the so-called Free World. Finally,
on this wider political question, the authors
assert that their work will not pay attention to
the alleged involvement of Israel in the local



nuclear programme, and then proceed at every
opportunity to cite positive similarities with
Israel. Credible sources already in the public
domain, including declassified US intelligence
materials and Israeli agents’ testimonies, con-
clusively confirm the role and participation
played by Israel in the South African nuclear
programme.21 To then seek to deny this is to
unnecessarily prejudice the relevance of the
work presented.

Several criteria—lack of political sensitivity;
not appreciating the global political dynamics
of the late 1980s in Southern Africa; continu-
ing to deny obvious facts that have become
common cause related to the nuclear pro-
gramme; and observing curious self-censorship
tenets—have denied the work a meaningful
contribution towards addressing five of the six
questions raised earlier. The work partly
addresses the question surrounding the Vastrap
events, but even then it fails to disclose the
nature of the call received ordering the urgent
dismantling of the prepared site. Furthermore,
the text does not acknowledge the now widely
acknowledged participation of Israeli opera-
tives at Vastrap at the time.22 The authors have
preferred to perpetuate the legacy of double-
speak on this issue against the background of a
major contribution that they are making—con-
firming the existence of a nuclear programme
during the apartheid era.

Assessing its relevance, the work is a first cut
by practitioners who had hands-on experience
of the workings and operations of the nuclear
programme and, as already alluded to, their
major contribution is to confirm the existence
of a nuclear programme in apartheid South
Africa. Making these statements before 1990
would most certainly have resulted in incarcer-
ation. However, by the same token, it raises the
question: Why make the statement now when
the current government is clearly under an
obligation not to reveal the inherited knowl-
edge on the programme? The suspicion that
the international dimension more than a desire
by the apartheid regime to disarm led to the
decision to abandon the programme, still
hangs over the debate and this work has done
little to dissipate this perception. The second
contribution is to restate the fact that the
authors fully understood the concept of

nuclear strategy—argued in the vein of the sem-
inal work by Bernard Brodie The Missile Age—
that is, that it rests mainly in its non-use.23

Third, both the authors as well as the foreword
writer are correct in asserting that the
International Atomic Energy Commission
(IAEC) went much deeper than was deemed
necessary by local actors in emasculating South
Africa of any residual nuclear capability that
had been acquired as a result of the pro-
gramme. Investment in the programme worth
an estimated R7 billion, over and above the
extensive overseas training stints of scientists
and other technicians sometimes lasting as
much as three years, was all rendered useless
almost overnight. This school of thought, to
which we subscribe, argues that some of the
acquired capacity could have been retained
while the offensive elements of the programme
were shut down.24 In this, nuclear research tar-
geted at peaceful purposes in advancing min-
ing, environmental, health, production, the
training of a new cadre of nuclear scientists and
manufacturing activities could have benefited
immensely.

Given the discussion in Armament and
Disarmament South Africa’s Nuclear Weapons
Experience, the jury is still out on our intimate
understanding of the purpose, evolution and
abandonment of South Africa’s offensive
nuclear programme. Perhaps in future, given
the correct political environment and access
to verifiable empirical documents, the men
and women who worked on the programme
will be able to tell their stories in a much more
credible manner.
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The truth is a tricky fellow and hard to pin
down even in very long books. This admirably
short book (256 pages) acknowledges the diffi-
culty and gives us three views: insider
accounts; victim stories; and outsider assess-
ments. Since most readers will be outsiders,
the insider views and victim stories are very
attractive because they promise something
new. Strangely, this reviewer found the out-
sider assessments to be the best part of the
book, perhaps because they were easier to
identify with. Nevertheless, the entire book is



a very readable and respectable collection of
thoughts and arguments about South Africa’s
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC).

Other countries in Africa, and Rwanda and
Sierra Leone in particular, are beginning their
own TRC experiences and the literature on this
field will soon widen far beyond the South
African experience. This book is about the
South African TRC but is bound to be helpful
to many African states which have set up for-
mal commissions about the truth of the past.
The papers edited by Posel and Simpson go to
great lengths to show how complex the truth
usually is and the price that any society must
pay for the search. Excavating the past and con-
fronting the lies openly has its benefits, as all
the writers make clear. But what comes through
very strongly throughout this volume are the
limits and the difficulties. As the introduction
puts it: “The TRC could only render up a range
of fractured, incomplete and selective truths.”

Having grasped the limitations, the insider
accounts make it clear that TRC staff generally
did the best they could with what they had.
Cherry Daniel and Fullard describe, with some
dismay, the change from “producing a radical
new history” to a “state directed investigative
commission”. It is evident that those on the
inside had high hopes and, on behalf of the rest
of South Africa, suddenly faced the pressures of
time, space and money. They describe the final
report as “premature in almost every respect”
and express their frustration at having to sacri-
fice much of the nuance and complexity.
Almost hidden amongst the long list of prob-
lems is some optimism: “The South African
TRC has done innovative, principled work that
future commissions can build on.”

The second chapter, written by Piers Pigou of
the regional Investigation Unit directs the atten-
tion to two committees: the Human Rights
Violations Committee and the Amnesty
Committee. This helps to show that the TRC
was not monolithic but was made up of many
parts, some of which were more successful than
others. Pigou identifies the lack of an effective
investigative capacity as “the greatest obstacle to
determining the truth”. The implication is that
the TRC should not have been a passive recipi-
ent of information and statements: it had to
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challenge these accounts and find the dark cor-
ners where the truth had been hidden. This sets
a good stage for Lars Buur’s argument that the
truth is quite often produced and managed, and
not simply acknowledged.

Sicelo Dlomo, Thandi Shezi and Duma
Khumalo are the three victims whose stories are
told in Part Two. What they have in common is
that none of them received any satisfaction
from the TRC. They illustrate, again, the limita-
tions and the sadness that the expectations of
many victims have not been met. Dlomo was
murdered but no motive was established and
many contradictions in the evidence given at
the TRC were never investigated. Shezi was
raped by policemen while in jail. Shezi’s appear-
ance at the TRC is described as “a victory” but
also as a very painful experience where she felt
“abused all over again”. Duma Khumalo was
one of the Sharpeville Six, found guilty of the
murder of a local councillor. The TRC had no
power to order the retrial that Duma desperate-
ly wanted. All three chapters appear extremely
well researched and present a balanced picture
of what might have been done, what was done,
and explore possible reasons for the failings of
the process. Certainly, they seem designed to
arouse indignation that in the new, free South
Africa, these worthy cases have been glossed
over.

The third part of the book is not easy to
review because it is a review itself. All three
chapters are full to the brim with insights, assess-
ments and carefully thought out criticisms.
Questions are asked and challenges issued; ten-
sions are identified and definitions are offered.
The result is a very dense text that offers no easy
answers. Posel’s chapter on the actual TRC
report is itself a fairly good template for the
review of historical documents. Posel finds the
report bland and lacking a unified analysis, and
offers good reasons why this is so. While reeling
off impressive lists of its shortcomings, Posel
occasionally pauses to remind the reader why
the report is so special and why it is a remark-
able achievement despite everything. Like many
of the other authors, Posel sounds optimistic
and is careful not to let the reader lose sight of
the fact that the TRC has “initiated a process of
truth-telling” which is of undoubted benefit.




