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ABSTRACT

South Africa’s contemporary foreign policy cannot be understood outside an explanation of its post-apartheid political transition. Its actors, the ideas they express, the interests they represent and the institutions they craft are all crucially influenced and impacted upon by the democratic transition and how it has evolved. This democratic transition is defined by two foundational characteristics. First, as one of the last of the ‘anti-colonial’ transitions led by an African nationalist leadership, it is driven with a focus on achieving racial equality in both the domestic and global context. Second, the transition has occurred when a particular configuration of power prevailed in the global order that not only established the parameters which governed its evolution, but also determined which interests prevailed within it.

The former’s imprint on the foreign policy agenda is manifested in South Africa’s prioritization of Africa, its almost messianic zeal to modernize the continent through a focus on political stability and economic growth, and its desire to reform the global order so as to create an enabling environment for African development. It is also reflected in South Africa’s insistence not to be seen to be dictated to by the West especially in the fashioning of its economic policies and its approach to addressing the Zimbabwean question. The latter manifests itself not only in how corporate interests take centre stage in South Africa’s foreign policy interactions, but also in how transnational alliances like IBSA are being fashioned to challenge big powers and their interests in global forums and in the international system. These thematic concerns are the subject of investigation in this paper.
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2007 was when South Africa first ascended to a two year temporary rotational seat in the Security Council of the United Nations. It was a well received ascension with many anticipating that South Africa would play a positive role advocating a human rights agenda, and generally behaving in a manner that would befit a responsible and democratic member of the world community. Yet after two years many in the international human rights community were happy to see the end of the country’s tenure. Human rights activists had become demoralized by South Africa’s defense of ‘rogue powers’ and its refusal to support resolutions in the Security Council condemning and imposing sanctions on Iran, Myanmar, Sudan, and Zimbabwe. In effect, the human rights community saw these decisions as a betrayal of the spirit of South Africa’s own democratic transition and the international support that had facilitated it (Neuer 2007; Taljaard 2008).
But is this labeling of betrayal not too simplistic a portrayal of South Africa’s decision-making in this regard? And is not the suggestion that this was an example of simple appeasement of the Russians and Chinese also too lazy an explanation of South Africa’s foreign policy behavior? Neither thesis engages sufficiently with South African government officials’ explanations of their decision-making which expressed concern with the abuse of multilateral institutions by big and great powers, their lack of even handedness and their hypocritical posturing.
 But in the desire to avoid being unwitting agents of great power maneuverings, one must be careful not to fall prey to elite rationalizations of undemocratic behavior, even if such elites are from the South. In order to avoid both scenarios, it is necessary to investigate and decode South Africa’s foreign policy, understand its philosophical and strategic underpinnings, and locate the analysis in comparative reflections.

There have of course been a number of attempts to do this over the last decade. Many of the first generation studies offered polarized assessments of South African foreign policy. On the one hand, ANC aligned intellectuals and activists portrayed South African foreign engagements as progressive and reflective of a human rights agenda (Mandela 1993; ANC 1997; Landsberg 2000). On the other, Liberal and Marxist critiques concluded that South African foreign policy reflected realist calculations and sub-imperialist ambitions respectively (McGowan/Ahwireng-Obeng 1998; Bond 2004).  While both sets of analyses spoke to part of a reality, they did not provide persuasive explanations of South Africa’s comprehensive foreign policy practice.
The second generation of studies was less ideologically oriented and more useful in enabling an understanding of South Africa’s foreign policy engagements. Following some of the work on middle powers undertaken on other parts of the world these scholars advanced the thesis that South Africa’s middle power status predisposed it to multilateralism and partnerships at global and continental levels (Schoeman 2003; Daniels et al. 2003; Le Pere 1998; Adebajo/Landsberg 2003). But these same studies also described South Africa as a pivotal state, as distinct from a regional or hegemonic power.
 Regarding this as positive, they suggested that South Africa’s pivotal status reinforced partnership impulses within its foreign policy elite, and they concluded that on balance the country has performed admirably on the continent. The only black spot on South Africa’s foreign policy record, some of them argued, is Zimbabwe where many who advocate partnership suddenly recommend a robust and aggressive approach (Daniels et al. 2003).     
Nthakeng Selinyane and I have elsewhere criticized these approaches suggesting that they suffer from ‘the ideologically constraining effects of progressive orthodoxy’ (Habib/Selinyane 2006: 181). We argued that South Africa was not simply another middle power or pivotal state on the continent. Rather, its aggregate capabilities in terms of economic, diplomatic and military capacities, in relation to other African nations, automatically defined it, at least for now, as a regional power or hegemon. This status imparted to it a set of privileges, obligations and responsibilities that separate it both from its African counterparts and other middle powers like Canada and Norway. Just as importantly it progressively defined South Africa’s foreign policy agenda and practice. Scholarly understandings of the country’s foreign policy, then, are weakened by this lack of analytical work applying a ‘regional power’ conceptual lens to South Africa’s engagement with the continent and outside world.

This paper tries to address this deficit. It proceeds to an analysis of the character, aspirations and strategic orientations of South Africa’s post-apartheid political elite. Thereafter, it demonstrates how these aspirations and strategic orientations influenced the country’s foreign policy behavior, decisions and practice. The paper concludes by both reflecting on whether this behavior is going to change with the emergence of a new political leadership in the ANC at the end of 2007, and in the state after 2009, and how the South African case study speaks to the broader theory building agenda on regional powers and their foreign policy practice.      
Foreign Policies of Nationalism’s Second Generation
Classical and neo-realist perspectives explain foreign policy as the product of national interests and nations’ structural location in the international system respectively (Morgenthau 1968; Waltz 1979). Their nemesis, liberal institutionalism, argues that other variables, including business and political actors, need to be considered as playing a crucial role in configuring foreign policy agendas (Keohane 1986; Rosecrance 1986). While the former’s strength is that it points to systemic constraints and the conditioning effects of the balance of power, it is unable to persuasively account for foreign policy behavior in transitional societies because it ignores the impact of changing domestic values and the entrance of new political elites within the political system. This can be dramatically demonstrated in South Africa’s case with the fundamental shift in foreign policy with the ascension of the ANC to political office in 1994. While this may seem to vindicate the liberal institutionalist perspective, neo-realism’s explanatory depth can also be demonstrated particularly in terms of the systemic conditioning of the South African political elite’s foreign policy behavior. Both perspectives then, can find vindication in the story of South Africa’s foreign policy transformation.
The key actor in this story is of course the ANC and in particular its post-Mandela leadership which was personified in the character of Thabo Mbeki. The political elite are defined by two essential characteristics. First, like their predecessors of an earlier generation, they are nationalists whose overriding desire is to overthrow the yoke of colonialism. This anti-colonial agenda is reflected both in a desire for racial equality at the domestic level, and the goal of a more equitably structured and just global order. As Mbeki put it to the 61st Session of the United Nations General Assembly in his capacity as chairperson of the G77 and China:

Poverty and underdevelopment remain the biggest threats to progress that has been achieved, and the equality among the nations, big and small, is central to the survival, relevance and credibility of this global organization…. Madam President, when you correctly urge us to implement a global partnership for development, we the members of the G77 and China, who represent the poor people of the world, understand … this common commitment for a global partnership for development cannot be transformed into a reality when the rich and powerful insist on an unequal relationship with the poor. A global partnership for development is impossible in the absence of a pact of mutual responsibility between the giver and the recipient. It is impossible when the rich demand the right, unilaterally, to set the agenda and conditions for the implementation of commonly agreed programmes (Mbeki 2006).
In this sense Mbeki is no different from an Nkrumah, a Nyerere, a Nasser, or even a Nehru.
In another sense, however, he is fundamentally different. The second generation nationalists of whom Mbeki is one of the more articulate exponents were witness to the unraveling of the anti-colonial experiments. While some acknowledge the mistakes of the earlier nationalist leadership,
 they also primarily see this unraveling as a product of the machinations of the imperial or ex-colonial powers, and the consequences of a cold war between the United States and Soviet Union (Arrighi 2002; Lee 2006). This second generation nationalist leadership is thus acutely aware of their countries relative weakness and that their anti-colonial agendas will not materialize outside the transformation of the balance of power in the global order. 
Three responses have emerged from this group of second generation nationalists. First is an appeasement strategy. The best exemplars of this are Musharraf and even the new political leadership in Pakistan, Menes in Ethiopia, Johnson-Sirleaf in Liberia, and perhaps even Khama in Botswana. Obviously this is widely divergent group with very different democratic credentials. But their foreign policy strategic orientation, at least to the international system, is similar: reconcile with existing power holders and win significant political and economic concessions for doing so including Aid. In a sense, they hope to emulate the successes of the Asian tigers (even if in many cases their economic policies are very different) by entering into an alliance with the United States and other Western countries in exchange for significant economic and political benefits.
 Sometimes, in exchange for these preferential benefits, these countries take on a variety of obligations either in the domestic or regional contexts.
 This strategic orientation is effectively about reconciling with existing power holders and getting the best deal under present global circumstances. 

Second, is a militant aggressive anti-imperial posture accompanied by an anti-American or anti-Western rhetoric. The best exponents of this are perhaps Hugo Chavez in Venezuela or the theocratic leadership in Iran. But it is also reflected by Robert Mugabe and the Zanu-PF leadership in Zimbabwe. Obviously Mugabe himself does not qualify as a second generation leader. As leader of one of the last anti-colonial transitions in Southern Africa, he is very much a first generation nationalist. But the economic meltdown in Zimbabwe and its internal conflict has led him and Zanu-PF to adopt a similarly aggressive anti-West posture reflected both in his attack on the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) as ‘British stooges’, and his accusation that Zimbabwe’s economic and political crisis is a result of an imperial assault on their freedom.

The final response can also be best explained through a focus on Zimbabwe, but this time articulated not by its leadership, but by the Southern African Development Community’s mediator, Thabo Mbeki, who is mandated with finding a political settlement between Zanu-PF and the MDC. In contrast to the dominant perception in Western media circles, Mbeki is not enamored with Mugabe. Indeed, Mbeki while sharing the broad nationalist vision espoused by Mugabe is nevertheless quite critical of the Zimbabwean President’s conduct both at the domestic and the international level. This is most clearly reflected in a paper he authored on Zimbabwe in mid-2001. Arguing that the Zimbabwean crisis has its roots in ZANU-PF’s decision to finance delivery on the basis of high deficits and borrowed money, which made it dependent on the IMF, he insists that anti-imperialist rhetoric will not resolve the crisis. Rather, he recommends a more strategically engaged orientation that involves Zimbabwe softening its stance on both the IMF and the United Kingdom, both of whose assistance he deems necessary for addressing the economic crisis (Mbeki 2001; Roussouw 2008).
Mbeki’s critique of the ZANU-PF leadership is perhaps the clearest exposition of the third response of the second generation of nationalists. Reflecting a mix of principle and pragmatism, this response takes as its starting point the need to reform the global order, but recognizes that such an outcome will not just happen from either appeasement as in the first option, or delinking from the international system as is advanced in the second. Instead this third response recognizes the need to engage the global order with a view to reforming it, understand the power relations within the international system with a view to subverting it. This second generation response also focuses on developing mechanisms and alliances that enhance the leverage of the post-colonial powers with this agenda. It is in a sense the application of a neo-realist paradigm from the south; recognizing the importance of power for configuring international and transnational outcomes, but recognizing that power is always relational, and therefore open to the establishment of mechanisms that could subvert or transform that very structure of power over the long term. 
The regional power literature refers to this strategic orientation as balancing.
 But this label of course does not always capture the complexity and nuance of the foreign policy practice. Balancing would involve both engagement and subversion. But there is a fine line between engagement and appeasement and for that matter subversion and marginalization. Where engagement ends and appeasement begins is a hotly contested issue particularly on economic matters. The practice of the Mbeki administration betrays characteristics of both appeasement and subversive engagement as is demonstrated in the next section. Nevertheless, whatever the contradictions of actual practice, the ANC government’s foreign policy behavior are best explained through the conceptual lens of the strategic orientation explained above. 
This strategic orientation is, as was earlier explained, informed by the fact that it is both nationalist and second generation. The former identifies the goals and vision of the Mbeki administration. The latter defines its methodology; the route through which it hopes to realize its ambitions. It is only through an understanding of these characteristics that one can make sense of the foreign policy practice of the Mbeki administration. Often this practice is misunderstood and perceived as arbitrary, unprincipled, and incoherent. Yet, if one ensconces it within the conceptual underpinning of an analysis of its architects and practitioners, this foreign policy behavior takes on a meaning and a coherence, which even if one disagrees with it, nevertheless has to be applauded for its level of sophistication and nuance.

South Africa’s Foreign Policy: 1994-2008  
1994 ushered in a fundamental transformation in South Africa’s foreign policy. At its most basic level, it moved from an isolated, politically belligerent, regionally militaristic, globally defensive agenda to one that is supportive of multilateralism and involves political partnerships, regional leadership, and global engagement. Yet this description masks the evolution of South Africa’s foreign policy to its present strategic orientation. In the initial years under Mandela, the foreign policy took on a naïve almost crusading human rights flavor that reached its zenith when the President led the opposition to Nigeria’s Sani Abacha at the Conference of Commonwealth Heads of Government in 1995, and when in 1997 he negotiated with Mobutu Sese Seko on a South African navy ship of the coast of the Democratic Republic of Congo. The low point came when the country failed in its attempt to isolate Nigeria for the hanging of Ken Saro-Wiwa and his compatriots. Since then, Thabo Mbeki has taken charge, slowly but surely crafting South Africa’s foreign policy credentials and evolving its strategic thrusts into its present form.

The ANC leadership’s nationalistic impulse has led it to prioritize Africa. This prioritization involves four distinct elements. First, an enormous amount of South Africa’s diplomatic and military energy is deployed in stabilizing the continent. This involves peace building initiatives directed at facilitating negotiations between political and military adversaries. In the last fourteen years South Africa has been involved in initiatives aimed at brokering negotiations in Angola, Burundi, Lesotho, Kenya, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, Sudan, and Zimbabwe. Its troops have been stationed in peace missions in multiple countries including among others Burundi, DRC, Comoros, Eritrea-Ethiopia, Central African Republic, and Sudan. While many of these initiatives have yielded positive gains, South Africa did sometimes overstretch itself, resulting in its efforts not always being appreciated. The case in point was Cote d’Ivoire where Mbeki was humiliated when his bona fides was questioned by Ivorian rebels. Similarly in Zimbabwe, the MDC has routinely questioned his neutrality and even tried to get him replaced as the Southern African Development Community’s (SADC) official mediator. Nevertheless, even the Afro-pessimist Economist recognized the huge gains made in stabilizing Africa in the last decade and a half, and acknowledged the central role that South Africa has played in this regard (The Economist 5 January 2006).

Second, South Africa has partnered Nigeria in reconstructing Africa’s institutional architecture. It has played a leading role with Nigeria in establishing the African Union, and is the host to the African Parliament. Mbeki and Obasanjo, together with Senegal’s Abdoulaye Wade, were the architects of NEPAD including its peer review mechanism,
 and the former two played a central role in selling the continental mechanism to the international community including the G8, the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). South Africa has also played a leading role in revitalizing the SADC. McGowan and Ahwireng-Obeng (1998) have of course noted the unequal and acrimonious engagements between South Africa and its immediate neighbors in the first few years of the post-apartheid period, reflected among others in its refusal to renegotiate the unequal SACU agreement in 1998, its trade battles with Zimbabwe between 1994 and 1997, and its stalemate with the latter in the Organ on Politics, Defense and Security. But the political stalemate has in recent years been replaced with greater cooperation and willingness to undertake regional interventions under SADC auspices. Moreover, the more outlandish of the economic arrangements and terms have also been addressed in recent years enabling the launch of the Southern African free trade area at the 28th SADC Summit in August 2008. Nevertheless, South Africa’s neo-liberal economic orientation in regional and continental matters, a matter deliberated further below, is of concern especially given its potential to undermine a developmental agenda from emerging in Africa.
Third, South Africa has played a leading role in popularizing the African agenda in the international community. It has insisted that the development of Africa be placed as the centerpiece on the mantle listing the priorities of the G8, the United Nations, the IMF, World Bank, and the World Trade Organization (WTO). South Africa also used its chair of the UN Security Council to prioritize African conflicts and their solutions. It has played a leading role in demanding the cancellation of debt for the poorest and most marginalized of nations. Through NEPAD, it has enhanced Africa’s investment environment and played a role in attracting new foreign direct investment in the continent. This together with the global boom in the resource sector ensured that foreign direct investment in Africa increased to $31 billion in 2005 from between $2 to $3 billion per annum a mere 15 years ago. In the first four years of the new millennium, Africa’s average investment rates of GDP was 20.7% while that of Sub-Saharan Africa was 18.1%, having virtually doubled within the decade (UNCTAD, 2007, p. 3). Moreover, all indications are that the figures have got even better for 2006 and 2007 (UNCTAD, 2006, p. xvii, 40, 41). As a result, by 2006, the growth rate of the continent touched 5.7%, up from 5.3% and 5.2% in 2005 and 2004 respectively (UNCTAD, 2007, p. 2). 

South Africa has also led by example with regards to investment in the continent. Its corporate footprint has expanded exponentially in the post apartheid era. By the turn of the millennium, it was active in 20 countries, in sectors ranging from among others, mining, manufacturing, energy, aviation, telecommunications, and research and development. In the first six years of post-apartheid South Africa, the country’s investment in SADC totaled $5.4 billion, outstripping the total British and American investment (Daniel et al. 2003). Corporate involvement was also supplemented by state investment. Almost all of the South Africa’s parastatals have been expanding their footprint on the continent. Perhaps the scale of this involvement is best captured in the activities of South Africa’s state owned Industrial Development Corporation (IDC), which, by early 2003, had 60 projects being implemented or under consideration in 21 countries on the African continent, including as far North as Egypt, as strategically important as Nigeria, and in small neighboring states like Swaziland (Daniel et al. 2003).
But this market activity also has a dark side. It betrays South African (and other African) political elites neo-liberal economic predispositions reflected at both the domestic and continental levels. For much of the first decade of South Africa’s democratic transition, its macro-economic agenda, captured in the policy programme of the Growth, Employment and Redistribution Strategy (GEAR), was defined by conservative neo-liberal principles that emphasized containing government expenditure, low fiscal deficits, low inflation, privatization, deregulation, minimal state intervention, and a stress on the importance of foreign capital inflows for development. These principles were also the fundamental assumptions that underpinned the continental economic agenda encapsulated in NEPAD (Melber nd). And, while the neoliberal economic agenda came under attack in South Africa, forcing shifts in economic policy in a more developmental direction from about 2003 (Habib 2008a: 55-56), this did not translate to the continental level. The result is that there has been much concern expressed about the consequences of the unregulated march of South African corporates on the continent (Miller 2008; Bond 2004). This, together with the more general neo-liberal economic orientation of NEPAD, does suggest that developmental outcomes cannot be automatically assumed from existing patterns of investment, and corporate and economic activity in Africa.  
South Africa’s engagement in Africa has also provoked a robust debate within the country’s diplomatic corps and academy about its existing and future role. As indicated earlier, some describe South Africa as a pivotal state, as distinct from a regional power, and suggest that it modus operandi on the continent has been and should continue to be one of partnership (Schoeman 2003; Daniels et al. 2003; Le Pere 1998; Adebajo/Landsberg 2003). Others, this author included, believe that the country by virtue of its aggregate capabilities defined in economic, diplomatic, and military terms, is a regional power, should be recognized as such, and therefore allocated the responsibility of stabilizing and underwriting the development of the continent (Habib/Selinyane 2006). It should be noted that there is a serious misrepresentation in South African ‘pivotal state’ understandings of what hegemonic leadership involves. Hegemonic leadership is not about militaristic adventurism, as is often assumed, and need not be hostile to partnerships. Indeed any careful study of hegemonic behavior, in both global and regional contexts, would demonstrate that partnership is as much a modality of engagement as are other more aggressive interventions. Elsewhere I have with Nthakeng Selinyane described the role of a regional hegemon or power:

Every hegemon is a pivotal state. But it has to be more. Hegemons not only aspire to leadership, and are not only endowed with military, economic, and other resources. They also have -- necessarily -- a political and socio-economic vision of their transnational environments, and a political willingness to implement such a vision. If that vision is one of security, stability, and development, as is often the case, then the hegemon undertakes to underwrite the implementation of these goals. Again, that does not mean that a hegemon does not have partners in this enterprise. It often does, but it takes responsibility in the last instance to ensure that the features of its vision are operationalised in the region it sees as its sphere of influence. More importantly, a hegemon should be prepared to compromise its own dominance in respect of market share, balance of trade, and military overlordship should that be in the interests of fulfilling this vision (Habib/Selinyane 2006: 181).

In many senses South Africa has begun to play this role. Sometimes it does so hesitantly, but it is increasingly being forced by circumstances to take on a leadership role in resolving national or regional crises, and once addressed, subsequently assisting in managing the consequent development challenges. This is effectively the role it has played in Mozambique, the DRC and now Sudan and Zimbabwe.
 Moreover, as it is compelled by circumstances to continue to play this role, South Africa’s confidence grows. This should be welcomed for it facilitates for the first time the emergence of an African power to take the leadership in resolving African problems.
The nationalism of the Mbeki administration also conditions it into a broader South-South solidarity. Again this is reflected at multiple levels. At the most basic level it is reflected in support for national liberation struggles and what has been perceived by some as ‘rogue powers’. South Africa is one of the most ardent supporters of Palestinian struggle much to the chagrin of Israel and the United States. It has also retained strong relationships with Cuba and with Libya when it was isolated.
 Indeed South Africa was instrumental in facilitating the negotiations between Libya and Britain that ultimately led to the lifting of sanctions on the latter and its rehabilitation in the eyes of the West. Similar solidarity behavior is currently demonstrated with Iran especially around its nuclear ambitions. South Africa also has played a role in engaging and building the African Diaspora. Not only has this entailed retaining strong relationships with the Black congressional caucus and the African-American lobby in the United States, but it has also underwritten and hosted at least two African Diaspora conferences in Jamaica since the new millennium. The Mbeki administration also provided the ousted Haitian leader, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, with asylum in South Africa, against the wishes of Western powers and even the domestic human rights lobby.

These actions suggest not only South Africa’s solidarity with other national liberation struggles and countries of the developing world, but also its desire to act as a bridge between the North and the South. This is motivated by the broader nationalist belief that a more equitable world is necessary for the full realization of citizen rights in the South, and the Mbeki administration’s more narrowly shared strategic calculation that this could only be achieved, not through de-linking, but a fuller engagement with the global order. South Africa has as a result dramatically increased it institutional participation in both the mainstream official multilateral organizations and in those of the South. In the latter case, for instance, it played a leading role in the re-emergence and revitalization of the Non-Aligned Movement. It has also played an instrument role in the establishment of the India-Brazil-South Africa Forum, and in the unofficial Group of Twenty One (G-21) that emerged around the talks in the world trade negotiations. Yet simultaneously it has enhanced its participation in the mainstream forums like the United Nations (UN), United Nations Development Program (UNDP), UNCTAD, the IMF, World Bank and many others. This dual engagement in the worlds of the South and North enables South Africa to both fulfill its broader nationalist agenda and its narrower strategic orientation to engage with the intention of subverting existing structures of power so as to permit the emergence of a more equitable global order.
The Mbeki administration’s impulse to transform structures of power is reflected in its international diplomacy, institutional alliances, and its involvement in global reform initiatives. An early indication of the importance of power as a variable in conditioning foreign policy emerged when South Africa jettisoned its strategic relationship with Taiwan in favor of one with China. Taiwan’s relationship with South Africa predated the transition and in the last few years of apartheid rule it invested heavily in wooing the ANC so this relationship could continue.
 But soon after the 1994 election, Thabo Mbeki led an institutional assault on this relationship suggesting that it was in the national interest for South Africa to establish a strategic partnership with a rising China. He succeeded, and while he was initially criticized for this by some liberal and left-leaning academics, many of whom had compromisingly close relations with the local Taiwanese Embassy,
 nobody can today seriously question the wisdom of that decision. 

In any case, since then, South Africa’s relationship with China has gone from strength to strength. Essentially the Mbeki administration has, as have many other African nations, used a rising China as a counterweight to both the United States and Europe, trying as a result to wring political, economic and diplomatic concessions from all parties. Some within or close to the Mbeki administration would of course like South Africa to join the Chinese camp (Le Pere/Shelton 2007).
 But it should be noted that Mbeki himself has resisted this. In fact recently he has been quite critical of Chinese engagement on the continent suggesting that it was akin to the colonial and neo-colonial relationships established by the European countries and the United States (International Herald Tribune, 28 January 2007). This unsettled the Chinese and it does seem to have had its intended effect. As it stands, the Mbeki administration is uncomfortable with being the junior partner in both camps, preferring instead to retain its independence, play the powers off against each other, and thereby maximize the development concessions both for South Africa and the continent.
This counterbalancing diplomatic game with China, the United States and Europe, or soft balancing as it has come to be known in the regional power literature (Pape 2005; Paul 2005), is supplemented with two more formal alliances. The first is with India and Brazil which emerged after the failure of the trade talks in Cancun and involves annual meetings deliberating on trade, investment, energy, security, transport, partnerships on higher education, and other common interests in global affairs and in trilateral and South-South cooperation. Obviously the three sets of political elites hope to use this engagement to develop a more substantive collaborative global political agenda believing that this would greatly enhance their respective leverages. Alden and Vieira (2005), however, criticize IBSA for not having a clear strategy. Daniel Flemes, in contrast, suggests that the Forum has had a significant impact in pursuing what he terms milieu goals which reflect ‘global responsibility’ and “shape the environment in which the state operates” (Flemes 2009: 9).
 This is translated into their pledge to coordinate their activities and jointly promote in international forums the agendas of global peace, human rights, collective security and sustainable social and economic development. But Flemes (2007:25) recognizes that IBSA’s lack of institutionalization is a weakness and recommends that consideration be given to enlarging the trilateral coalition either to include Russia and China, or Germany and Japan.
IBSA’s collective commitment dramatically manifested itself in the World Trade Organisation (WTO) negotiations when its participants formed the kernel of the G-21 lobby to enhance the developing world’s leverage and negotiating capacities. Emerging around the WTO negotiations, the G-21 involves an alliance of developing countries intent on ensuring that an unpalatable agreement is not forced through by Europe and the United Nations. Three rounds of trade talks of the Doha Development cycle have as a result ended without substantive agreement imperiling the WTO and undermining the legitimacy of the global trading system. The sticking point remains the concession on agricultural subsidies offered by the United States and Europe, with the G-21 believing it is far below the acceptable minimum to warrant further substantive concessions on their part (Flemes 2007: 12-13).
 This is a significant development because for the first time developing nations have used their collective muscle to thwart the agenda and ambitions of existing powers.

This challenge to existing structures of power also emanates from attempts to reform the multilateral system. Again South Africa has played a leading role in this initiative. With different sets of alliances including the African Union and IBSA, it has advocated through the persona of its Minister of Finance, Trevor Manuel, for reforms not only of the quotas and therefore the board representation of the IMF and World Bank, but also in the manner in which their leaderships are chosen. It is also strident in its criticisms of the powers of the UN Security Council, and has again pushed, in alliance with others, for reform of and more equitable representation on this structure. This has involved a demand for the expansion of the Security Council to include developing countries from Africa, Asia and Latin America. In the run-up to the negotiations around the UN’s reform, however, South Africa, unlike its Indian and Brazilian counterparts in IBSA, did not join the G4 (including Germany and Japan) to mutually support each others candidacy for Security Council representation (Flemes 2007: 12).
 Instead it stood by the African Union’s guidelines which focused on equitable continental representation.      
But perhaps the most controversial attempts to force reforms onto the multilateral system emanated from South Africa’s decisions in the UN Security Council in its capacity as chair and temporary member. In four controversial decisions that alienated the international and domestic human rights lobby, South Africa worked with China and Russia among others to prevent the adoption of Security Council resolutions condemning and imposing sanctions on the military leadership in Myanmar and the Mugabe regime in Zimbabwe, the condemnation of states using rape as a political and military weapon, and the imposition of sanctions on Iran for violations of the Nuclear Non-Proliferations Treaty (NPT). Its decisions in all four cases were motivated on the grounds that the United States and European countries were either violating existing rules of the UN system by tabling issues in inappropriate structures, or were selectively targeting countries that they were hostile to. The decisions outraged the human rights community which accused South Africa of betraying its own rich legacy of human rights struggle by opposing the very traditions and strategies that allowed it to become free (Neuer 2007; Taljaard 2008). 

Obviously there is merit in this criticism. South Africa in its desire to get the United Nations system to function equitably and fairly was in these actions sacrificing the human rights of victims in Myanmar, Zimbabwe and Darfur. Elsewhere I have argued that for South Africa’s position on Myanmar to have been politically tenable, it would have had to take the lead in calling for the isolation of the country’s military rulers in the Human Rights Commission which it of course did not do (Habib 2007). Nevertheless, it must also be said that the human rights lobby was being disingenuous by either not recognizing or being complacent about South Africa’s complaints of the manipulation of the UN system by the big five. 
After all while the United States wanted action to be taken against Myanmar, Sudan and Zimbabwe, it remained in bed with Musharaff and Mubarak, condoned the actions of Israel, and had strategic relationships with countless other regimes with dubious human rights records. Similar inconsistent actions typified the behavior of all five veto wielding powers. The most dramatic example of this is the action taken against Iran. The latter, as a signatory of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NNPT), while being denied the right to develop nuclear military capacities, is nevertheless entitled to develop a civilian nuclear industry. The big five and other European powers, distrustful of Iran’s intentions, have objected suggesting that its civilian nuclear program is merely a pretext to develop military nuclear capability. Initially South Africa defended Iran citing its rights under the NNPT. Subsequently when Iran’s military intentions became more evident, South Africa tried to serve as a bridge between Iran and other powers in the hope of facilitating a political solution. South Africa’s behavior in this regard betrays disillusionment with the big five’s track record on nuclear disarmament. It should be noted that the country played a crucial role in brokering developing world support for the extension of the NNPT in 1995. But the big five, South Africa believes, did not fulfill their end of this bargain which required of them the reduction of their nuclear stockpiles and the beginning of a phased disarmament. Indeed, South Africa has, together with its IBSA partners, expressed concern about the failure of the Conference on Disarmament, and has demanded the progressive elimination of nuclear weapons in a non-discriminatory manner (Flemes 2007: 9). Instead, however, the spirit if not the legal precepts of the NNPT were violated when the United States, France, and China tested nuclear weapons, and almost all of them, including Britain have or are modernizing their nuclear arsenal.
This kind of systemic hypocrisy has not only imperiled the nuclear nonproliferation regime, but it has also alienated countries like South Africa and undergirds its international engagement on the Iran nuclear case. South Africa believes that as long as this pattern of behavior prevails the inequities and inconsistencies of the multilateral system will continue to be reinforced. But South Africa and the human rights lobby must recognize that the struggle for such rights is indivisible and cannot be engaged on a selective basis.  The rights of human rights victims must be advanced simultaneously as must the reform of the multilateral system. Trading off one for the other delegitimizes the system thereby retarding the struggle for both the protection and full realization of human rights of the entire world’s people. 

In any case, whatever the merits of the individual decisions, what is evident is that South Africa’s foreign policy decisions and behavior is determined by the mix of traditional nationalist goals and a second generation desire to subvert existing structures of power. Only such a nuanced strategy, the Mbeki administration believes, will ensure the realization of a more equitable global order on which the development prospects of both South Africa and the continent is so dependent. South Africa’s contemporary foreign policy can therefore not be understood outside this desire and strategic orientation of the post-apartheid government. 

Conclusion
Two further questions remain to be addressed. First, is this foreign policy likely to be fundamentally changed now that a new political leadership has taken over the ANC? There will of course be some minor changes. But there is unlikely to be any fundamental change in South Africa’s foreign policy. It is worth bearing in mind that Jacob Zuma and many of those likely to be in his administration, are second generation African nationalists. Also, many in the Zuma camp were integral to the foreign policy apparatus of the Mbeki administration.
 So there is unlikely to be a fundamental rupture in the foreign policy apparatus even though there may be some change of faces on the top. Also it is worth noting that South Africa’s foreign policy agenda and practice has been a product of traditional nationalist aspirations, a second generation nationalist predisposition to engage and transform structures of power, and pressures, responsibilities and obligations that emanate from its structural location on the African continent. Under the new leadership, this mix of causal variables is unlikely to change dramatically. Continuity in foreign policy must thus be expected.
Second, what does the South African case say to the theory building project on regional powers? At the most obvious level it dramatically demonstrates the role of actors in configuring the foreign policy agenda. Post-apartheid foreign policy cannot be understood outside an analysis of the ANC, its character, the hopes and political aspirations of its leadership, and ultimately their strategic orientations. In this sense it seems to support liberal theories that carve out a role for domestic actors like political parties and interest groups (Keohane 1986; Rosecrance 1986). But it must also be noted that South Africa is a transitional society that enabled new actors to enter the political mainstream. Perhaps then, liberal assumptions about the influence of domestic actors hold a particular analytical saliency in transitional contexts. But under normal conditions, more neo-realist assumptions about the constraining effects of international structures and their ability to constitute the interests of states may prevail (Waltz 1979). Again this is reflected in this case study in global powers’ anticipation of South Africa’s role in resolving and addressing regional disputes. It is also the reason why continuity is anticipated in foreign policy even though there has been a changing of the guard within the ANC.
The South African case study also holds lessons for theories on foreign policy strategies. The existing literature suggests that regional powers adopt a number of different strategies – balancing (both hard and soft), bandwagoning, buffering, binding, and niche diplomacy -to contain or influence the impacts of global hegemons and/or external great powers (Waltz 1979; Pape 2005; Paul 2005; Gries 2005; Cooper 1997). This case study demonstrates that regional powers’ strategies cannot be defined in such simple categorizations. South Africa simultaneously exhibits elements of both bandwagoning and soft balancing. On economic issues, South Africa’s neoliberal orientations suggest that it has preferred a bandwagoning strategy. Yet on other more political matters, particularly in its attempts to play of China and the US, soft balancing seems to be the preferred strategy of the country. The theory building project must then recognize the ability of states to pursue two or more strategic orientations simultaneously.

But perhaps the most important lesson to be learnt is that selected developing nations are beginning to play on the international plane in order to structure a global order more in tune to their collective interests. No longer are they satisfied merely to play in their regional backyards, or having to live through decisions made elsewhere by others simply because the structured balance of power is to their disadvantage. Instead these nations have begun to contest this structure of power not through the traditional means of appeasement to dominant powers or delinking from the system as a whole. Rather, they have begun to engage with a view to subvert existing structures of power. For a global community used to challenge by authoritarian states outside the paradigm of democracy and rights, this is a story not entirely understood. Yet it is a story profoundly more democratic and developmental, and therefore far more humanistic than any other including those offered by the global hegemon and other great powers. In this sense, the South African story is one among many still to be told and understood.
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�  For instance, Dumisani Kumalo, South Africa’s ambassador to the UN, argued that the United States resolution to the United Nations General Assembly condemning rape used for political and military purposes, should have rather condemned all forms of this scourge. Yet, he maintains, the United States refused to broaden this definition for political reasons (Kumalo 2007).  


�  By contrast, Chase, Hill and Kennedy (1999: 35), from whom the South African authors drew the term ‘pivotal state’, use the term synonymously with regional power which is seen to have the responsibility for maintaining stability in the region and whose economic success or failure is likely to have consequences for the immediate transnational environment. 


�  The African Union, for instance, has taken an explicit decision not to recognize countries in which civilian governments have been overthrown by their militaries. Also, the New Economic Partnership for Development (NEPAD)’s peer review mechanism has as its explicit rationale the strengthening of democracies and the accountability mechanisms within it.


�  The economic benefits took the form of both trade concessions and aid. The United States, for instance, provided all of its Asian allies with preferential access to its markets without demanding reciprocity. Also, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development’s (UNCTAD) Economic Development in Africa reports that the United States gave Japan $500 million per annum between 1950 and 1970, and $13 billion and $5.6 billion to South Korea and Taiwan between 1946 and 1978 respectively (Arrighi 2002: 30-31; UNCTAD 2007: 80-81).  


�  In Pakistan’s case, it plays a strategic frontline role in the War against Terror, whereas Ethiopia has taken the responsibility of being lead proxy in Somalia. As Ali Mazrui (2007: 44) notes, ‘The Ethiopian people have allowed themselves to be more or less bought by the Americans, to be mercenaries in Somalia’. 


�  For alternative accounts of Zimbabwe’s political crisis and economic meltdown, see Moyo and Yeros 2007, Bond 2005, Phimister and Raftopoulos 2004.


�  This literature distinguishes between hard (Waltz 1979) and soft balancing (Pape 2005; Paul 2005). The former is about building military capabilities and forming alternative military coalitions, whereas the latter involves non-military means and especially diplomatic coalitions to contain hegemonic or great powers.


� Greg Mills (2008: 227), for instance, reports that the number of major wars on the continent has reduced by two thirds from 12 to 4, between 1990 and 2005.


�  They were of course supported by other countries like Algeria, Ethiopia and Mali all of whom were key drivers of the initiative. 


�  Gilpin 2001, and Krasner 1982, demonstrate how the United States was willing to countenance Japanese trade and investment discrimination, forgo the right to an optimum tariff, and include opt-out clauses in the NATO treaty, as all these concessions were in the interests of cobbling together a global liberal alliance.


�  Note that South Africa is the chair of the AU Ministerial Committee on Post-Conflict Reconstruction and Development in the Sudan.


�  When Clinton expressed disquiet about this on a state visit to South Africa, Mandela publicly admonished him arguing the “The United States as the leader of the world should set an example to all of us to help eliminate tensions throughout the world. And the best way of doing so is to call upon its enemies to say ‘Let’s sit down and talk peace’ (quoted in Shogren 1998).


�  A number of domestic stakeholders, including the official opposition, were quite critical of this decision.


�  Taiwan, for instance, made a sizable contribution to the ANC’s election coffers in 1994.


�  A number of South African academics critical of this decision had their research and travels supported by the Taiwanese Embassy.


�  For a critique of this perspective, see Habib 2008b. 


�  Flemes of course draws on the distinction between ‘milieu’ and ‘possession’ goals, the latter advancing the national interest, first proposed by Arnold Wolfers’ (1962: 73-76).


�  Another arena that the three have been very critical of is the intellectual property rights on biological resources and indigenous knowledge. It should be noted that in recent years, the G-21 has intervened to significantly transform the regime of patents as and when it pertains to public health crises like AIDS. 


�  Flemes (2007: 12) argues that “IBSA’s global justice discourse is doubtful, since the expansion of the UNSC would privilege only a few players. In order to achieve a lasting democratization of the organization the General assembly would have to be strengthened”.


� Many of them resided in the Department of Foreign Affairs which at times felt left out on foreign policy initiatives driven from the Presidency, mainly by Mbeki himself, his advisor Mojanku Gumbi, and his Minister of Provincial and Constitutional Development, Sydney Mafumadi.
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