
Introduction

In response to the unfolding humanitarian cri-
sis in Sudan’s Darfur region, the South
African government recently agreed to
despatch a small number of military officials
to the area as part of a group of African Union
(AU) peace monitors.4 Although the urge to
respond to other people’s suffering is a strong
justification for intervention, it is important to
understand how this and similar decisions that
promote or protect South Africa’s interests are
determined. If one believes that the govern-
ment of this country should assist with peace-
making or peacekeeping, or render assistance
to the victims of aggression in Darfur, then
should it do the same in Chechnya? What
about Iraq? One way to respond is to invoke
the concept of the national interest.
Supporters of this concept suggest that foreign
and security policy ought to flow from a

shared understanding of the nation’s broad
and long-term interests. However, the concept
is often questioned by those who suspect elite
collusion in matters of national importance
and want to know who determines the content
of the national interest, and how it is done.

The concept of national interest

By unpacking the question of the national
interest, many questions arise, not least the
accusation that it is an old-fashioned concept
used obsessively during the Cold War era to
promote questionable ideologies, conceal
poor policies or justify unethical behaviour.
So, the death of 58,000 United States (US) sol-
diers in Vietnam (not to mention the death of
two million Southeast Asians) was in the inter-
ests of fighting Communism; the Soviets
invaded Afghanistan in the interest of extend-
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ing the ‘Socialist camp’ (with similar untold
human suffering). Even landing on the moon
was in the US national interest (today the
challenge is Mars). The erstwhile South
African government in turn abused the con-
cept in its defence of apartheid policies and
practices, including the destabilisation of the
Southern African region. Currently, in the
post 9/11 period of global insecurities caused
by terrorism and counter-terrorism, the con-
cept is back in vogue, and again used obses-
sively by the neo-conservatives in Washington
and liberals elsewhere. The dominant dis-
course today is the ‘war on terror’, with the
assumption—nay, demand—that joining the
US on this issue would be in all countries’
national interest. It appears Libya’s Ghaddafi
buckled under the pressure, and most proba-
bly Spain’s then-president Aznar argued that
membership of the anti-Iraq coalition was in
his country’s national interest.5 That (mis-)
calculation cost his party the general election
of March 2004. Prisoner abuse in Iraq is being
argued away as an unintended consequence of
bringing freedom to the oppressed masses.

So, what then is the national interest?
Stephen Krasner, in his 1978 classic Defending
the national interest used the term to refer to the
preferences of a nation’s leaders, or put differ-
ently, the goals that are sought by the state.6

He further specified that such preferences, or
set of objectives, must be related to general
societal goals, persist over time, and have a
consistent ranking of importance in order to
justify using the term. If objectives changed
daily or even annually, it would be misleading
to use the term ‘national interest’. As Krasner
noted, in such cases one would better look to
bureaucratic preferences or societal pressures
to understand the actions taken by central
decision makers. 

National interest, national security
and foreign policy

Many analysts assume that foreign policy is
based on national interest. Thus, if one can
identify a nation’s enduring strategic interests,
its foreign (and security) policies would fol-
low. This line of thinking is evident in

Botswana where, according to the ruling
party: 

Central in the country’s foreign policy
… are the interests of Botswana which
embrace the preservation of the demo-
cratic form of government, its institu-
tions and values, its sovereignty and
territorial integrity, brooking no inter-
ference in its internal affairs, its respect
for self-determination and independ-
ence of peoples, its non-racialism, its
non-alignment, the non-use of its terri-
tory as a launching pad for attacks
against neighbouring states, the non-
use of force in the settlement of dis-
putes and the development and
security of its foreign markets.7

As appealing as this line of thinking is,
many have argued for an inverse relationship,
that is: global dynamics often determine local
responses. Structures (such as the rules of the
international system) determine, allow or con-
strain what agents (such as national govern-
ments) can and cannot do.8 However, a more
nuanced approach might suggest that the
world is not simply given and/or natural but
one of artifice—it is constructed through the
actions of the actors themselves.9 Applied to
our situation, the ‘fact’ of South Africa’s dom-
ination of the Southern African Development
Community (SADC) is viewed by some as
good and necessary, while others bitterly
resent its hegemony in the region. Thus, the
beliefs, interests and actions of the many
actors in the region constitute a web of inter-
active politics that co-determines processes
and outcomes. That is to say, South Africa
might be regarded as a powerful regional actor
but it does not follow that its views always
dominate. Its interaction with other regional
actors impacts on the region as well as its own
perceptions and self-image. In this sense then
South Africa changes and is changed by the
region. 

Lastly, the way in which South African
elites define their (and their country’s) role
towards the region, or Africa, becomes impor-
tant in trying to understand South Africa’s
national (and security) interests. The key
insight from the constructivist paradigm con-
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that could lead to costly policy and strategy
failures.15

Keeping in mind that there exists no gen-
erally accepted definition of national security,
the term is employed here to mean the
processes by which the state deals with threat
perceptions.16 Put differently, security is about
the pursuit of freedom from threat. When it is
discussed in the context of the international
system, security is about the ability of states
and societies to maintain their independent
identity and their functional integrity.
Whether local or global, the security of people
is affected by factors in five major sectors: mil-
itary, political, economic, societal and envi-
ronmental.17 Protecting people and
institutions from a variety of threats is there-
fore in a country’s national interest. In this
sense then, foreign policy is one of the key
instruments used to promote a nation’s inter-
ests, including security. 

South Africa’s interests

In a recent study on state–civil society rela-
tions, the point was made that in South
Africa, “[f]oreign policy and national interests
should be debated much more vigorously.
The sad fact is that in practice there is no
debate on these issues”.18 This statement still
rings true today and calls for a debate to be
opened. Questions for such a debate include
the following: What is South Africa’s national
interest/s? Who determines it? Can South
Africa afford competing interpretations of the
national interest? Or is contestation
inevitable; in fact a normal feature of demo-
cratic intellectual dialogue? Most of all, can
the concept realistically guide South Africa’s
foreign policy?

Given the country’s economic profile, pub-
lic policies focusing on the human security
agenda (e.g. poverty eradication, job creation,
economic growth, personal security) should
constitute the core of South Africa’s national
interest. After winning the national elections
for the third time with an increased majority of
close to 70%, President Mbeki announced that
government’s policies and programmes were
“… informed by the struggle against poverty

cerns the role of identity. This approach focus-
es attention on the relationship between the
concepts ‘identity’, ‘interest’ and ‘threat’. As
Weldes recently argued, identity is construct-
ed and reconstructed in relation to others.
Threats are the insecurities faced by particular
identities. Some threat perceptions are a direct
function of identity—that is, they follow
almost logically from the nature of a particu-
lar identity. Other threat perceptions are a
function of interpretation of actions or events
made possible through the symbolic technol-
ogy that is the security imaginary. Interests—
those ‘national interests’ or ‘preferences’
articulated by decision makers—are also two-
fold: they can be a logical function of the
identity itself, or a function of specific threats
constructed in relation to the identity. The
three concepts are thus mutually constituted:
it is in relation to identities, or identities and
threat perceptions, that interests are identi-
fied.10

Nevertheless, returning to the theme
under discussion, it appears that states tend to
pursue two kinds of policy preferences to
operationalise their perceived/constructed
‘national interest’: material (that is, economic
well-being) or ideological. For Australia and
other members of the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), trade and investment is the key.11

On the other hand, until recently Sudan
under General al-Bashir was aligned both with
Lybia and with Islamic fundamentalists from
Iran and elsewhere; even Osama bin Laden
was allowed to reside in the Sudan.12 Powerful
states pursue both kinds simultaneously.
America’s interest in the Persian Gulf (and
more precisely, its role in Iraq) would be an
example of such a double set of preferences.
As Joseph Nye wrote (back in 1991, and true
today) oil is the quick answer.13 The other half
of the answer lies in Bush’s declaration, in the
introduction to the post-9/11 US National
Security Strategy document, that the US
wants to make the world safer and better.14 As
the demise of apartheid demonstrated, and
perhaps the ‘war on terror’ will too, an ideo-
logical foreign policy manifests in mispercep-
tion, or an absence of means-end calculations,
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and underdevelopment” and that it will
respond by addressing the ‘First’ and ‘Second’
economies.19 Does it mean that its foreign pol-
icy should therefore mostly be about trade and
investment? What about the pursuit of other
values, and how to choose? To illustrate, pub-
lic debates on foreign policy in South Africa
focus, among others, on how the following
issues/positions promote the country’s long-
term interests:
1. The country’s overwhelming and growing

regional (and increasingly, continental)
economic and trade dominance.20

2. The arms industry, including arms sales,
and the purchase of Gripens, corvettes and
submarines.21

3. Government’s approach to the Zimbabwe
crisis (‘quiet diplomacy’).22

4. President Mbeki’s recent visit to
Haiti/accommodating deposed President
Aristide in South Africa.

5. Hosting of the Pan African Parliament and
the 2010 Soccer World Cup.

The concept national interest—as well as that
of national security—is frequently used by the
South African government and its critics.
However, they often differ dramatically on
how to promote the country’s national inter-
est. These debates have often assumed the
character of a zero-sum game: whatever policy
or action the African National Congress
(ANC) defends as being executed to advance
the national interest is branded by the oppo-
sition or critics as achieving the opposite.
Hence the question of whether the nation can
agree on a definition. 

Undoubtedly, high-level debates about
government’s policy intentions, and practices,
are signs of healthy democratic discourse and
therefore desirable. However, disagreement on
key issues also complicates government’s abil-
ity to manage effectively the country’s domes-
tic and international affairs. It would seem to
be better, wouldn’t it, to be able to speak with
a united voice on critical local and global mat-
ters—from poverty eradication programmes to
the condemnation of mercenary practices, or
a firm position on the restructuring of the
World Bank. But is it achievable? Isn’t it good
enough for the ruling party to make that

determination? After all, citizens vote a party
into power in order for it to make precisely
those choices on the basis of its policy plat-
form. 

In a less than ideal world, different actors
maintain unique definitions of the national
interest. For the ANC and government, the
state’s strategic policy priorities, as determined
annually by the Cabinet lekgotla (and
announced during the president’s annual state
of the nation address in parliament), equals
the national interest.23 In the longer term,
some level of predictability is provided in the
election manifesto with which a party cam-
paigns the elections, and in the case of the
ANC the 1956 Freedom Charter provides the
guiding light. In the view of the opposition,
government often blurs the lines between
party and national interests. Critics are fond
of quoting the foreign minister as having said
that her government will never condemn
Zimbabwe as long as it is in power.24 Other
players also have sectional interests at heart
when seeking to influence the policy process.
For example, mining executive Clem Sunter
believes the nation’s greatest challenge in the
coming decade “… is the construction of an
entrepreneurial economy with no racial or
class divisions, thus enabling ‘Team SA’ a
thrilling economic ride (on the globalisation
wave) provided social harmony is pursued”.25

How does this vision resonate with other sec-
tors of society? Is it inclusive? Adding toge-
ther disparate visions in the hope of getting to
a synergetic sum of all the parts might be an
interesting exercise but ultimately not helpful.

South Africa’s foreign and national
security policy

South Africa’s foreign policy is premised upon its
national interests …

Deputy Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Aziz Pahad, 2003.26

Considering the difficulties of formulating an
inclusive common national interest in a
democracy, a review of South Africa’s foreign
policy and affairs might shed some light on
the government’s efforts to define the nation-
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approach that is devoid of moral value (“talk
left, walk right”, the title of Bond’s latest cri-
tique of Mbeki’s foreign policy29)?

The mindset and approach of some South
Africans towards the African continent—either
as individuals or collectively—continue to be a
source of unease for many. Racism, now recast
as xenophobia, still motivates the behaviour
of many a South African. The level of dis-
comfort is not lowered by an apparent inabil-
ity of government to put an end to one of the
country’s nasty export products, namely mer-
cenaries. Many add the perceived aggressive
behaviour of South African–based companies
to the list of unwanted export products. The
sometimes naïve enthusiasm with which gov-
ernment tended to market South Africa’s set-
tlement—the Government of National
Unity—to countries in conflict could be a fur-
ther candidate for the list. These difficulties
raise questions about the country’s identity
(the belief that South Africans are exception-
al) and the nature of its relations with its
counterparts on the continent and elsewhere
(the belief that South Africa is powerful and
the expectation to be seen as a natural leader).

With regard to the structural constraints
upon policy choices, as discussed earlier, what
is not stated upfront is the need for the coun-
try’s leadership to harmonise their policy
objectives with the demands of globalisation.
In a sense then, and unsurprisingly, our
national interest is increasingly being shaped
and determined by the demands and expecta-
tions of the world’s powerful, here identified
as the group of 31 high-income or industri-
alised member states of the OECD,30 the
international financial institutions, the
nuclear club, multinational corporations, and
the US-driven war on terror. However, to fully
appreciate the international state of play one
should include global processes and institu-
tions to which South Africa is party: the
United Nations (UN), Non-Aligned
Movement, Commonwealth, African Union,
and strategic partnerships with countries such
as Brazil, Nigeria, India and China.

Considering the apparent anomalies and
considerable structural constraints upon for-
eign policy options, any attempt to assess the

al interest and execute policies to promote it.
In March this year, South Africa’s 10 years

of democracy was celebrated at an interna-
tional conference organised by the Africa
Institute of South Africa. As could be expect-
ed, many aspects of the country’s transition
received critical scrutiny. On the theme of its
foreign relations, there was generally all-round
recognition of progress and achievement.
Indeed, the country’s foreign minister, Dr
Dlamini-Zuma earlier offered a plausible
explanation for this state of affairs: 

… our collective experiences as South
Africans have placed us in a unique
position to understand the challenges
facing humanity … firstly, ours is a
reality of two nations, one developed
and wealthy, the other marginalised
and poor … Hence we have committed
our foreign policy to the eradication of
poverty and underdevelopment and
for the transformation of the continent
and the global environment.27

This is not to say that South Africa’s for-
eign policy behaviour is free of criticism.
Overtly pursuing a human rights–based for-
eign policy is a delicate balancing act at the
best of times. The challenge is maintaining a
balance between human rights commitments
and the pursuit of commercial interests—
something the US, in its relations with the
People’s Republic of China, found difficult to
achieve. Losing the balance often attracts
accusations of betrayal, as South Africa’s ear-
lier approach to Nigeria’s Abacha and
Indonesia’s Suharto, and Zimbabwe’s Mugabe
currently illustrates. The latest controversy is
the apparent choice to discount the human
rights record of Equatorial Guinea’s president,
Brig.-Gen. Nguema Mbasogo in favour of
cementing strong commercial and trade rela-
tions.28 Why the government has chosen to
mask its commitment to human rights pro-
motion is a tough question to answer. Could
it be that it has good strategies in place but
needs to communicate them better (“put a
better spin on it”, as journalist Max du Preez
once said)? Or could it be that it has made
fundamental policy shifts by embracing the
North’s neoliberal paradigm—a policy
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government’s choices ought to refer to the
‘seven principles’ that were elaborated in 1996
to inform the government’s foreign policy ori-
entation as the benchmark.31 In my view it
still serves as a broad orienting guide to the
country’s foreign policy choices and actions.
The broad public should not hesitate to make
the government aware of it where its represen-
tatives—or policies—deviate from the guide.
The government’s foreign policy approach has
over time been refined by the Department of
Foreign Affairs to refer to ‘wealth creation’
and security, a commitment to the African
Renaissance and the creation of a better world
for all. By the latter is meant “strengthening
solidarity among developing countries of the
South” and “building partnerships with devel-
oped countries of the North”.32 A subsequent
further reformulation of the Department of
Foreign Affairs’ mission has replaced “wealth
creation and security” with “South Africa’s
national interests and values”. Studying the
department’s Strategic Plan for 2003–5, it
appears the government’s top five foreign pol-
icy priorities are the promotion of the African
Renaissance, peace and security, sustainable
development, strategic bilateral relations and
international conferences.33

Particular strategic foreign policy priorities
for the current year were distilled by the 2004
Cabinet lekgotla (meeting) and include:
1. global governance—issues relating to the

UN, trade, Millennium Development
Goals, security, the Middle East, transbor-
der crime;

2. consolidation of the African agenda—issues
relating to democracy and stability, conflict
resolution, socio-economic development,
and integration into the global economy; 

3. South–South cooperation; and
4. the strengthening of strategic bilateral rela-

tions.34

As far as national security is concerned, South
Africa has no open official document that
contains a clear definition and policy com-
mitments. The South Africa Yearbook of 2003/4
contains an indication of the process from
which the country’s strategy is deduced:
“National Security Strategy is derived from
implied national interests, the Department of

Foreign Affairs and the Justice, Crime
Prevention and Security (JCPS) Cluster objec-
tives”.35 Recall our earlier definition of securi-
ty as the pursuit of freedom from threat.
Generally speaking South Africa’s security
interests have been broadly conceptualised.36

The 1996 White Paper on Defence states: 
In the new South Africa national secu-
rity is no longer viewed as a predomi-
nantly military and police problem. It
has broadened to incorporate political,
economic, social and environmental
matters. At the heart of this new
approach is the paramount concern
with the security of the people.
Security is an encompassing condition
in which individual citizens live in free-
dom, peace and safety.37

As the government’s Ten Year Review
notes, this approach is important for integrat-
ed policy making: particularly in an era of
mutual vulnerabilities and a plethora of ‘new’
security threats including terrorism, flows of
illegal migrants and refugees, international
crime syndicates, illicit small and light arms
trade, money laundering schemes, narcotics
trafficking, environmental degradation, the
spread of communicable diseases and trans-
border crime.38

The conceptualisation of strategy and pol-
icy based on the identification and manage-
ment of threats in an integrated fashion, given
resource constraints, is indeed a daunting
task.39 There is a clear need for the harmoni-
sation of the country’s foreign policy and
defence objectives. In terms of foreign policy,
President Mbeki is driven by a quest for con-
tinental stability via peace making, -building, 
-keeping and -enforcement. This vision of
Africa at peace with itself and the world also
finds expression in the policy documents of
the AU and the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development (NEPAD) of which Mbeki was a
chief architect. Indeed, the four foreign policy
priorities identified by the 2004 Cabinet lek-
gotla, quoted above, can be seen to serve as
the context for constructing South Africa’s
national security interests. Concerning South
Africa’s pursuit of these objectives, the presi-
dent expects the security sector to play a criti-
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Figure 1: South Africa’s foreign and national security policy objectives

ensure the sovereignty and independence of
the home territory and to perpetuate a partic-
ular political, social and economic system
based on that territory.41

Holsti then identifies three kinds of mid-
dle-range objectives: the promotion of private
business interests abroad, whether or not
these relate to broad societal needs; attempts
to increase a state’s prestige in the system (not
only military capability but increasingly levels
of development and scientific and technologi-
cal skills); and, thirdly the many different forms
of self-extension or imperialism. Many states
seek advantages in neighbouring territories,
including access to raw materials, markets and
trade routes that they cannot achieve through
ordinary trade or diplomacy. This was (is?) done
via colonies, protectorates, ‘satellites’ or ‘spheres
of influence’. Ideological self-extension is also
prevalent in many forms, where agents of a state
undertake to promote its own socio-economic
and political values abroad or to ‘convert’ other
peoples to a particular religious, cultural or
political faith. Beyond these, there are a myri-
ad of objectives that governments espouse:
supporting friends and allies, promoting human

cal supportive and implementing role.
Although members of the defence or intelli-
gence agencies will vigorously defend their
role in this quest, academics point to a gap
between expectations and the potential to
deliver. Shelton argues that the South African
National Defence Force (SANDF) must re-
define its role and missions, and suggests four
areas where it can contribute to Africa’s secu-
rity, namely to: expand warning intelligence
capacity; advance the regional and continen-
tal security regime; operationalise the SADC
defence pact; and advance the AU’s security
framework.40

By utilising Holsti’s schematic conceptual-
isation of foreign policy objectives, we can
offer a construction of South Africa’s (official)
foreign policy. Holsti’s hierarchy of foreign
policy objectives looks as follows: All states
pursue core interests and values; they are most
frequently related to the self-preservation of a
political unit; these are short-range objectives,
because other goals obviously cannot be
achieved unless the political units pursuing
them maintain their own existence; the most
essential objective of any foreign policy is to
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Figure 2: South African foreign policy priorities relating to Africa, 2003–542

Objective Activities

PRIORITY ONE: AFRICAN RENAISSANCE

PRIORITY TWO: PEACE AND SECURITY

PRIORITY THREE: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

rights, environmental regulation, the develop-
ment of international institutions, values and
regulations, schemes for regional integration or
security collaboration. 

Long-range goals are those plans, dreams
and visions concerning the ultimate political
or ideological organisation of the internation-
al system.
Regarding South Africa’s approach to Africa,
the mid- to long-range priorities are elaborat-
ed in Figure 2

Conclusion

In a democracy, the national interest is what a
majority, after discussion and debate and
through a representative parliament, decides
are its legitimate long-term shared interests.
The basis for such a decision should not be
limited to immediate interests (survival, secu-
rity) but should include economic well-being
as well as other preferences relating to identi-
ty, self-image and moral values. Although
most South Africans would probably agree
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Execute AU responsibilities

Promote NEPAD

Finalise SADC restructuring and
harmonise its policies with
AU/NEPAD

Promote peaceful conflict resolution
and encourage peace building

Combat all forms of terrorism
through the UN Security Council

Maintain a role in arms control, non-
proliferation and disarmament issues

Combat transnational crime

Promote the Agenda of the South

Work towards reform of Bretton
Woods Institutions, the UN Economic
and Social Council and the World
Trade Organisation (WTO)

Establish organs of the AU (Commission, Pan African Parliament,
the Economic, Social and Cultural Council, the Peace and Security
Council, specialised technical committees (STCs), financial institu-
tions (FIs), the African Court of Justice)
Finalise the Common African Defence and Security Policy

Finalise modalities for the African Peer Review Mechanism
Align programmes of the STCs, FIs and regional economic com-
munities to NEPAD
Coordinate partnership projects.

Finalise and implement the Regional Indicative Strategic
Development Plan
Finalise the SADC Mutual Defence Pact

Work towards consolidation of peace processes in Burundi, DRC
and Ivory Coast
Continue ongoing efforts to achieve peace and stability and to
deepen democracy in Angola, Zimbabwe, Madagascar, Comoros,
Sudan, Eritrea and Somalia

Implementation of UN Security Council resolutions

Continued engagement; utilise AU/SADC mechanisms to sensitise
African governments

Encourage action plans regarding transnational organised crime,
money laundering, extradition, mutual legal assistance, etc.

Develop feedback on NEPAD, the World Summit on Sustainable
Development (WSSD) and the World Conference against Racism
(WCAR)

Coordinate South Africa’s position, participate in relevant events
and enhance the interests of Africa and the South
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est by linking the country’s fundamental
interests with that of Africa.44 The department
told parliament that “…the future of our
country is inextricably linked to the future of
the African continent and that of our neigh-
bours in Southern Africa. Africa therefore
remains the central area of focus in the con-
duct of our foreign policy”. It then links the
domestic with the foreign: “The national
vision of building a united, non-racial, non-
sexist and prosperous society is also relevant
to our vision for Africa. Coupled with this is
the understanding that socio-economic devel-
opment cannot take place without political
peace and stability.” All of this means that
“South Africa’s efforts are therefore directed
at creating an environment in which all states
on the continent will achieve their full poten-
tial”. As Figure 2 demonstrates, these efforts
entail support for the AU, SADC and
NEPAD, as well as peace-making and peace-
keeping on the continent.

According to the influential Ten Year
Review report of the South African govern-
ment commissioned by The Presidency in
2003, the closest the country ever got to a
broad vision (that is, ‘an agreed understanding
of the national interest’) was the RDP.45 The
challenge for the country, according to the
Ten Year Review, is constructing its replace-
ment. It offers some ideas. The first is that the
RDP objectives need to be integrated with the
UN Millennium Declaration.46 The second is
that:

… serious consideration should be given
to the nature of a social compact that
can provide an encompassing framework
for further development. It may also be
necessary that beyond the need to
improve the formal institutions of the
state, much greater attention should be
given to mending and reinforcing the
social fabric. The first ‘Big Idea’ for the
next century therefore is to articulate an
encompassing framework which not
only helps better integrate the activities
of government, but also harnesses the
efforts of civil society to realise the
national development objectives.47

What if our list of priorities, our own ‘big

that there is a national consensus on the need
to further the human security agenda, there
will always be dissenting voices. And many
would continue to question whether particu-
lar policy options such as the multi-billion
arms deal or hosting the Pan African
Parliament are in South Africa’s long-term
interest. 

The contours of the debate on South
Africa’s national interest have begun to
emerge. Here are five examples. An early
description of South Africa’s national interest
was provided by the authors of the White
Paper on South African Participation in
International Peace Missions, approved by
Cabinet in October 1998: 

South Africa’s emerging national inter-
ests are underpinned by the values
enshrined in the Constitution, which
encompass the security of the state and
its citizens, the promotion of the social
and economic well-being of its citizenry,
the encouragement of global peace and
stability and participating in the process
of ensuring regional peace, stability and
development. These national interests
are concretely reflected in key national
policy documents—examples of which
include the Constitution, a range of
White Papers on the Reconstruction and
Development Programme (RDP),
Growth, Employment and
Redistribution Strategy (GEAR), the
Transformation of the Public Service,
Intelligence and Defence. South Africa’s
foreign policy … is an important com-
ponent of this definition of national
interest. In short, it is in the South
African national interest to assist peoples
who suffer from famine, political repres-
sion, natural disasters and the scourge of
violent conflict. South Africa may thus
provide civilian assistance and armed
forces in common international efforts
when properly authorised by interna-
tional authorities to help in such
efforts.43

The Department of Foreign Affairs recently
offered an interesting, if not unsurprising,
construction of South Africa’s national inter-
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idea’, looked different from those being pre-
scribed by the world’s powerful? Consider this
idea from the Institute for Food and
Development Policy, sounded over 20 years
ago, but relevant today given the overwhelm-
ing belief, as George Bush puts it, in only ‘one
model for success’— freedom, democracy and
free enterprise:

… the possibility that emerging nations
may demonstrate that the US may not
be the last word in democracy, freedom
and opportunity … might sound far-
fetched. But think of the implications.
What if a third-world society demon-
strated that the choice is not just
between US-style capitalism and Soviet-
style statism? What if an emerging third-
world order were to offer greater
opportunities for citizens to be involved
in shaping economic policy than either
superpower model …? Or expanded
human rights protection to include the
right of every rural person to farmland
sufficient to live in dignity? Or began
building a political system in which
wealth is strictly precluded as a factor in
gaining office? To US policymakers,
only the market and private control over
productive property are consistent with
freedom and democracy. To do things
differently is to undermine both. What
if an emerging society were to question
such a dogmatic approach, putting peo-
ple’s need for land, jobs, and food first?
And what if such policies were pursued
with broad popular support, not repres-
sive measures, so that people felt their
freedom expanded? Such a development
almost certainly would give hope to
oppressed peoples throughout the
world. Moreover, US citizens might be
encouraged to challenge the control of
concentrated wealth here at home and
the assumption that those monolithic
corporations … are best left beyond
democratic control. 48

Two decades later, reflecting on South Africa’s
experiences of freedom, academics Achille
Mbembe and Deborah Posel suggest ways in
which its democratic project presents a possi-

ble alternative to globally hegemonic styles of
power. In their view, these include:

(A) remarkable national consensus on
liberal democratic constitutionalism, the
idea of a society committed to processes
of reconciliation across racial divides,
the notion of transitional justice as the
basis of national reconciliation and as an
alternative to the politics of vengeance
and retribution, South Africa’s re-inser-
tion into the politics, economics and
cultures of the African continent, and
the possibilities of the country’s experi-
ence of negotiated liberation in inspiring
global efforts to re-invigorate cosmopol-
itan ideals.49

At the same time Mbembe and Posel warn
that alongside these “markers of hope” are a
number of challenges, if not crises: 

HIV/Aids and gender violence, deepen-
ing orders of poverty and inequality, the
persistence of social violence, and the
tensions inherent in the notion of dem-
ocratic citizenship (where refugees and
migrants are considered ‘outsiders’, not
worthy of entitlements).50

The people of a country have a responsibility
to assist and guide the state in determining the
country’s national interest. This requires con-
tinuous vigorous debate and broad participa-
tion through membership of political parties
and participation in organised civil society.
This is necessary to ensure that the country’s
policymakers manage the affairs of state effec-
tively and in the interest of the broad popula-
tion rather than for the sake of political
expediency. When left unchecked, power-hun-
gry politicians and centralised decision-mak-
ing structures open the door to excessive
control over and manipulation of the nation-
al agenda. Nor should society meekly accept
the preferences of the world’s powerful, often
unilaterally imposed on the global South.
Despite left-leaning academics’ tendency to
ridicule President Mbeki’s approach to inter-
national relations, attempts at transforming
the institutions of global governance (democ-
ratising the UN, WTO and so on) seem worth
pursuing and ought to form part of a progres-
sive country’s national interest. As the Ten
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