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South Africa's foreign relations have come a long way in 10 years. As one 
diplomat has phrased it, the "old" South Africa's 1985 foreign policy was 
"benign toward those who smiled upon the apartheid regime" and reactively 
focused to counter the effects of sanctions and international isolation. In the 
southern African region, Pretoria pursued a militaristic strategy of 
destabilization in an attempt, particularly in the cases of Angola and 
Namibia, to link its regional security concerns to a wider anti-Communist 
cold war stance. 

Apartheid turned South Africa into a pariah state. In the early 1980s 
the Reagan administration's "constructive engagement" policy encouraged 
policymakers to hope for a rebound in ties with the United States from the 
frostiness of the Carter era, but in 1986 relations soured with the passage 
of the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act. As of 1989, Pretoria had 
diplomatic relations with only 31 countries and was faced with trade, 
investment, and technology sanctions as well as a general embargo against 
sporting, educational, and cultural links. 

South Africa's international position began to improve even before 
President F.W. de Klerk's February 2, 1990 announcement that Nelson 
Mandela would be released from prison. The end of the cold war as well as 
the December 1988 Namibian settlement and the associated Cuban 
withdrawal from Angola dramatically altered both the global and regional 
landscape. (See "Keeping Namibian Independence on Track: The Cuban 
Factor" by Gillian Gunn, CSIS Africa Notes no. 103, October 1989.) South 
Africa's involvement (along with that of the Soviet Union, the United States, 
Angola, and Cuba) in the brokered Namibian peace settlement stamped a 
new element of legitimacy on Pretoria's foreign policy efforts. Of course, the 
so-called "alternative" foreign-related activities of another category of South 
Africans-the antiapartheid liberation movements-had long received 
international acceptance and approval. Indeed, by the late 1980s the 
African National Congress (ANC), with 28 formal foreign missions plus the 
extensive informal antiapartheid network, had a far greater number of 
international ties than Pretoria. In retrospect, the ANC's campaign for 
international isolation of the government then in power was arguably the 
most successful prong of its antiapartheid strategy. 
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South Africa's New Identity 
Today, South Africa is welcomed as possibly the most 
successful-if not the most remarkable-example of 
post-cold war domestic transformation. This dramatic 
turnaround is evident also in the foreign relations of the 
"rainbow nation." At one level, the substance of South 
Africa's foreign policy is easily discernible in the 
expansion of bilateral and multilateral ties since 1990 and 
in the country's much higher international profile. The 
Government of National Unity, headed by President 
Mandela and Deputy Presidents Thabo Mbeki and de 
Klerk, describes this aspect of its foreign policy as one of 
"universality"-the opening of doors to enable 
international discourse. The fourfold expansion in the 
number of South African diplomatic representations 
abroad to 124 by 1994 and the country's accession or 
readmission since May 1994 to 16 multilateral 
organizations (including the United Nations General 
Assembly, the Commonwealth, the Southern African 
Development Community, and the Organization of 
African Unity, at whose 1994 annual summit in Tunis the 
membership of South Africa became official and 
President Mandela was an active participant) has greatly 
elevated its international status. Moreover, sporting and 
cultural links have multiplied. 

These are positive developments. They do not, 
however, give real content or direction to South Africa's 
foreign policy. Indeed, the emphasis on "universality" 
and the cataloguing of new ties is interpreted by many 
analysts as an excuse for a lack of substance and an 
unwillingness to make difficult choices. 

This limited content is partly a result of Pretoria's 
unique struggle to define its new position in the world. In 
the United States, for example, administrations and the 
nuances of foreign policy may change, but there always 
remains a certain continuity with regard to the priority 
assigned to the promotion of free markets and liberal 
democracy. France's external relations are characterized 
by an emphatic assertion of independence (as exemplified 
by the decision to maintain a nuclear deterrent and the 
1966 withdrawal of all French troops from NATO's 
integrated military structure) as well as the pursuit of a 
committed African policy that distinguishes it from other 
former colonial powers. India also has a foreign policy 
with clearly identifiable hallmarks, notably independence 
from the superpowers and the maintenance of a regional 
power position. 

South Africa, on the other hand , has not yet resolved 
a number of the fundamental issues crucial to its selection 
of guiding principles for foreign policy. It is caught 
between being part of Africa and also being part of the 
West in Africa-simultaneously a First World and a Third 
World country with interests in the developed North and 
developing South. Now that South Africa finally has an 
opportunity to play an expanded role on the continent 
and especially in the southern African region, it faces a 
quandary over whether regional development will detract 
from domestic imperatives. The Mandela government is 
trapped between a desire to further regional development 

(especially in light of the fact that southern Africa's 
problems have domestic consequences) and concerns 
about its role as a dominant, hegemonic regional power. 

The domestic political transition has given South Africa 
newfound authority in the areas of human rights, 
negotiation, and peaceful conflict resolution. But this has 
raised a further uncertainty over the choice of guiding 
criteria for external relations: human rights and liberal 
democracy, universality, or old allies and friends? Here 
there have been many contradictions-from the 
principled stand on Cuba (an old friend of the liberation 
movements), to a presumed focus on national economic 
interests in the case of the maintenance of relations with 
Taiwan in preference to the People's Republic of China, 
to some ambiguity on human rights in relations with, 
inter alia, Indonesia, Morocco, Myanmar (Burma), Sudan, 
and Nigeria. Thus, despite President Mandela's widely 
quoted December 1995 summary statement ("South 
Africa's foreign policy is based on the government's 
assessment of our country's interests and our principled 
stance on issues of human rights, democracy, 
development, and equitable relations among all states"), 
Pretoria's planners often find themselves torn between 
ethical principles and immediate national self-interest. 

Short-Term Challenges 
In the long run-over the next 10 to 20 years-the 
strength of South Africa's foreign relations will be 
determined by the success (or failure) of the domestic 
transition process. In the interim, however, a number of 
important foreign policy issues must be faced: 

Who's in Charge? As a critical first step, it is 
necessary for the government and Parliament to clarify 
who "makes" foreign policy, which now sometimes 
appears to be a muddled set of impulses formulated in a 
process where the president and his two deputies, the 
Department of Foreign Affairs, the Department of Trade 
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and Industry, other ministries, Parliament (especially the 
Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on Foreign Affairs), 
and elements of civil society (including nongovernmental 
organizations) all weigh in, with confused and at times 
conflicting results. Although there is a need for the 
Government of National Unity to be seen to be 
formulating policy democratically in consultation with all 
interested parties, the process as it now operates does 
not lend itself to efficiency or decisive assertiveness. 

President Mandela's recent calls for punitive action 
against Nigeria's General Sani Abacha illustrate this 
syndrome. (See "Nigeria: Rivers of Oil, Trails of Blood, 
Prospects for Unity and Democracy" by Richard L. Sklar 
and C.S. Whitaker, CSIS Africa Notes no. 179, 
December 1995.) The president's response was 
portrayed as something of a watershed for South Africa's 
foreign relations-the moment when the Republic finally 
shed its previous cautious approach and took a leading 
role in African affairs. But Mandela's sudden shift on 
Nigeria at the November 1995 Commonwealth heads of 
government meeting in New Zealand, although 
admittedly the direct result of the execution of Ken Saro
Wiwa and his eight associates, also spotlights how badly 
the Government of National Unity had misread the 
Nigerian situation earlier. Given South Africa's own 
history, it is ironic that the government had previously 
appeared more willing to believe Nigeria's military regime 
than its opposition forces as to the sincerity of the so
called internal reform process. The Nigerian turnaround 
also raised questions about what messages Pretoria's 
foreign representatives were sending back, not to 
mention the professional expertise of the messengers. 
Did government officials in Pretoria misread the 
information from Nigeria-hence Mandela's apparent 
about-face-or was there indeed information to read? 
And the fact that the president was the one who acted to 
grasp the Nigerian nettle raises questions about the role 
and responsibility of Minister of Foreign Affairs Alfred 
Nzo and his ministry in all of this. Were they sidetracked 
or sidelined? 

The Economic Dimension. The most urgent 
challenge facing the Government of National Unity is 
improving South Africa's economic growth rate-a 
challenge unavoidably tied to the degree of success 
achieved in education, productivity, and the 
government's social upliftment campaign (the R40 billion 
[$11.2 billion) Reconstruction and Development 
Program) and also connected to South Africa's economic 
philosophy and factors such as access to international 
markets as well as the life span of key natural resources 
(e.g., water and certain minerals). Most South Africans 
would agree that the economy has to be restructured, 
liberalized, and deregulated. Foreign policy actions 
required in this context include the dismantling of 
exchange controls to reintegrate the country with the 
global economy and the removal of South Africa's 
protectionist barriers in harmony with the World Trade 
Organization. Other priorities include negotiating 
favorable access to regional trade blocs such as the 

CSIS AFRICA NOTES I 3 

South Africa's Top 10 Trade Partners 
in 1994 

(billions of rand) 

Country Total Imports Exports 
Trade from to 

USA 16.9 12.5 4.3 

Germany 16.6 12.9 3.7 

UK 14.9 8.9 5.9 

Japan 12.0 7.8 4 .1 

Switzerland 8.0 1.9 6.0 

China/ 
Hong Kong 4 .8 2.7 2.0 

Italy 4.7 2.9 1.7 

Taiwan 4.4 2.6 1.8 

Belgium 4.3 1.7 2.6 

Netherlands 4.0 1.8 2.1 

SOURCE: Commissioner for Customs and Excise. 
NOTE: In 1994 a rand was equivalent to about $0.28. 

South Africa's African Trade Partners 
in 1994 

(millions of rand) 

Country Exports to Imports from 

Botswana 4,171.5 

Namibia 4,057.7 

Swaziland 2,816.4 

Lesotho 2,742.2 

Zimbabwe 2,459.4 

· Mozambique 406.8 

Zambia 1,158.7 

TOTAL 
AFRICA: 22,419.8 

SOURCES: Ministry of Trade and Industry; 
Nedcor Economic Unit. 

566.8 

1,414.8 

1,147.9 

214.1 

1,021.6 

91.9 

193.9 

5,697.1 

NOTE: In 1994 a rand was equivalent to about $0.28. 
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European Union, the North American Free Trade 
Agreement, and the embryonic Indian Ocean Rim 
Community; encouraging foreign trade; and attracting 
aid, investment, and loans. 

With 55 percent of its GDP already derived from 
foreign trade flows, South Africa must give priority to 
strengthening old trading links and forging new ones, a 
task it has thus far managed successfully. According to 
the Commissioner for Customs and Excise's Abstract of 
Trade Statistics, the fastest growth in trade during the 
first five months of 1995 was with Iran, where total trade 
rose from R10.2 million ($2. 9 million) to R2 billion 
($560 million) due to oil imports; with Malaysia (up by 
nearly 160 percent to R793 million [$222 million)); with 
India (up by 114 percent to R526 million [$147 million)); 
and Brazil (up by 90 percent to R815 million [$228 
million)). Over the same period in 1994, trade with 
Germany rose by 42.7 percent to R8.5 billion ($2 .4 
billion); with Japan by nearly 35 percent to R6.3 billion 
($1.8 billion); with the United Kingdom by 33.7 percent 
to R7 .4 billion ($2.1 billion); and with the United States 
by 30.2 percent to R6.2 billion ($1. 7 billion). 

Since South Africa's international reemergence, 
foreign investors have snapped up local shares. In 1995, 
net foreign purchases on the Johannesburg Stock 
Exchange amounted to R4.8 billion ($1.3 billion), up 
from R185 million ($52 million) in 1994. This is only a 
fraction, however, of the estimated R50 billion ($14 
billion) disinvested from South Africa between June 1985 
and June 1994. Although the flood of foreign portfolio 
investment helps to finance the current account deficit 
(which was R2.1 billion [$588 million) in 1994 and is 
forecast to swell to R9.5 billion [$2 .7 billion) in 1995 and 
more than R12 billion [$3.4 billion) in 1996), it offers 
only limited value in the longer term. Without a constant 
inflow of longer"term foreign direct investment (FDI) 
capital, exchange controls will probably not be 
completely abolished. In something of a Catch-22 
situation, the continued existence of exchange controls 
would in turn tend to reduce the flow of FDI. 

Another critical aspect of South Africa's links with the 
global economy is the impact of tariff reductions both on 
domestic producers striving to become more competitive 
internationally arid on the internal labor market as jobs 
are lost to outside competitors. South Africa's rapid 
accession to the World Trade Organization and the 
prospective European Union free trade agreement may 
make long-term economic sense to Minister of Trade and 
Industry Trevor Manuel, a powerful individual force in 
foreign policy today, but it may not make short-term 
domestic political sense. 

Southern Africa. In August 1994, South Africa 
joined the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) regional cooperation group, whose other 
member-states are Angola, Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, 
Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Swaziland, Tanzania, 
Zambia, and Zimbabwe. (Ironically, the Southern African 
Development Coordination Conference-SADC's 
predecessor organization-was formed in 1980 to 
promote alternatives to economic dependence on 

apartheid-era South Africa.) SADC's goals include 
economic integration, free trade, free movement of 
goods and services, and ultimately the formation of a 
regional common market (see "Zimbabwe Revisited" by 
L. Gray Cowan, CSIS Africa Notes no. 154, November 
1993 and "Southern Africa in the Year 2000: An 
Optimistic Scenario" by Millard W. Arnold, CSIS Africa 
Notes no. 122, March 1991). 

South Africa is clearly an economic giant in sub
Saharan Africa, producing nearly 40 percent of that 
region's gross national product despite having only 7 
percent of its population. This comparison is even more 
acute in southern Africa (including Zaire), where with 30 
percent of the population South Africa produces over 70 
percent of the GNP. The economy is over three times 
larger in terms of GNP than those of the other 11 
member countries of SADC combined. 

Despite its relative economic weight, however, Pretoria 
is feeling out its place in southern Africa with some 
hesitancy, seeking to deal with regional insecurities and 
developmental issues in a manner that benefits South 
Africa and does not drain its limited resources. 

A prosperous southern Africa would undoubtedly be to 
South Africa's advantage as it seeks to expand its trading 
links, partners, and profits. The end of apartheid has 
assisted a dramatic increase in South African trade flows 
with Africa (not counting South Africa's partners
Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, and Swaziland-in the 
Southern African Customs Union) , which rose between 
1987 and 1994 from R1.62 billion ($794 million) to 
R8.63 billion ($2.4 billion). Total exports to Africa 
(including the Customs Union members) amounted to 
R22.4 billion ($6 .3 billion) in 1994, making Africa the 
second largest export market after Europe. 

Illegal Immigration. Pretoria faces a major challenge 
in dealing with illegal immigration, which is often connected 
with such criminal activities as drug, vehicle, and weapon 
smuggling. It is estimated that today there are anywhere 
between 2 to 9 million illegal immigrants in South Africa, 
the majority of them reputedly from Mozambique. Not 
unexpectedly, the influx of so many people relative to South 
Africa's population of 41 million has generated a 
xenophobic political reaction in some quarters. According 
to South African Police Service (SAPS) estimates, in 1994 
the government spent R2 billion ($560 million) in housing, 
health, education, and policing costs on 5 million illegal 
immigrants. 

Unfinished Business From Another Era. Finally, 
South Africa has to deal with some miscellaneous 
diplomatic issues bequeathed by both the previous 
government and the ANC' s earlier incarnation as a 
radical, extraparliamentary force. One of these is the 
problem of arms production and exports by Armscor/ 
Denel. The government has attempted to impose strict 
moral criteria on arms exports through the creation of 
the National Conventional Arms Control Committee 
under the chairmanship of Minister of Water Affairs and 
Forestry Kader Asmal. Armscor' s past role in 
procurement and exports, now under investigation in the 
United States, has also come under domestic scrutiny and 



has been the focus of the Cameron Commission of 
Enquiry. 

The ANC's past friendship with Cuba and the financial 
assistance it has allegedly received from Morocco, 
Taiwan, and Indonesia have also helped to shape and 
complicate foreign policy. Some of the resulting policy 
choices have led, inter alia, to tensions with the United 
States over relations with Cuba; a decision not to 
establish diplomatic relations with mainland China; and 
an absence of other than muted criticism of Indonesia's 
occupation of East Timor. 

Prospects for Relations With Washington 
Although marred by recent tiffs about Pretoria's embassy 
in Havana, oil from (as opposed to arms for) Iran, South 
African farmers' unhappiness over cheap U.S. frozen 
chicken imports, dicey trademark allegations, and 
Armscor, sound relations with the United States are 
important to South Africa for at least two reasons: 
(1) The United States has a special meaning to South 
Africa and the rest of the world as a symbol of freedom, 
civil and human rights, and democracy. At the same 
time, South Africa is viewed by many Americans as a 
model success of U.S. foreign policy, although what 
Washington perceives as its positive intervention in the 
1980s is viewed otherwise by the majority of South 
Africans, who believe the United States did either too 
little or too much during the early transition period. 
(2) The United States can do a great deal to assist the 
transformation process. Trade relations (the United 
States was South Africa's most important trading partner 
in 1994), the flow of aid and loans, technology transfers, 
and investment are all crucial. The United States can 
also assist in changing the perceptions of South Africans 
about their own economy, especially with regard to tariffs 
and competitive practices. 

Despite the existence of tensions, there are many 
positive developments in a relationship that has been 
normalized. As South Africa's role in the May 1995 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty Review and Extension 
Conference in New York as well as the binational 
commission launched in early 1995 by U.S . Vice 
President AI Gore and South African Deputy President 
Mbeki have illustrated, there will continue for the most 
part to be a convergence of national interests, particularly 
with regard to Africa. This will be driven, cynically 
perhaps, on the one hand by a growing U.S. 
concentration on domestic issues and on the other by 
South Africa finally coming to grips with its African 
status. 

In Sum 
If a consistent and reliable South African foreign policy is 
to be crafted, Pretoria will have to focus on what are 
likely to emerge as the key driving forces behind foreign 
policy decisions. 
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First and foremost, South Africa-like postwar 
Japan-must present itself as a stable and reliable partner 
in diplomacy and business. Toward this end, foreign 
policy should in most circumstances be nonconfrontational 
and nonideological, while demonstrating will and muscle 
where necessary. In addition, regional stability and 
growth must be pursued and a successful approach 
toward encouraging exports adopted. If the new South 
Africa's national values are to be enhanced, foreign policy 
will have to be informed by human-rights considerations. 
Finally, there is a need for effective management (while 
retaining enough openness to permit input in the 
decision-making process by interested South Africans 
outside the foreign policy establishment). 

The task of formulating foreign policy is complicated 
by an external environment that is in many ways at odds 
with the new government's initial precepts. The juggling 
of economic, political, and traditional security demands 
will , it seems, be a tortuous balancing act between 
principles and self-interest in which short-term concerns 
do not necessarily equate with longer-term interests. 
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