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ABSTRACT
How does South Africa view international alliances? 
International relations (IR) scholars have been debating the 
end of alliances and the relevance of the alliance paradigm 
itself. South Africa presents an excellent test case for advancing 
these debates for three reasons. First, it has been committed to 
nonalignment yet engages in close and complex inter-state 
collaborations. Second, debates about the alliance paradigm 
have largely taken place in, and focused on, the Global North. 
And third, there is a gap in South African scholarship on this 
subject. This article examines the South African understanding 
of alliances through a systematic study of its academic and 
policy landscape including an analysis of 285 articles from 
South Africa’s five most highly ranked IR journals and key policy 
documents produced during the post-apartheid period. The 
article outlines how alliances are conceptualized and operatio-
nalized. It finds that the alliance concept in South Africa departs 
from the traditional understanding in the Global North: alliances 
are often driven by mutually shared political and developmental 
objectives rather than an external security threat. These objec-
tives, combined with a perception of new economic opportu-
nities, have led to an increase in the importance of South Africa’s 
strategic partnerships with rising powers, and reinforced its 
multi-alignment diplomacy.

Introduction

Before the African National Congress (ANC) took power in South Africa, it 
published a foreign policy document that averred, “A democratic South Africa 
will be non-aligned and will not affiliate to any international military blocs.”1 

This commitment was based on long-held ANC principles, and made possible 
by the geopolitics of southern Africa. Since South Africa was “not confronted 
by an immediate conventional military threat, and does not anticipate external 
military aggression in the short to medium term”2 as the country’s 1996 
Defense White Paper stated, there was little need for military alliances.
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Despite the fact that post-apartheid South Africa has not been a party to any 
formal military alliances,3 studying its international alignment behavior con-
tributes to the scholarship on alliances in two important ways. First, much of 
the traditional alliance literature emanates from the Global North, and is 
informed by the views and experiences of North American and European 
states that have been prone to forming traditional military alliances.4 Given 
South Africa’s eschewal of military alliances, on the one hand, and its tradition 
of creating and participating in innovative international alignments and giving 
voice to the concerns of the Global South on the other, examining the case of 
South Africa’s alliances is crucial for contributing to debates about the ongoing 
transformation of the alliance paradigm. Second, South Africa belongs to 
a group of states often labeled rising or emerging powers. States that “carry 
the potential to act as rule-makers and to set new norms and patterns of what 
is considered ‘acceptable behaviour.’”5 Examining South Africa’s alignment 
behavior affords insight into how rising powers use alliances to advance their 
own interests, as well as create platforms for collective statecraft to change the 
system of global governance.

There is a rich body of literature on South Africa’s relations with specific 
states, groups, or institutions, and growing scholarship on the country’s 
important role as a rising power. However, existing studies do not explicitly 
address South Africa’s conceptualization of alliances or provide broader and 
theoretically grounded accounts of South Africa’s closest strategic relation-
ships. To address this gap, this study asks: How does South Africa view 
alliances? And relatedly, what considerations have driven South Africa’s align-
ment choices in the post-apartheid period?

This study systematically examines how alliances have been framed in 
South African academia and key policy sources (e.g., speeches and strategic 
documents) between 1994 and 2018. It begins with a discussion of innovations 
in the scholarship on alliance politics that seek to explain why states from the 
Global South form new types of alignments (section 1), the paper then 
examines South Africa’s academic (section 2) and policy (section 3) landscapes 
to explore how alliances have been conceptualized. Next, we investigate the 
growing importance of South Africa’s relationship with rising power groups, 
particularly IBSA and BRICS, from a security perspective to assess whether 
these groups have the potential to become traditional security alliances (sec-
tion 4). We conclude by conceptualizing the contemporary alliance paradigm 
from the South African lens, and by suggesting new avenues to study the 
alignments formed by rising powers (section 5).
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“Alliances” from traditional global North vs. global South perspectives: 
forms and drivers

Much of the early scholarship on alliances was derived from and used to 
explain the behavior of developed states in the Global North. Glenn Snyder’s 
definition of alliances as “formal associations of states for the use (or nonuse) 
of military force, in specified circumstances, against states outside their own 
membership”6 captures the traditional view of alliances. This understanding of 
alliances was prominent during the bloc-centered thinking of the Cold War 
and continued to characterize post-Cold War debates about the behavior of 
alliances such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). Some scholars have chal-
lenged this traditional notion of alliances, particularly over the last two 
decades. For example, Menon argues that formal US alliances do not ade-
quately address contemporary security challenges, and instead advocates rely-
ing on coalitions whose membership depends on the issue at hand.7 Wilkins 
finds the alliance paradigm too narrow and disconnected from diplomatic 
practice: he suggests supplanting it with a broader alignment paradigm that 
distinguishes among alliances, coalitions, security communities and strategic 
partnerships (SPs).8 This is in part because, “the alliance paradigm (and the 
traditional alliance theories) have marginal utility or application for regions 
such as Africa and South America.”9 Chidley reinforces this point, arguing that 
the traditional alliance concept does not reflect the way states from the Global 
South have “formed, maintained and dissolved” their most critical interna-
tional relationships because they have a different worldview from that of the 
Global North.10

The Global South’s worldview has been informed by a very different history 
from that of the Global North. Many countries in the Global South that 
emerged from colonial domination (and often protracted struggles for libera-
tion) have a strong commitment to strategic autonomy in their foreign affairs. 
The original vision of the Nonaligned Movement (NAM), as its name indi-
cates, was based on expanding the nonaligned area of the world, keeping 
developed countries’ bloc behavior and military ambitions in check, and 
focusing on cooperation beyond the security issue-area.11 While the East 
and West were locked in confrontation during the Cold War, research inves-
tigating the alignment patterns of states in the Global South found that leaders 
from this region often perceived the most pressing threats as emanating from 
within the state rather than beyond it. Hence objectives such as securing 
sufficient resources to pursue development priorities and preserving regime 
security significantly influenced alignment decisions.12 There is also a growing 
recognition that the traditional alliance literature’s focus on military alliances 
can overlook alignment choices motivated by economic and diplomatic fac-
tors, which play important roles in allowing weaker states to position 
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themselves vis-à-vis a major power.13 This literature calls into question the 
assumption that external security threats are always the primary drivers of 
alliance formation, and illustrates a range of alternative reasons why states 
create alliances.

“Rising powers” have emerged as a separate category in international rela-
tions (IR) literature: on the one hand, they constitute an important subset of 
states primarily from the global South, but on the other, they seek to join 
developed country clubs and create their own alignments that are separate 
from developing countries’ groupings.14 Russia, though not from the Global 
South, is often categorized as a “rising power,” largely due to its key role in 
mobilizing the BRICS, which has become a successful rising power group.15 

The extent to which external threats drive the alliance behavior of rising 
powers is debated. China’s relationship with Russia is “alliance-like” and 
involves substantial security cooperation,16 and India has pursued a wide 
engagement with world powers that reinforces its strategic autonomy and 
helps manage the threat from Pakistan and tensions with China.17 However, 
rising powers are also at the forefront of constructing new modes of alignment 
that comprise “more nuanced, multidimensional and multifaceted partnership 
arrangements” in which security is not a primary motivator or central char-
acteristic of an inter-state relationship.”18 These innovations are occurring as 
diplomatic practice itself undergoes important changes such as the growth of 
minilateral (e.g. clubs and groups) and plurilateral (bounded multilateral 
meetings within larger multilateral forums) formations.19 Changes such as 
these reinforce the need for analyzing smaller inter-state arrangements.

Despite South Africa’s prominent position in the Global South and status as 
a rising power on the global stage, there is a lack of theoretically-informed 
research that offers general explanations for the strategic relationships South 
Africa has formed in the post-apartheid period. Much of the theorizing on 
South African security emphasizes the country’s efforts to engage as a regional 
power in conflict prevention and peacekeeping.20 South African efforts to 
resolve conflicts in Africa have often been channeled through the African 
Union (AU), and in particular the African Peace and Security Architecture.21 

Given disagreement around whether the AU should be classified as an alliance 
(it describes itself as an “organization” or a “body” but never an alliance), and 
the extensive coverage of the AU’s peace and security efforts elsewhere, we do 
not focus on it in this paper.22 Instead, we seek an understanding of South 
Africa’s alliance policy: the type of international relationships that have 
emerged after apartheid and the strategic considerations that generate them. 
The need for such research is well-established. While investigating South 
Africa’s relations with Russia, Geldenhuys notes the “modest” amount of 
research on “the theory and practice of strategic partnerships between coun-
tries” globally, and points out that this is “even truer of the study of SPs in 
South Africa’s foreign relations.”23 Similarly, Kotsopoulos’ work on the types 
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of bilateral relations South Africa forms with other states, makes the point that 
South African scholarship typically focuses “on the dynamics of a specific 
strategic partnership . . . rather than any broader meaning of strategic partner-
ship as a foreign policy tool.”24

Inductively exploring the alliance concept in South Africa

To investigate how South Africa conceptualizes alliances we conduct an 
inductive inquiry using South African sources. This bottom-up approach 
draws on the country’s unique national history and identity to contribute to 
the scholarship on South African alignments and the study of alliance politics 
more broadly in three ways.25 First, by drawing on South African sources this 
research informs and diversifies the primarily Northern-focused alliance 
debates. Second, in the absence of any official alliance policy, it uses extensive 
and systematic data gathering to examine the nature and the drivers of South 
Africa’s closest relations thereby contributing to South African IR debates. 
Finally, given South Africa’s specific position as a rising power and the 
entrepreneurship it exhibits in its alignment statecraft, understanding South 
Africa’s conceptualization of alliances informs the rapidly evolving scholarship 
on rising powers.

The inductive approach is designed to capture how alliances have been 
conceptualized both by South African academics and policy makers. Drawing 
on both these sources is valuable because the combination of findings provides 
a more comprehensive picture of South Africa’s alliances than either source 
would provide alone.26 Ascertaining how South African scholars conceive of 
alliances is critical because through their scholarship, involvement with the 
media, and training of and advice to officials, they contribute to the public and 
policy discourses on the country’s alliances.27 The view of policy makers, 
gleaned either through speeches or government documents, adds another 
dimension to the study by providing insight into the official policies that 
guide how South Africa interacts with other states. The way policy makers 
articulate South Africa’s approach to foreign engagements, and the actions 
they take is a window into the practice of forming and maintaining South 
Africa’s alliances. Each approach adds value in itself, but they are also inter-
connected. The academic analysis provides context for the ideas that animate 
the discourse about South Africa’s allied relationships, while the policy docu-
ments identify these ideas and their drivers.

Academic landscape analysis

This section delineates the use of alliance and related concepts in South 
African academic literature to better understand and disaggregate South 
Africa’s view of alliances and identify key themes and trends. We assessed 
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articles published between 1994 (the beginning of democratic majority rule) 
and 2018 in the five most influential South African IR journals: Journal of 
Contemporary African Studies, South African Journal of International Affairs, 
Politikon, African Security Review, and Strategic Review for Southern Africa.28 

Each journal was searched using five keywords related to the alliance concept: 
alliance, alignment, strategic partnership, security community and coalition.29 

To investigate South Africa’s relationship with established versus rising 
powers, we also used additional search terms: South Africa + United States, 
+ China, +Russia, + India, and + Brazil. We included only articles that dealt 
with: South African foreign policy; the foreign policies of the other BRIC 
countries; US foreign policy issues dealing with the BRICS, Africa or South 
Africa; and any international group or institution that any BRICS member is 
part of. The application of these decision rules resulted in a database of 285 
articles. Articles were coded by issue-area (if they deal with security, politics, 
development, and trade or finance); by relationship studied; by article type 
(theoretical or empirical); and, whether they focused on rising powers. Eighty- 
two of the 285 articles (though they fit into one of the categories described 
above) only used an alliance term outside the context of inter-state relations or 
contained no alliance term. Such articles were filtered out when examining the 
relationship between issue-areas and alliance terms. The other computations 
draw on the pool of 285 articles.

Conceptualization of alliances across issue-areas: understanding the security 
dimension

This review of South African scholarship on alliances reveals that only 3% of 
the articles on this subject published in South Africa since 1994 were con-
ceptual or theoretical studies.30 Out of this 3%, the majority of studies deal 
with creating a security community in southern Africa or a network of these 
communities in Africa, and just over 1% of all articles surveyed theorizes 
alliances beyond the continent. Instead, most articles dealing with the coun-
try’s strategic relationships focus on the details of South Africa’s bilateral ties 
with significant states; its multilateral diplomacy at the United Nations; and, 
the specifics of its relationships with groups such as IBSA, BRICS and the 
G-20.31

Analyzed academic discourses do not clearly and consistently use a specific 
terminology to describe cooperative inter-state relations. Instead, our search 
terms: alliance, alignment, coalition, SP were used more or less synonymously 
and dealt with both security and non-security issues. Figure 132 displays how 
frequently each issue-area was discussed in articles that contain each of the 
alliance terms. Overall, political issues were discussed in 87% of articles 
surveyed, followed by trade/finance issues with 54%, security with 48% and 
development with 42%.
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The term alliance is the most frequently used term, but out of the 120 
articles that use the term, only 53% of them deal with security issues. This 
represents a departure from the traditional alliance concept which assumes 
some sort of security collaboration. That 61% of articles that mention alliances 
deal with economic issues stems at least in part from a colloquial use of 
terminology. However, it may also indicate that South African scholars see 
some economic relationships (even those that are not accompanied by security 
considerations) as vital to the well-being of their state and thus deserving of 
the alliance term.

Unlike other alliance concepts, the “security community” concept is more 
directly connected to security matters as security is embedded within it. The 
Southern African Development Community (SADC) has long been concep-
tualized using this term, and 88% of articles on SADC dealt, at least in part, 
with security issues.33 Globally however, security issues are not as dominant as 
economic or political factors in building relationships between South Africa 
and other states.

It is also notable that 64% of the articles using the SP concept address 
economic issues – a finding that is in line with the literature on this new form 
of association between states.34 Our analysis demonstrates that the SP concept, 
as Figure 2 indicates,35 entered the South African foreign policy lexicon in the 
mid-2000s (after a few incidental mentions in the 1990s). Since then, the SP 
concept has been widely used. The broader conceptualization of international 
relationships encapsulated by the multifaceted SP concept matches South 
African scholarship’s more holistic view of international relationships: 78% 
of the articles we surveyed dealt with more than one issue-area.

Figure 1. The use of alliance and alliance-related concepts by issue-area.
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Alliances from a rising power perspective

Though theoretical work on alliances in South Africa is sparse, a significant 
body of South African scholarship has debated both the conceptual definition 
of a middle or rising power, and which category South Africa best fits into. The 
number of such studies increased from one in the Mandela period, to four in 
Mbeki’s time, and twenty-four in the Zuma period. These studies addressed 
South Africa’s self-conceptualization as a rising power, and raised questions 
about the possibility of a rising power alliance as well as the interaction 
between the global objectives of a rising power such as South Africa and its 
regional aims.36

Articles in a 2009 special issue of Politikon, “Africa’s Relations with 
Emerging Powers: Charting a New Direction in International Engagements,” 
refer to “South-South alliance building” and “the creation of new economic 
and political alliances which seek to provide greater representation to states of 
the South.”37 Overall, the special issue concentrates on the shared political and 
development objectives of southern states, while offering only a limited dis-
cussion of security issues among these states. Economic rather than security 
considerations were also the focus of the 2015 special edition of the South 
African Journal of International Affairs entitled: “Alliances beyond BRICS: 
South Africa’s Role in Global Economic Governance” that examined South 
Africa’s relations with a range of middle powers.38

Another important trend, as Figure 3 illustrates, is that there has been 
a growing concentration of literature examining how South Africa’s BRICS 
partners interact with South Africa and Africa more generally. That many of 
the articles produced during the Zuma era addressed BRICS-Africa interaction 
is not surprising since scholars and officials in South Africa argue that the 
country’s BRICS membership “serves as a gateway for BRIC countries to 
Africa.”39 Among BRIC states, China is clearly the primary focus: of the 45 
total articles dealing with the relationship between BRIC states and South 
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Figure 2. Number of articles using the “strategic partnership” concept by year.

8 C. WILLIAMS AND M. PAPA



Africa or Africa, 76% focused on China. In contrast, research on relations 
between the United States and South Africa or Africa more broadly remains 
limited.

This analysis demonstrates that the framing of alliances in South Africa’s 
expert discourses does not allow for a clear categorization of alliances as tools 
for security cooperation. The terminology used to describe cooperation among 
states is fluid, and only in the context of security communities is security 
a pronounced cooperation theme. A 2009 workshop at the Institute for Global 
Dialogue, one of South Africa’s major think tanks, illustrates the fluidity of 
alliance terminology. Its report, “From BRIC to BRICS, South Africa’s 
Emerging Power Alliances: IBSA, BRIC, BASIC,” notes that “alliances” were 
used to describe these groups “in the loose sense of the term” since they are not 
formal alliance structures, but reflect “limited alignments of convergence in 
specific areas of global governance.”40 The report later describes South Africa’s 
membership in groups like IBSA and (soon to be) BRIC as “limited multi-
lateral strategic partnerships (emphasis in original),” but then comments that 
the term “coalitions” was “just as apt.”41 This conclusion mirrors the finding 
that SPs are increasingly a “go to” cooperation mechanism because these 
arrangements are flexible, and thus enable South Africa to develop a broad 
range of ties with other rising powers.

Alliances in South Africa’s policy landscape

To assess the perspective of South African policy makers we examine core 
government documents including strategic plans, annual reports, and policy 
papers from South Africa’s Department of International Relations and 
Cooperation (DIRCO), in addition to speeches by senior officials, ANC 

Figure 3. Articles on BRIC countries and US relations with Africa and South Africa by 
administration.
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party documents, and the secondary literature on South African foreign 
policy.

Alliance terminology is rare in governmental documents. For example, 
South African alliances were only mentioned six times in DIRCO’s annual 
reports between 2002 and 2018. These references used the term in a general 
sense to discuss issues such as collaborating with other states to reform UN 
peacekeeping and build commercial ties, rather than inter-state security 
cooperation.42 Similarly, DIRCO’s twelve Strategic Plans produced between 
2003 and 2015, rarely mention alliances. When they do, alliances refer to states 
from the Global South coming together to pursue shared political and socio-
economic objectives such as the call to use “existing negotiating groupings and 
alliances to pursue objectives of developing states.”43 The 2011 foreign policy 
White Paper, the clearest and fullest articulation of the Zuma Administration’s 
foreign policy, mentions alliances only twice – once to discuss “like-minded 
alliances” formed by middle and regional powers, and in the second instance 
to comment on the “realignment of economic alliances.”44 The South African 
presidency’s government review that has been produced every five years since 
2004 includes only minimal mention of the country’s alliance policy: in 2004, 
it states, “South Africa has used its position within sub-global ‘blocs’ and 
‘alliances’ – such as the NAM and the Commonwealth – as a vehicle through 
which to push for the reform of bodies such as the UN, International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank and WTO.”45

To probe deeper into the South African understanding of alliances, and 
assess what considerations have guided the country’s alignment, the following 
sections investigate how the Mandela, Mbeki and Zuma administrations 
approached their country’s international relationships.

The Mandela administration (1994-1999): setting the basic conceptualization 
of alliances

In the early 1990s the challenge for the incoming ANC government was to 
craft a foreign policy for the new South Africa in an uncertain post-Cold War 
global environment.46 A focus on Africa, and in particular, engagement in 
regional and continental institutions, became a key pillar of the new South 
Africa’s foreign policy. President Nelson Mandela’s foreign minister, Alfred 
Nzo, believed South Africa could not exist as “an island of prosperity sur-
rounded by a sea of poverty,” and argued it had a direct interest in southern 
Africa becoming prosperous and peaceful.47 While officials in the Mandela 
Administration were initially hesitant to exert influence in southern Africa 
because of the apartheid state’s legacy of regional destabilization as well as 
their internal focus on reforming and restructuring South Africa’s military,48 

in the later years of Mandela’s presidency South Africa played an active role in 
African security, especially through SADC and the OAU.49
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South Africa’s view of alliances was shaped by a reconceptualization of the 
country’s national identity after 1994. Apartheid-era officials considered South 
Africa a Western outpost on the tip of Africa. In contrast, ANC policy 
documents viewed South Africa as integrally connected to the African con-
tinent, and emphasized that “South Africa stands firmly as a country of the 
South” and was committed to “play[ing] an active and leading role in the 
development and strengthening of multilateral fora which empower the 
nations of the South.”50 The ANC’s ambition was to form alliances to create 
a “just world order,” and it was expected that alliances “will sometimes be 
based on economic or trade considerations and other times on political 
considerations.”51 Though the ANC is only one of several important actors 
that shape South African foreign policy decision-making, since it has been in 
power the ANC has significantly influenced the country’s foreign policy 
“orientation.”52

Economic considerations kept South Africa connected to the Global North, 
especially the US and the EU, as one of the Mandela Administration’s primary 
goals was to rebuild South Africa’s moribund economy.53 Nzo noted:

Although we believe our future will be closely linked to the development of the South- 
South concept, there are certain realities that we dare not ignore. The United States of 
America and the other G7 countries constitute the undeniable economic power base of 
the world today. These countries are essential to the economic wellbeing of the devel-
oping world, including South and southern Africa.54

Based on its political affinity with the Global South, and the economic 
imperative of working closely with the Global North, the Mandela 
Administration charted a middle course. Nzo described how South Africa 
hoped to serve “as a bridge to bring the interests of the Industrialized World 
and the Non-Aligned World closer together . . . ”55

South Africa’s membership in both the NAM and the Commonwealth 
illustrates the Mandela Administration’s effort to play a bridging role between 
developed and developing states. South Africa’s reintegration into the 
Commonwealth signaled the country’s support for that organization’s under-
lying norms, such as the importance of liberal democracy and market-based 
economies.56 On the other hand, the NAM, which South Africa chaired from 
1998– 2003, as well as the G-77, served as platforms for South Africa to address 
the concerns it shared with other developing countries. At the close of the 1998 
NAM summit, Mandela highlighted two major concerns: “the construction of 
a just world economic order” for developing countries, and “the restructuring 
of the United Nations and the redirection of other multi-lateral organisations 
to ensure that they also address the aspirations of the peoples of the South.”57

A major concern of ANC officials in the 1990s was that the end of the 
traditional Cold War alliance system constrained rather than strengthened the 
strategic options and development trajectory of South Africa and other states 
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from the Global South. A 1997 ANC foreign policy discussion document 
expressed disquiet with the collapse of the Soviet Union because “There is 
no longer a bloc of socialist countries which could, to some extent, serve as an 
alternative pole around which developing countries like ours could construct 
their trade, aid and strategic relations.”58

The Mbeki administration (1999-2008): institutionalizing allied relationships 
and experimenting with partnerships

The Administration of Mandela’s successor, Thabo Mbeki, focused on insti-
tutionalizing many of the relationships forged during the Mandela era both 
regionally and globally, and elevated the “partnership” concept in the lexicon 
of the South African government.59 In Africa, Mbeki developed the idea of an 
African Renaissance. He encouraged South Africans to embrace their African 
identity, and worked to engender peace, prosperity and representative govern-
ment across the continent.60 To achieve the objectives of the African 
Renaissance, Mbeki sought to (re)build African multilateral institutions. He 
was a key player in reforming the OAU (reconstituted as the African Union in 
2002) and developing the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
(NEPAD) and the African Peer Review Mechanism to make governments on 
the continent more efficient, transparent and accountable. Mbeki’s adminis-
tration also took on increasing peacekeeping commitments in Africa and 
served as a mediator in a number of conflicts.

Mbeki was also heavily involved in strengthening South Africa’s relation-
ships with the Global South and forging a more equitable relationship between 
the Global South and Global North. His administration played a “pivotal” role 
in the creation of the New Asian-African Strategic Partnership (NAASP) that 
sought to “rekindle the ‘Bandung Spirit’ through enhancing the cooperation 
between the countries in Asia and Africa.”61 During Mbeki’s tenure, South 
Africa was also closely involved with the G8-Africa Action Plan, the G8 Plus 
Outreach Five, and became a member of the G20 as cooperation with 
Northern minilateral groups was perceived as crucial for giving the South 
more say on global governance issues.62 The Mbeki administration also 
negotiated important partnership agreements with the European Union, 
Brazil and China among others. In sum, Mbeki strongly advocated that 
Southern voices should be heard as part of a broader effort to make global 
decision-making more democratic and he endorsed reform of the Bretton 
Woods institutions to accommodate views from the developing world.63

Among the flurry of groups and partnerships South Africa became involved 
with during Mbeki’s tenure, the creation of IBSA (the India Brazil South Africa 
trilateral forum) in 2003 stands out as an attempt to both address South 
Africa’s dissatisfaction with developed countries’ unwillingness to integrate 
rising powers into global decision-making bodies, and its own drive to 
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experiment with new forms of South-South cooperation.64 IBSA was 
a transregional association with the weight of important rising powers that 
could pursue their joint vision of global governance without the need to 
depend on G8 invitations or engage with the large and unwieldy memberships 
of the NAM or G-77 to act. Seeking to “advance human development by 
promoting potential synergies among the members,”65 IBSA countries worked 
to develop inter-governmental cooperation and people-to-people initiatives, 
coordinate positions on trade, create a development fund, and, pursue reform 
of the UN Security Council while also deepening their own security coopera-
tion. The voting records of the IBSA states at the UN General Assembly 
(UNGA) illustrate their alignment on many international issues. In 2008, 
five years after IBSA’s founding, the group voted in concert 77% of the time, 
five times more frequently than South Africa and the United States voted 
together.66

During the second half of Mbeki’s time in office a change, precipitated in 
part by the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, took place in South Africa’s strategy 
toward the Global North. South Africa became more “revisionist.” It took 
a firmer stance against established powers, and the anti-imperialist currents in 
South African foreign policy became more pronounced.67 South Africa’s 
voting behavior at the United Nations Security Council in 2007–2008, espe-
cially its vote against condemning ethnic cleansing in Myanmar, is often cited 
as a prominent example of South Africa’s increasingly assertive revisionist 
posture.68

The Zuma administration (2009-2018): reconceptualization of close 
relationships

President Jacob Zuma deepened South Africa’s engagement with Africa and 
consolidated its relationships with other rising powers. DIRCO’s annual 
reports during the Zuma period indicate this strong Southern orientation. In 
the 2011–2012 annual report, the articulation of South-South diplomacy 
objectives takes three pages while the discussion of diplomatic goals to achieve 
with the North takes only a single page,69 and, in 2017–2018 discussion of 
South-South diplomacy gets more than six times the space as relations with the 
North.70 Furthermore, the key purpose of South Africa’s relations with the 
North is to leverage those relations to advance the national priorities and 
agendas of Africa and the Global South. The primary performance indicator 
DIRCO’s 2017/2018 Annual Report uses to measure South Africa’s involve-
ment in Global Governance issues, “Number of multilateral structures and 
processes engaged in to strengthen outcomes to meet the needs of South 
Africa, Africa and developing countries” speaks to this focus.71

The most emphatic demonstration of the Zuma administration’s focus on 
changing global governance was its active pursuit of membership in the BRIC 
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group, which was achieved in 2010.72 Membership in BRICS positioned South 
Africa amongst other rising global powers, and bolstered Pretoria’s ambition 
to be a leading state in Africa and a “gateway” to the continent. Foreign 
Minister Nkoana-Mashabane was explicit that the “rationale” for South 
Africa’s request to join BRIC was based on “the role of emerging economies 
in advancing the restructuring of the global political, economic and financial 
architecture into one that is more equitable, balanced and rests on the impor-
tant pillar of multilateralism.” Furthermore, it was part of South Africa’s 
“approach to intensifying . . . relations with emerging powers and other coun-
tries of the South” and thus complementary to its involvement with NAM, 
G77 and IBSA as well as the broader goal of “strengthening the muscle of the 
South in global affairs.”73

The 2011 foreign policy White Paper also emphasizes the importance of 
restructuring the international system. It announced, “South Africa will 
actively participate in the BRICS, whose members are reshaping the global 
economic and political order.”74 The White Paper’s analysis was that, “The 
shift in the balance of power in the international system combined with the 
rapidly closing capability gap between developed countries and emerging 
powers create opportunities for South Africa,” and, that such a shift would 
allow rising powers like South Africa to play a “leading role both on specific 
issues and within their regions.”75 In 2015, an ANC policy document went so 
far as to describe the Chinese-led growth of rising economies as “A new dawn 
of hope for further possibilities of a new world order.”76

A key factor pushing the Zuma Administration toward greater alignment 
with rising powers was the 2008 financial crisis and subsequent recession that 
started in and struck the Global North particularly hard. South Africa’s 2012 
National Development Plan (NDP), which serves as the government’s over-
arching strategic blueprint, describes how the “economic and financial crisis in 
the United States and Europe and the increasing economic prominence of 
emerging market and developing countries has contributed significantly to the 
changing balance of world economic power.”77 The NDP makes clear that 
South Africa’s increasing alignment with other rising powers was viewed as 
economically expedient as well as consistent with South Africa’s enduring 
objective of reforming global governance. It stated:

In decades to come, as emerging economies increase their share of world trade and 
investment, the relative decline in the economic weight of the United States, Europe and 
Japan will have concomitant effects on their political and military influence. This could 
lead to a reorganisation of the international diplomatic and governance architecture, 
reflecting new centres of influence.78

This projection led the NDP to recommend that South Africa should “[r] 
e-orient trade to emerging markets.”79 The document also listed “Deepen[ing] 
integration with Brazil, Russia, India and China as part of the BRICS group, 
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while still promoting regional and global cooperation” as one of the four 
objectives that should guide South African foreign policy.80 This is significant 
since BRICS is the only international group specifically mentioned in the list of 
foreign policy objectives articulated in the NDP.81

At the same time, the Zuma Administration focused on the BRICS as 
a group, it upgraded South Africa’s relations with individual BRIC members. 
Figure 4 illustrates the evolution of South Africa’s bilateral relationships with 
various key global actors. Joint Commissions, on the lower end of the spec-
trum of significance, are typically mid-level working relationships. 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnerships (CSP) indicate especially important 
relationships. South Africa has only six SPs or CSPs, four of which are with 
its BRICS partners.

Establishing partnerships with other BRIC states has significant implica-
tions. South Africa’s CSP with Russia specifies bi-annual meetings “for the 
purposes of promoting and guiding political and economic cooperation in 
order to enhance mutual understanding and support for each other on issues 
of mutual interest.” Moreover, the agreement with Russia has features of 
a non-aggression pact as it stipulates: “nonparticipation in any military- 
political or other alliances, associations or armed conflicts directed against 
the other Side, or in any treaties, agreements or understandings infringing 
upon the independence, sovereignty, territorial integrity or national security 
interests of the other Side.”82 While SPs or CSPs with other BRIC partners may 
not be formal alliances, their objective is to enhance policy coordination and 
create an international alignment. This alignment was tested when Moscow 
took the Crimea in 2014. During that episode, South Africa, together with 
India, Brazil and China, refrained from criticizing Russia.83

Relationship/
Partner 

Joint 
Commission 

Bi-National 
Commission 

Partnership Strategic 
Partnership 

Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership 

India 1995   1997 
2006 
(reaffirmed) 

China 1999 2000  2004 2010 
Brazil 2000   2010  
Indonesia 2004   2008  
Russia   1999 

2006 
(reaffirmed) 

 2013 

European 
Union 

1999 (Trade, 
Development and 
 Cooperation 
Agreement) 

  2007  

United States  1995 
2010 (Strategic 
Dialogue Agreement)

Figure 4. The evolution of South Africa’s strategic partnerships. Data gathered from the Treaty 
Section of the Office of the Chief State Law Advisor at DIRCO. http://www.dirco.gov.za/chief 
statelawadvicer/treatysection.html
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The growing importance of China, the other state South Africa has signed 
a CSP with, is demonstrated by the burgeoning economic relationship between 
Beijing and Pretoria. In 2006, 6.3% of South Africa’s total exports went to China, 
by 2016 that number had risen to 10%. The percentage of South Africa’s imports 
that come from China has increased at an even more rapid rate – from 10% in 
2006 to 18% in 2016. China is now South Africa’s largest trading partner.84

South Africa’s affiliations with Northern states have not led to the same 
harmonization of policies. The 2010 Strategic Dialogue Agreement between 
the United States and South Africa carries no provision for alignment of 
external policies.85 The South Africa-European Union Strategic Partnership 
Joint Action Plan does discuss the common interests and values the EU and 
South Africa share as well as the need for “policy coordination.”86 Though 
economic intercourse between the two remains healthy, there have been 
difficulties arranging high-level meetings between senior EU and South 
African officials indicating “political tensions” between the two partners.87 

In addition, policy coordination has been impeded by “divergences” on 
a number of foreign policy issues such as ongoing instability in Zimbabwe.88

Unlike the Mandela and Mbeki administrations, which viewed states of the 
Global North as necessary partners in South Africa’s efforts to engender eco-
nomic growth at home and create a more equitable global order, the Zuma 
administration had a different approach. It focused more attention on rising 
powers such as the BRICS – states that were viewed as politically like-minded 
and economically vital.89 To what extent this shift represents a tilt toward 
considering rising powers as defense partners is explored in the next section.

South Africa’s shift toward rising powers and security collaboration

Both academic and policy analyses suggest the increasing importance of South 
Africa’s relationship with other rising powers, but are these relationships 
alliances? And, if they are not currently, do they have the potential to evolve 
into alliances? The traditional view of alliances requires orientation toward 
a shared external threat or providing some element of support or protection 
from a security threat. Yet South African defense documents do not frame 
alliances in a way that corresponds with this view – in fact, the key defense 
documents from the 1990s are completely devoid of any discussion of South 
Africa forming inter-state alliances.90 The 2014 South African Defense Review 
does use the alliance term a dozen times when discussing general defense 
practices and procedures, but does not discuss South Africa’s allies except for 
a mention of South Africa joining the BRICS “economic alliance.”91 This is not 
surprising given that post-apartheid South African defense documents identify 
the primary threats to the South African state as socio-economic.92 The 2014 
Review argues that “apart from . . . political or economic rivalry between states, 
any overt armed threat against South Africa is considered implausible,” and 
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that “the principal sources of insecurity in South Africa and its region are 
underdevelopment, poverty, access to vital resources, the spread of diseases 
and environmental security, and the possible indirect effect of these on social, 
economic and political stability.”93

Defense documents are the most likely official publications to emphasize 
traditional security threats, yet these documents confirm the findings from 
previous sections of this paper: that the largest threats to South Africa are not 
traditional security threats, and that international relationships such as part-
nerships and alliances are conceived of in broader terms with socio-economic 
considerations at the center.

Since the primary threats South Africa confronts are socioeconomic, it 
makes sense that its alliance policy would be geared toward combating these 
socioeconomic threats. Rising power initiatives such as IBSA and BRICS, 
though not formed in response to a specific security threat, do deal directly 
with the socio-economic issues, and inequities in the current global order that 
South African officials view as core threats to their state. In this sense, BRICS 
and IBSA can be understood as alliances.

Is there a possibility that these new types of alliances, focused on economic 
and political issues could develop into more traditional security alliances? 
Korolev’s work on the stages of alliance institutionalization argues that an 
important indicator of security alliance formation is whether states conduct 
military exercises together. These exercises “achieve a certain degree of mili-
tary force compatibility and interoperability, increase coordination, and . . . 
often send important signals, admonitions, or assurances to certain countries 
or groups of countries.”94

Since South African security concerns are focused on the African continent, 
many of the exercises the South African National Defense Force (SANDF) 
participates in are with other African states.95 Outside of its African partners, 
however, the South African military’s training partnerships (Figure 596) are 
relatively balanced between rising and established powers. This partly reflects 
the fact that established powers can help finance such training activities, but it 
also suggests that despite cooling political ties between South Africa and states 

Year/ 
Partner 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

USA X   X X X  X  X    X 

Germany X X X X X X  X X   X  X 

France X X X  X   X  X  X  X 
UK X   X X X         
Brazil X  X X X X X  X  X  X  
India X    X  X  X  X  X  
China             X  
Russia               

Figure 5. Training exercises between South Africa and (non-African) defense partners.
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of the Global North, on an operational military level real cooperation still takes 
place. In the period from 2004–2017, South Africa participated in only one 
training exercise with China and none with Russia, a surprising finding since 
these are the two states South Africa has CSPs with.97

While IBSA has been somewhat “overshadowed” by BRICS, Figure 5 indi-
cates that it remains an effective platform for South Africa’s security coopera-
tion with India and Brazil.98 IBSA’s biannual naval exercise called IBSAMAR 
is a case in point. IBSAMAR exercises are typically held in South Africa due to 
its position at the geographic center of the group, and involve “various 
navigation and seamanship evolutions, surface weapons firing, force protec-
tion exercises, antipiracy exercise, anti-air and anti-submarine exercise as well 
as flying operations.”99 Over the past 12 years, IBSAMAR has expanded 
beyond cooperation amongst the IBSA countries’ navies, and now involves 
multiple sectors of these countries’ militaries carrying out a variety of missions 
such as counter-narcotics exercises and disaster management operations that 
require the deployment of medical and firefighting teams.100 In addition to 
these exercises, the Indian, Brazilian and South African militaries have 
engaged in personnel exchanges, technical cooperation and joint research.101 

However, IBSA, lacks a key element of an alliance – a formal agreement 
stipulating if, when and how these states will come to the aid of each other. 
This “low level of institutionalization” limits IBSA’s ability to coordinate 
positions on, and play a prominent role in, international security affairs.102 

An analysis of India, Brazil and South Africa’s voting patterns at the UNGA 
found that the three states diverge most often on issues pertaining to interna-
tional security.103

Though the BRICS has been the preferred forum through which South 
Africa engages with other rising powers on economic and political issues, the 
group has been slow to address security issues South Africa finds relevant.104 

Commitment to supporting South Africa’s UN Security Council membership 
at the BRICS level has lagged behind the support it has at the IBSA level.105 

When South Africa hosted the 2013 BRICS summit, it held an armaments 
exposition on the side-lines to facilitate defense industry cooperation and 
trade.106 Five years later, at the 2018 BRICS summit, South Africa proposed 
the establishment of a permanent BRICS working group on peacekeeping.107 

Both these efforts were unsuccessful. Furthermore, BRICS voting record at the 
UNGA does not indicate that the group is engaging in increased security 
cooperation. Prior studies found that BRICS institutionalization did not lead 
to increased cooperation on hard security themes such as disarmament, the 
Middle East or colonialism In fact,108 as the BRICS became institutionalized 
and cooperated more in some areas, agreement on security matters decreased. 
Between 2006 and 2014, BRICS agreed far less in the Disarmament and 
International Security Committee than in other committees.109 Aside from 
growing collaboration on counterterrorism, the BRICS countries have 

18 C. WILLIAMS AND M. PAPA



engaged in only very limited cooperation on security matters via the BRICS 
platform. This reinforces the point that their key orientation is toward reform-
ing global governance rather than creating a security alliance.

We cannot completely rule out the possibility that the BRICS or IBSA might 
transform from groups focused on political and economic issues into tradi-
tional security alliances. However, the limited institutionalization of security 
collaboration in IBSA, South Africa’s unsuccessful efforts to promote even 
modest security cooperation in BRICS, and heightened tensions between 
China and India, suggest such a scenario is unlikely.

Conclusion

This article contributes to the mostly Northern-focused debates on alliances by 
analyzing the South African view of alliances in academia and government, 
and the evolution of South Africa’s alliance policy since 1994. It makes four 
main contributions:

First, on the presence of alliances and security as their driver, the article finds 
that South African academics and policy makers have used the alliance term to 
indicate close collaborative inter-state relations in their discourses, but this 
term does not consistently assume the security-centered meaning present in 
the Northern-dominated literature on alliances. Only when discussing security 
communities such as SADC does security stand out as a crucial area of 
cooperation. This confirms South Africa’s focus on ensuring security in its 
own neighborhood as a regional power.110

In general, relationships South Africa has with other states that are referred 
to as “alliances,” “coalitions,” “alignments,” and “strategic partnerships,” serve 
as broad mechanisms for coordinating positions on global political issues or as 
agreements to foster economic or development cooperation. BRICS, the most 
prominent “alliance” South Africa has joined is instructive. BRICS is not 
motivated by a direct security threat from any state. Nor does membership 
necessarily facilitate security cooperation within the group or exclude coop-
eration with states outside it. Since South African leaders view widespread 
poverty and inequality within their country as a major threat, and the system 
of global governance that creates power imbalances as perpetuating these 
domestic problems, rising power alignments are often dubbed alliances, as 
they help positively contribute to South Africa’s domestic development goals, 
while seeking global governance reform. Since they are predominantly mutual 
gains-oriented rather than driven by external threats like traditional alliances, 
these groups can be more accurately framed under the strategic partnership 
concept.

Second, strategic partnerships are on the rise, highlighted by the shift toward 
rising powers. Our analysis shows an increase in strategic partnerships in both 
policy and academic discourses, and as a preferred collaboration form in 
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practice since the Mbeki period. This trend coincides with South Africa’s shift 
toward rising powers, which constitute the majority of South Africa’s strategic 
partners. During the Zuma period, rising powers became increasingly attrac-
tive strategic partners because of their growing economic significance com-
bined with the post-financial crisis economic malaise in the North. These 
economic shifts along with the ANC’s strong Southern identity and ambitions 
of reforming the existing system of global governance explain why South 
Africa tilted increasingly toward rising powers and deprioritized maintaining 
its nonaligned posture. While most South African scholarship frames strategic 
partnerships as long-term bilateral relationships oriented toward joint coop-
erative ventures, this study shows that these dyadic connections can be 
enhanced in unison with efforts to strengthen minilateral strategic partnership 
such as BRICS.111

Third, South Africa practices multi-alignment policies and seeks issue-based 
convergence. It does not follow the traditional Northern-centered and secur-
ity-focused view of alliances, as South African policy documents do not 
classify states as allies or enemies. South Africa actively engages powerful 
states from the Global North through its membership in groups like the G-20 
and the Commonwealth. Yet, its Southern global governance reform-focused 
worldview is the foundation of its major alignment innovations such as IBSA 
and BRICS. Furthermore, South Africa enjoys active military cooperation 
with established powers even as it seeks to deepen security cooperation in 
IBSA and the BRICS. Thus, policy makers pursue multiple strategic align-
ments simultaneously, effectively negotiating South Africa’s cooperation 
depending on issue-areas in which a shared interest exists.112 The resulting 
strategic autonomy allowed policy innovators to shift South Africa politically 
and economically toward other rising powers during the Zuma period, while 
remaining balanced between established and rising powers in the security 
realm. South Africa’s “multi-alignment” strategy of joining an array of 
established and new multilateral institutions, pursuing strategic partnerships 
across multiple issue areas, and promoting its own values while collaborating 
with ideologically different partners, strongly resembles India’s multi- 
alignment approach.113

Fourth, this article opens up new avenues for conceptualizing alliances and 
alliance policies beyond South Africa. The South African experience informs 
thinking about alliance formation in states where traditional security threats 
are not prominent, and therefore not the primary driver of alliance formation. 
It demonstrates how developmental imperatives can play a key role in alliance 
decision-making in combination with an agenda of global governance 
revisionism.

To gain further insight into the formation and functioning of rising 
power alliances an important next step would be to conduct interviews 
with current and past policy makers. The case of South Africa makes clear 
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that rising powers view the purpose of alliances very differently than estab-
lished ones. Interviews with officials from rising powers will shed light on 
a number of important issues including how this different conception affects 
how alliance choices are negotiated, and how intra-alliance tensions are 
managed.
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