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South Africa’s non-alignment posture under the GNU: Still 
seeking multipolarity amid great power rivalry?
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ABSTRACT  
South Africa is often criticised regarding its foreign policy of non- 
alignment, with some assessing that its behaviour does not 
reflect a genuinely non-aligned position – especially with regard 
to its relationship with Russia, which has caused tensions with the 
United States. However, South African policymakers argue that 
Pretoria wishes to see the establishment of a more equitable and 
multipolar world order, saying this explains its openness to 
engage with powers that some consider ‘bad actors’. This takes 
place against the backdrop of the great power contestation that 
is currently (re)shaping the international system. This article 
investigates non-alignment and universality at a conceptual and 
historical level, examining South Africa’s practical application of 
these concepts and principles in the context of great power 
politics, considering also how the internal dynamics of the post- 
2024 Government of National Unity in Pretoria and its political 
parties’ respective foreign policy positioning impacts the 
country’s non-aligned position.
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Introduction

The end of the Cold War in 1989 saw the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the re
placement of a bipolar system with the unipolar system characterised by American domi
nance in all areas ranging from economics to diplomacy and military prowess.1 Since 
then, the increasingly globalised world has been organised around the liberal inter
national order (LIO).2 Under the leadership of the United States (US), acting as the 
global hegemon in the aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall, international relations 
have operated according to a predictability afforded by the rules-based order institution
alised by the US. With the US and much of Western Europe at the apex, political liberal
ism (ie, democracy), economic liberalism (ie, capitalism), and liberal internationalism 
(underpinned by an abundance of multilateral institutions) have been the order of the 
day. Beyond being a system of norms and a collection of ideas, the LIO represents the 
sheer global power and influence of the US.
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For South Africa, entering into the international system as a newly democratic state in 
1994, this unipolar international order presented it with a simple prescript to guide its 
foreign policy: subscribe to those norms or risk exclusion. While South Africa embraced 
many liberal norms such as valuing human rights, and these shaped both its constitution 
and foreign policy under Nelson Mandela,3 it also sought – and continues to seek – to 
pursue strategic autonomy. Based on a complex interplay of factors, including its historical 
context, South Africa has advanced a nuanced approach by balancing global norms with the 
assertion of its own agenda, rather than simply subscribing to the notion of a unipolar order.

For some time now, it has been suggested that America’s hegemony together with its 
liberal politico-economic orthodoxy may be approaching its end.4 Josep Borrell, former 
high representative for the European Union (EU) on foreign policy, argues that the shift 
from a US-dominated world order to a multipolar one occurred in the aftermath of the 
2008 global financial crisis.5 He notes that today the international order can best be 
seen as demonstrating ‘complex multipolarity’ in which the relative distribution of 
power is marked by three centres of power: the US, the EU, and China.6 In recent years, 
this shift has been accompanied by rising geopolitical tensions and whispers of the emer
gence of great power competition between the US, China, and Russia.7

At 30 years on from 1994, these developments, together with South Africa’s position as 
an emerging middle power,8 its maturing statehood and evolving economic relationships, 
provide an opportune moment for the reassessment of the guiding principles of South 
Africa’s foreign policy, namely, those of non-alignment and universality, as defined 
below. This article explores the following question: How has South Africa’s commitment 
to non-alignment evolved in response to contemporary shifts in global power, and to 
what extent does this policy remain viable and coherent under the post 2024 Government 
of National Unity (GNU) in Pretoria? It begins by exploring non-alignment and universality 
as concepts, and considering non-alignment as a critique of balance of power politics. It 
then looks at South Africa’s history with non-alignment before analysing whether its 
alignment is sincere or reflective of contradictions, using the wars in Ukraine and Gaza 
as cases in point. Next, it considers how the commitment to non-alignment might 
impact foreign policy in an era of coalition governance under the current GNU.

The article contends that South Africa’s commitment to non-alignment has been a 
defining feature of its foreign policy since 1994, and has ultimately offered Pretoria flexi
bility in its diplomatic approach and a strategic voice in the Global South. Despite some 
inconsistencies in how it has communicated its positioning, complicated now by the 
emergence of a coalition government, non-alignment remains a strong anchor for 
South African foreign policy. That said, the commitment to non-alignment must be 
more coherently expressed in order to avoid pitfalls both domestically and internationally.

Non-alignment and universality as concepts

Non-alignment, broadly speaking, can be understood as an intentional policy by one state 
to balance off alliances or affiliations with other states or groups of states. Non-alignment 
is described as ‘a positive concept that entails a certain code of conduct … governed by 
the general principles of inter-state behaviour developed over the years.’9 This includes, 
as elucidated by erstwhile Indian prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru, the avoidance of 
power politics. Yet, non-alignment has never been synonymous with neutrality;10
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where neutrality implies disengagement, non-alignment denotes active engagement 
with multiple centres of power while preserving independence.

The concept of non-alignment dates back to the Cold War, emerging at the 1955 
Bandung Conference as a strategy for states unwilling to be drawn into Cold War proxy 
politics.11 This concept offered states – often those in the Global South – another diplo
matic option, through which they could preserve relations with all states, thereby not 
risking their economic and political standing when the conflict eventually ended.12

This, according to Bimal Prisad, was further motivated by states’ desire to protect what 
was often newly-won independence by not becoming proxies in the disputes between 
greater powers.13 Initially focused on decolonisation, sovereignty, and global inequality,14

the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) provided Global South states with a diplomatic plat
form to resist great power domination.

In the post-Cold War period, the meaning of non-alignment has understandably 
shifted, with contemporary non-alignment seeming to manifest as strategic flexibility in 
an increasingly multipolar world.15 For many states, non-alignment has been appealing 
as a mechanism to justify engagement with a plurality of actors, reflecting the recognition 
that economic and diplomatic interests no longer necessarily fit into a binary global 
divide. Instead, non-alignment is being invoked more often as a tactic for dealing with 
complex international power dynamics, ensuring access to multiple sources of trade, 
investment, and diplomatic alliances without undue dependence on any one bloc.16

For contemporary analysis, the relevance lies less in NAM’s agenda and more in how its 
principles of autonomy and inclusivity continue to shape states’ choices today.

Itty Abraham explains that ‘non-alignment is most often represented as either a 
counter-hegemonic critique of contemporary world order or a rhetorical justification 
for the maximisation of national interest’.17 This encapsulates the most typical arguments 
to be advanced about South Africa’s use of non-alignment as a foreign policy tool.

Alongside non-alignment, alternative framings such as ‘strategic autonomy’ have 
gained traction, particularly in European and Asian contexts.18 These concepts share an 
emphasis on independence in decision-making but are less clearly connected to the his
torical project of resisting bloc politics. Non-alignment remains analytically preferable 
here because it carries both normative and strategic dimensions: it conveys resistance 
to hegemony while also capturing the pursuit of flexibility across competing centres of 
power. ‘Strategic autonomy’, by contrast, often refers more narrowly to the capacity- 
building of particular regions or groupings – that is, ‘the reduction of external dependen
cies in ‘strategic’ areas.’19 Non-alignment thus provides a sharper lens for analysing how 
states position themselves in an evolving international order.

Active non-alignment also differs from Cold War-era non-alignment’s posture of equi
distance by emphasising proactive engagement and diplomatic entrepreneurship.20

Rather than avoiding entanglement, it seeks to maximise policy space by working with 
multiple partners while upholding international legal norms. This evolution is key to 
understanding Pretoria’s stance today.

Contemporary international relations (IR) scholarship has explained similar strategies 
under the labels of ‘hedging’ and the ‘multiplex world order’. Hedging captures how 
states cultivate diverse alignments to manage uncertainty,21 while the term multiplex 
world order emphasises a move beyond rigid blocs toward more diffuse patterns of 
power and authority.22 Non-alignment, as developed here, can be situated within these 
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debates, but it retains distinctive analytical value through its historical lineage, tracing 
back to the 1955 Bandung Afro-Asia Conference, and its explicit coupling of strategic flexi
bility with normative commitments.

Where universality is concerned, this is the principle that states have an equal right to 
participate in global governance and decision-making processes regardless of their size, 
economic status or relative power.23 In practice, scholars show that universality is 
expressed through institutional mechanisms such as the ‘one state, one vote’ principle 
at the UN General Assembly and open access to multilateral courts,24 which create at 
least the formal appearance of equality even amid persistent power asymmetries.

Historically, universality has been a counterbalance to power politics and exclusivity 
that has, in practice, characterised the international system despite the theoretical ten
dency toward inclusiveness.25 The concept came to be associated with the NAM during 
the Cold War because states wanted to shield their sovereignty by resisting alignment, 
with adherents advocating for a global order that would not be dictated by a select 
few, but rather shaped by the global community as a whole.26 South Africa’s clarion 
call for UN reform, backed by the African position expressed in the Ezulwini Consensus 
which outlines the African position on this matter, provides one example of this.27

Following the end of the Cold War and in the context of competing visions of an ideal 
world order amid increasingly complex geopolitical realities, universality has been tested. 
For South Africa, its normative reading of the term universality reflects its historical 
struggle against apartheid and its aspirations for a multipolar world order – it has 
pointed to universality as a principle that advances equity and justice in global govern
ance.28 However, critics, such as Thomas Weiss and Amitav Acharya, argue that, in appli
cation, universality merely masks power asymmetries, allowing hegemonic powers to 
dictate norms to smaller powers.29 This critique conceptualises universality differently – 
as a practice that often reproduces hierarchy rather than mitigating it. This holds true 
in the case of South African foreign policy, in which universality is invoked to justify 
engagement with a diverse array of actors, including those that the West deems to be 
controversial or problematic, pointing to a tension between South Africa’s normative 
understanding of universality and the critical view that ‘universal’ norms may be 
shaped disproportionately by power politics.30

A further variable shaping the coherence of these principles is South Africa’s post- 
2024 GNU. Coalition governance introduces an additional layer of complexity: multiple 
parties with divergent foreign policy positions must contribute to a single national 
posture. For South Africa, this raises questions about the consistency of diplomatic sig
nalling. The African National Congress (ANC) has historically framed non-alignment as 
central to its identity, while the Democratic Alliance (DA) has leaned toward a more 
pro-Western orientation. The divergence suggests that under coalition governance, 
Pretoria’s commitment to non-alignment and universality may be tested not only by 
external pressures but also by the need to reconcile internal party positions. Neverthe
less, the need to reconcile these differences is of paramount importance if South 
Africa’s foreign policy is to be guided by the collective interest of the nation and 
not that of any sectoral group or party. Setting out these expectations at the 
outset allows us to assess whether GNU dynamics reinforce or dilute South Africa’s 
ability to project a coherent foreign policy stance.
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Non-alignment as a critique of balance of power politics

While having gained popularity during the Cold War, the concept of non-alignment 
remains relevant today. Its applicability continues to inform much of the thinking and 
foreign policy of states within the Global South as it stands as a direct counterargument 
to one of the fundamental theories of IR: balance of power theory.

According to Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth, ‘no other single proposition 
about international politics has attracted more scholarly effort than the balance of 
power. It is perhaps as central in today’s thinking as it has been at any time since the 
Enlightenment.’31 As a concept, balance of power within the international system is 
used to refer to a state of equilibrium among various opposing states (and their accom
panying allies). The main premise of this concept lies in its ability to serve as a check and 
balance mechanism used to curb and prevent any one state from emerging to exert com
plete hegemonic dominance over the entire international system.32 As a theory, balance 
of power is useful in helping us explain and understand states’ behaviour (be it alliance 
formation patterns or enhancing power capabilities) at the systemic level, particularly 
within the context of changes in the relative distribution of global power.

Rooted in realist thought from Thucydides to Kenneth Waltz, balance of power theory 
assumes that states align with or against major powers to preserve the stability of the 
international system.33 Waltz’s structural realism treats balancing as a defensive mecha
nisms to maintain systemic equilibrium,34 while offensive realists such as John 
Mearsheimer contend that survival requires constant power maximisation.35 Non-align
ment challenges both strands: it disputes the idea that stability comes from bloc-based 
balancing and rejects the assumption that survival depends on competitive accumulation 
of power. Instead, it emphasises dialogue, restraint and independence as viable pathways 
to stability.

Balance of power theory assumes that states align with or against major powers to pre
serve stability, offering strategies of balancing, band-wagoning, buck-passing, and blood
letting. However, the NAM emerged as a direct critique of this logic, rejecting the notion 
that security must depend on membership of power blocs. At the 1976 Colombo Summit, 
NAM states declared that peace could not rest on power politics but required inter
national cooperation. This crystalised a view that confrontation is not inevitable and 
that smaller states can resist the determinism of great power rivalry.36 In this sense, the 
NAM’s critique of bloc politics can be read as part of a much longer lineage of scepticism 
towards balance-of-power thought, echoing earlier liberal and critical traditions that 
questioned whether equilibrium through rivalry could ever deliver genuine stability.37

Beyond realism, other theoretical approaches help clarify the logic of non-alignment. 
Institutional perspectives highlight how multilateral institutions and rules can mitigate 
insecurity and enhance influence without reliance on raw power.38 Here, emphasis is 
placed on institutional processes as a means of soliciting cooperation in an anarchic 
world. Constructivist scholarship likewise shows how norms, identities and ideas shape 
state behaviour, making appeals to universality, equity, and solidarity powerful tools 
even for materially weaker states.39 For constructivists, the nature of international 
anarchy is not necessarily conflictual as suggested by realists. Rather, it is determined 
and socially constructed by states themselves through their interactions with each 
other.40 In concert, these paradigms suggest that non-alignment should not be seen as 
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withdrawal from power politics but rather as an alternative strategy rooted in institutional 
engagement and normative entrepreneurship.

In this sense, non-alignment offers both a critique of realist assumptions and a com
plementary framework aligned with institutional and constructivist insights. Bandyopad
hyaya frames the key theoretical contribution that non-alignment brings to the field of IR 
as the emphasis it places on communication, rather than power, as the most important 
instrument needed to secure a viable future world order based on cooperation and 
integration.41

South Africa’s history with non-alignment

According to Janis van der Westhuizen,42 South Africa has been a consistent supporter of 
the concept of non-alignment. Like any country, South Africa’s foreign policy is shaped by 
its historical context. Prior to the end of apartheid, the ANC, which would take power in 
the first democratic elections of 1994, reflected its support for non-alignment as early as 
1955, attending the Bandung Conference and all subsequent NAM meetings. The prin
ciple of non-alignment can also be observed in the Freedom Charter, which similarly 
dates to 1955. Van der Westhuizen, however, notes that ‘the ANC has always had a 
very peculiar interpretation’ of the concept, defining it at the 1979 Havana Summit as 
being both anti-imperialist and anti-Western, which it in turn interpreted as rendering 
the Soviet Union a natural partner for members of the NAM.43 This perspective underlined 
the ANC’s solidarity with socialist states during the Cold War period, which was as a prag
matic effort to secure support for the anti-apartheid struggle. It was also from this group 
of states that the ANC’s cause found its most forthcoming support.

After the 1994 elections, South Africa formally joined NAM and Pretoria articulated a 
desire to balance relationships with global powers while advocating for a multipolar 
world order as a means of contributing to correcting historical imbalances. Elizabeth Sidir
opoulos emphasises that several statements by South African government officials have 
confirmed the ongoing importance of non-alignment to the country’s foreign policy.44

Throughout the 1990s, South Africa actively participated in NAM initiatives, notably 
acting as a facilitator of the agreement to review and extend the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty in 1995, acting as a mediator between NAM and the nuclear-weapon states.45 In 
1998 South Africa hosted the first African NAM summit in Durban, with former South 
African President Nelson Mandela noting in his remarks that new leadership was 
needed to address the persistent challenges of conflict and inequality.46

During the Thabo Mbeki years (1999–2008), South Africa continued to champion non- 
alignment, but did so with an emphasis on the ‘African Renaissance’ – a term often con
nected with Mbeki – and on South-South cooperation. During his first term, Mbeki’s 
foreign policy approach was predicated on the promotion of African states’ interests 
on the global stage, positioning South Africa as a bridge to mediate relations between 
the Global North and South.47 It was also during this period that South Africa first advo
cated for the reform of the UN system, based on the argument that changes were needed 
to bring about a more equitable international order.48

South Africa’s non-alignment was, however, put to the test under Jacob Zuma’s leader
ship (2009–2018); this period was marked by a closer collaboration with the BRICS group
ing, which some critics argued compromised its non-aligned stance.49 Zuma justified this 
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orientation as consistent with non-alignment’s progressive focus on economic justice and 
opposition to Western hegemony. Nonetheless, South Africa’s perceived realignment 
with Russia and China led to accusations of partiality. Indeed, Chris Alden and Maxi Schoe
man noted ‘the invitation to join the BRICS grouping in December 2010 and the sub
sequent outcry over Pretoria’s support for UNSC Resolution 1973 on NATO intervention 
into Libya marked a further shift away from its Western orientation’.50

Under current President Cyril Ramaphosa, new geopolitical realities have seen South 
Africa move to recalibrate its non-aligned stance. Ramaphosa’s administration has 
sought to prioritise reviving some of the more foundational principles of non-alignment, 
including peace, dialogue and multilateralism. This approach has been evident in its pos
ition during the Russia-Ukraine conflict, which was framed as a commitment to non-align
ment despite Western pressure for a clearer condemnation of Russia,51 as is detailed 
below. The government has argued that maintaining diplomatic relations with all 
parties allows it to play a constructive role in mediating the conflict, a role Pretoria has 
indicated it is willing to play.52

As such, South Africa’s engagement with and commitment to non-alignment has been 
reasonably consistent over time, if not always coherently communicated.

Contemporary South Africa: Sincere non-alignment or smokescreen?

Within the current international shifts in relative power relations among key global 
players (such as the US, Russia and China), small and middle powers find themselves in 
the relentless pursuit of perfecting diplomatic and economic strategies that would 
promote both their survival and their prosperity as they deal with a changing global 
order. As noted above, while realists offer balance of power strategies as sure-fire sol
utions to an anarchic global order, such moves may be too bold, whereas non-alignment 
(based on a communicative model of cooperation) may be a more viable avenue for small 
and middle powers such as South Africa.

This article utilises the case studies of the Russo-Ukrainian War (2014 – present) and the 
Israel-Gaza War (2023 – present) to critically evaluate whether South Africa has been 
sincere in its adherence to non-alignment within its foreign policy. The cases have 
been selected as they both represent high-salience international crises that have gener
ated intense diplomatic pressure and global scrutiny. On face value, South Africa’s com
mitment to non-alignment and universality appear diametrically opposed in these 
ongoing cases, providing an opportunity for side-by-side analysis of how Pretoria navi
gates great power rivalry while also invoking principled foreign policy traditions.53

The empirical analysis focuses on four observable indicators per case: (1) rhetorical 
positioning in official statements; (2) voting behaviour at multilateral fora; (3) diplomatic 
entrepreneurship such as mediation; and (4) behavioural signals including defence 
cooperation and compliance with legal obligations.

The war in Ukraine

South Africa’s stance on the war in Ukraine provides a crucial test of non-alignment as a 
guiding principle. Abstentions at the UN, the African Peace Initiative, and South Africa’s 
handling of International Criminal Court (ICC) obligations under the Rome Statute 
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illustrate how Pretoria seeks to operationalise a policy of equidistance and diplomatic 
flexibility in the face of great power conflict. Yet, these same moves also expose the ambi
guities of non-alignment when rhetoric, strategic partnerships and institutional commit
ments diverge. Ukraine thus becomes a revealing case for assessing the coherence of 
South Africa’s non-alignment in practice. Indeed, in an article published by the Daily 
Maverick in May 2022, the Deputy Minister of International Relations and Cooperation 
Alvin Botes noted that South Africa’s non-alignment did not mean it was ‘neutral’.54

A number of actions and inactions on the part of South Africa may be construed to 
point to a possible alignment between Pretoria and Moscow, however, in direct contra
diction to the state’s proclamation of non-alignment. Writing in relation to the war in 
Ukraine, Eusebius McKaiser posited a year later that ‘Pretoria’s poorly articulated public 
statements about South Africa’s posture of nonalignment, given … [the manifold] geopo
litical and economic stakes, [make] the government’s actions even more inexplicable and 
incoherent.’55 For Pretoria’s part, it has maintained that its refusal to criticise Russia’s 
action was on the basis that it believes such conflict should be resolved through dialogue 
and negotiation. Condemnation of either warring side, it notes, would fuel animosity and 
prolong a speedy resolution.56

In addition to the rhetorical statements from the South African government, its UN 
voting behaviour provides a further indicator. South Africa’s first action signalling a con
tradiction in its foreign policy of non-alignment was its decision to abstain from voting on 
three UN resolutions in 2022.57 The first of these, Resolution ES-11/1 on Russia’s aggres
sion against Ukraine, was passed on 2 March 2022 and condemned Russia’s attack on 
Ukraine.58 The second, Resolution ES-11/2, taken three weeks later, called for an end to 
the humanitarian crisis brought on by the conflict.59 The third, Resolution ES-11/3, 
adopted on 7 April 2022, suspended Russia’s membership of the UN Human Rights 
Council.60 South Africa’s decision to abstain from these votes was alarming and heavily 
criticised by onlookers both at home and abroad.

South Africa’s abstentions also brought into question its global status as a defender of 
human rights; Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is regarded as a gross violation of human rights 
and of Ukraine’s sovereignty. Scholars of UN voting behaviour, such as Michael Bailey et al, 
and Suzanne Graham, note that abstentions frequently function as a diplomatic signal: 
they register disapproval without full alignment, or they indicate ambivalence in the 
face of competing pressures.61 In South Africa’s explanations of the vote, officials repeat
edly framed its abstentions not only as preserving space for dialogue but also as consis
tent with commitments to peaceful settlement of disputes and a rejection of coercive bloc 
politics.62 As such, the abstentions suggested Pretoria was seeking to preserve diplomatic 
flexibility, but at the cost of reputational damage.

In an effort to repair its reputation, President Ramaphosa led an African Peace Initiative 
to Ukraine and Russia in June 2023, hoping to broker a peace agreement through diplo
matic dialogue and negotiation. This is an example of the third indicator of non-align
ment: diplomatic entrepreneurship. While it was heralded as ‘historic’ and marked the 
first time African leaders had embarked on a peace effort beyond the continent, it ulti
mately failed to bring the two warring nations to the negotiation table.63 The proposed 
agreement, which emphasised a ceasefire, humanitarian corridors, the release of prisoners 
of war, and sovereignty principles, overlapped with but was distinct from Ukrainian Pre
sident Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s Peace Formula,64 and can perhaps be seen as an effort at 
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principled negotiation by proposing a balanced set of commitments to test whether 
either side was willing to engage substantively. Some remarked following Zelenskyy’s 
April 2025 visit to South Africa that such a mediation role could be possible.65 While 
Ukrainian Ambassador to South Africa Olexander Scherba said in October 2025 that 
South Africa should play a bigger role in mediating the conflict,66 current peace processes 
have largely been led by the US, with which South Africa currently has tense relations,67

making Pretoria’s involvement unlikely.
Behaviour signals provide a fourth indicator. South Africa’s hosting of Exercise Mosi, a 

joint naval exercise with both Russia and China in February 2023, has been viewed as a 
misstep. South Africa was criticised for being politically insensitive, as the exercise 
coincided with the first anniversary of the Russian invasion of Ukraine.68 It was regarded 
as evidence of an expansion in military cooperation and coordination between Russia and 
South Africa.69

These actions were not isolated. Pretoria’s handling of ICC obligations also illustrates 
the tension between non-alignment and universality. There was heated debate over 
whether South Africa would arrest Russian President Vladimir Putin on arrival in the 
country for the 2023 BRICS summit70 – especially in light of the 2015 Omar Al-Bashir pre
cedent71 – which underscored how Pretoria’s legal commitments can collide with its 
pursuit of strategic flexibility. This indicator shows that universal legal norms, such as 
those embodied in the ICC obligations, can sharply constrain South Africa’s attempt to 
maintain non-alignment. In this sense, the ICC episodes highlight the difficulty in sustain
ing non-alignment when adherence to global legal norms risks jeopardising valued part
nerships. This difficulty can be understood less as an outright crisis and more as a form of 
negotiated institutional accommodation. By exploring legal options such as hosting the 
BRICS summit virtually, or invoking possible immunities,72 Pretoria sought to reconcile 
its international legal obligations with its diplomatic commitments. Such manoeuvres 
illustrate how non-alignment is sustained through flexible interpretation rather than out
right defiance, revealing the pragmatic side of institutional navigation.

That said, South Africa’s diplomatic actions (and inactions), at first glance, are rather 
confusing – particularly given the potential risk to key economic partnerships such as 
the US African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) – given that South Africa receives 
little material benefits from its relationship with Russia. South Africa runs a trade deficit 
with Russia, recorded at $32.7 million (ZAR 569 million) for 2024.73

Christopher Williams points to the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership deal which 
South Africa signed with Russia in 2013 as another possible explanation for its apparent 
alliance with the aggressor state in the context of the Russo-Ukrainian war.74 The agree
ment commits both parties not to act against one another’s sovereignty or security inter
ests, which provides a further institutional explanation for Pretoria’s reluctance to criticise 
Moscow.75 In addition, viewing South Africa’s policy of ‘strategic ambiguity’ (the act of 
deliberately creating uncertainty about one’s policy intentions) within the current multi
polar international context may offer onlookers an additional layer of understanding of 
the stakes at play.76 The Comprehensive Strategic Partnership raises questions as to 
whether South Africa’s non-alignment is compromised by a de facto obligation to 
protect Russian interests. Given the minimal economic benefits extracted from Russia, 
however, the inferred alignment appears to be strategically questionable for South Africa.
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Taken together, the abstentions, the African Peace Initiative, Exercise Mosi, and the ICC 
controversy illustrate the contradictory indicators that throw into question South Africa’s 
policy of non-alignment. Interpreted as active non-alignment, Pretoria sought diplomatic 
access on all sides, but accepted reputational risks with key Western partners. The Ukraine 
case therefore demonstrates both the potential and the limits of non-alignment under 
conditions of acute great power competition. It shows how active non-alignment has, 
despite contradictions allowed Pretoria to maintain dialogue with all sides, but at the 
cost of reputational strain..

The war in Gaza, by contrast, provides a case where Pretoria more explicitly invokes 
universality through legal mechanisms, offering a different window into its foreign 
policy principles.

The War in Gaza

The Gaza conflict highlights South Africa’s reliance on universality as a foreign policy prin
ciple. By turning to the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in December 2023 and by 
framing its case against Israel in terms of the UN Genocide Convention (South Africa v 
Israel), Pretoria positioned itself as a defender of universal legal norms rather than a par
tisan actor. At the same time, South Africa’s historical solidarity with Palestine complicates 
this posture, raising questions about the balance between moral commitments and 
national interest. This solidarity dates back to the anti-apartheid struggle, when the 
ANC cultivated ties with the Palestine Liberation Organisation and consistently supported 
Palestinian self-determination. Successive democratic governments have framed the 
Palestinian cause as resonant with South Africa’s own liberation, making Pretoria’s ICJ 
action both a legal strategy and the continuation of a long-standing moral commitment. 
This rhetorical positioning connects South Africa’s historic solidarity with Palestine to its 
contemporary framing of universality. Gaza thus illustrates how universality is invoked 
both as a normative commitment and a tool of legal and diplomatic entrepreneurship.

The move arguably underscores South Africa’s commitment to resolving international 
disputes through established legal frameworks, thus upholding the LIO and reflecting Pre
toria’s adherence to non-alignment by not pursuing action that aligned exclusively with 
Western or Eastern blocs but rather promoting the universal principles of justice and 
human rights.77 Mia Swart asserts that the ICJ’s initial ruling against Israel, which required 
Israel to take a number of provisional measures (that have been largely ignored), was ‘sig
nificant for many reasons’, among which was the ruling highlighting the ‘message of uni
versality’ that South Africa aimed to advance with its case.78

South Africa’s stance has, however, elicited varied reactions from political leaders 
around the world, including from its partners and allies, with concerns raised about 
potential economic repercussions.79 Notably, the US, under President Donald Trump, 
responded by signing an executive order in February 2025 to cut off financial aid to 
South Africa, citing its legal action against Israel and domestic land policies as primary 
reasons.80 But Washington’s unhappiness with South Africa’s foreign policy orientation 
can be traced back further, at least to 2023.81 Fears have also abounded that Washington 
could revoke South Africa’s preferential trade status under AGOA, a move that would have 
significant economic repercussions.82 Over time, however, as the severity of the con
ditions on the ground in Gaza have intensified, more states have joined South Africa’s 
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ICJ bid – as many as 14 by November 2025 – but as Israel’s staunchest ally, the US has only 
hardened its position.83 Swart notes that ‘the fact that South Africa’s case was supported 
by more than a dozen other countries in the Global South indicates solidarity … with the 
idea that the plight of the Palestinians is universal’.84 This coalition-building and voting 
behaviour highlights universality as practice, extending South Africa’s position beyond 
rhetoric.

In pursuing legal action against Israel, Pretoria is demonstrating a willingness to chal
lenge perceived injustices, irrespective of the geopolitical affiliations of the parties 
involved, aligning with its historical narrative of solidarity. However, this stance also 
exposes the contradictions of non-alignment – balancing moral imperatives and national 
interests requires negotiating complex international dynamics and, from a realist point of 
view, morality tends only to come into play when national interest and the pursuit thereof 
is at stake.85

The coalition of states joining South Africa’s ICJ case reflects the view South Africa has 
long held regarding non-alignment. In particular, South Africa holds that there should be 
more than one pole of power in the international system, and that the resolution of issues 
as protracted as the Israeli-Palestinian should not be determined and dominated by a 
handful of powerful Western states. The states now supporting South Africa’s case 
include not only traditional partners in the Global South but also several European gov
ernments, illustrating how the issue transcends bloc politics. France’s July 2025 
announcement that it will recognise Palestinian statehood86 demonstrates how Pretoria’s 
initiative has found resonance, albeit perhaps indirectly, beyond its usual solidarity 
networks.

Domestically, this has sparked a debate, notably around differences in approach 
between the ANC and opposition parties like the DA, both of which now form part of 
the GNU. While the ANC maintains its support for the Palestinian cause, viewing it 
through the lens of its own liberation struggle, the DA has suggested South Africa’s pre
vailing posture has prioritised ideological positions over pragmatic economic interests, 
which could jeopardise South Africa’s fiscal health.87

Moreover, the case has also raised questions about the role of international legal insti
tutions and the enforcement of their rulings, as well as exposing the unequal application 
of the rules and values of the LIO, pointing instead to something of an Orwellian order.88

South Africa, alongside Malaysia, has initiated a campaign to uphold the authority of the 
ICJ and the ICC, aiming to reinforce the legitimacy of these bodies amidst growing resist
ance from powerful nations.89 This reflects Pretoria’s broader diplomatic and legal strat
egy to advance universality through international institutions.

South Africa’s legal approach has set a precedent in international law by challenging 
the selective application of justice within the LIO, directly confronting Western states 
that claim to promote and respect the LIO.90 This move can also be read as a step 
towards democratising the international legal architecture under the LIO, asserting the 
agency of Global South nations in contributing to the determination of international 
norms and resisting Western hegemony, aligning with Pretoria’s long-standing call for 
reform of the UN system to ensure a more equitable system of global governance. The 
outcome of the case could have wide-ranging implications for the international justice 
system, and other nations may feel empowered to challenge perceived injustices 
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through legal avenues such as this, arguably vindicating non-alignment as a strategic 
approach to foreign policy.

Alexander Tripp is cited by the Atlantic Council arguing:91

What is clear from this case, regardless of the result, is that an African nation was willing to 
put the resources behind advocating its positions and ideals on the world stage toward resolv
ing a global issue - and the world has been forced to pay attention to that view. At the very 
least, this shows that African nations can engage with and lead on world issues with 
confidence.

However, the efficacy of Pretoria’s legal and diplomatic efforts depends on the respon
siveness of international institutions and the broader international community. The 
ICJ’s handling of the case – not aided by the slow pace of its work – and the subsequent 
reactions from global powers both serve as barometers of the potential for non-aligned 
strategies to effect meaningful change in international relations. As such, South Africa’s 
legal challenge against Israel ultimately serves as a litmus test for the viability of non- 
alignment in contemporary global politics. Viewed across the mentioned indicators, the 
Gaza case demonstrates how universality can be mobilised both as principle and as prac
tice, even in the face of geopolitical resistance.

Here, active non-alignment served Pretoria well by allowing it to champion universal 
legal principles without aligning exclusively with any bloc. The growing coalition of 
states backing the ICJ case demonstrates that active non-alignment need not equal 
anti-Western positioning.

Implications for South African foreign policy under the GNU and a new era 
of coalition governance

The GNU’s Statement of Intent notes that it will advance a ‘foreign policy based on human 
rights, constitutionalism, the national interest, solidarity, peaceful resolution of conflicts, 
to achieve the African Agenda 2063, South-South, North-South and African cooperation, 
multilateralism and a just, peaceful and equitable world.’92 It provides no insight as to 
whether, or how, the mechanisms for foreign policy-making would shift under the 
coalition governance arrangement. The international relations and cooperation portfolio 
was assigned to the ANC within the GNU, and so far the ANC has overseen a continuation 
of prior foreign policy positions. On some issues, public statements of discord are made by 
the DA, including its leader John Steenhuisen.93 Peter Fabricius notes that the DA says all 
GNU partners should participate in formulating foreign policy, proposing an interminister
ial committee to deal with South Africa’s presidency of the G20 for example, while the 
president’s office has denied intimations that Ramaphosa is dominating foreign policy.94

On this basis, the article identifies four broad challenges in the formulation of South 
African foreign policy under the GNU. These are (1) consensus-building to shape policy; 
(2) international perceptions about predictability; (3) repercussions for trade and invest
ment; and (4) domestic repercussions for officials and for governance.

First is consensus-building to shape policy. As anticipated in the conceptual frame
work, coalition governance introduces divergent policy traditions that require consen
sus-building. The need for compromise between the ANC’s non-aligned orientation and 
the DA’s pro-Western preferences thus becomes central to assessing whether South 
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Africa can sustain a coherent posture on non-alignment and universality under the GNU. 
However, reaching consensus in joint policymaking could be difficult. This may lead to 
gridlock, particularly on contentious issues.

To this point, some analysts suggest that allowing the DA to take a more prominent 
role in foreign policymaking could serve to convey a South Africa with a more mod
erate, less ideological outlook. This would also offer the potential for new movement 
on issues in which Pretoria presently comes across as having intractable positions. 
There seems limited scope for this approach in the current administration, however, 
unless new negotiations around cabinet allocations open up. Alternately, a mechanism 
for co-governing, or inviting greater cooperation between parties within ministries, 
might be considered. There is no indication of such a move at this time, and would 
only be needed in the future should the next elections yield a result requiring 
another coalition government be formed. Nevertheless, the need for consensus is para
mount for both South Africa’s foreign policy objectives as well as consolidation of a 
stable democracy.

Elaborating what active non-alignment means in practice could help bridge GNU div
isions. Framed as neither anti-Western nor critical of Global South partners, but as a prag
matic rejection of bloc politics, active non-alignment offers a common ground between 
the ANC’s historical orientation and the DA’s favouring closer Western ties.

The second challenge is around international perceptions and predictability. South 
Africa’s foreign policy priorities have, at least in principle, remained reasonably consistent 
since the advent of democracy. While those pillars are broadly reflected in the GNU’s 
Statement of Intent, any changes to the way in which policy is made and executed 
could result in difficulty in maintaining a coherent stance. This could potentially limit 
the ability of partners in the international community to reliably predict South Africa’s 
position on key issues. Mixed signals or public disagreements among coalition partners 
could in turn undermine South Africa’s credibility on the global stage.

Next to consider are the potential repercussions for trade and investment. A non- 
aligned position has allowed South Africa to pursue broad-ranging relationships from 
both the East and West, balancing its principles with the economic realities of its trade 
relationships. The ANC’s openness to economic ties with nations viewed negatively in 
the West, like Russia and Iran, may conflict with the DA’s preference for Western partner
ships. Such divergences can affect investor confidence and complicate international 
agreements.

Finally, domestic repercussions may arise from foreign policy disagreements within 
the coalition. Public disagreement over international alignments may erode the elec
torate’s perceptions about unity and the effectiveness of the government, in turn car
rying implications for the individual parties forming part of the GNU at the next 
election. Indeed, the way in which South Africa’s elected leaders can navigate 
coalition politics with maturity and a commitment to achieving agreed-upon out
comes in the interests of the country as a whole will certainly have bearing on 
public confidence. The experience of coalition governance in South Africa’s big 
metropolitan municipalities has left much to be desired;95 the ability to transcend 
this at the national level is crucial for the future trajectory of each party involved, 
as well as for effective governance.
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Non-alignment and the GNU

With regard to South Africa’s non-aligned posture, although perhaps not always well- 
managed and well-communicated in the public sphere, it has arguably served South 
Africa well in how it leverages itself on the international stage. It has allowed Pretoria 
to continue to promote a position of relative power while holding its ground in maintain
ing its foreign policy roots. Few countries are in the position of being able to host Zelens
kyy – announced in February 2024 and planned ‘soon’ after the announcement – without 
compromising their relationship with Russia (bearing in mind that South Africa has, in its 
peace interventions, engaged both belligerents from the start).96 Pretoria has a unique 
and untapped ability to act as an interlocutor with Russia, for example, which could be 
a vital cog in the machinations of key issues on the international agenda, if only it 
better positions itself in this regard.

The experience of the GNU points to challenges in this regard, as consensus require
ments are likely to dilute the coherence and timeliness of South Africa’s diplomatic signal
ling, making external positions more cautious and at times ambiguous. As such, South 
Africa needs to better articulate its non-alignment policies both at home and abroad, 
carefully considering how it publicly manages its relationship with countries like Russia, 
to allow it to anchor its non-aligned position in greater integrity, and in turn to be 
taken more seriously among powerful players around the world. This could, indeed, 
offer an opportunity for South Africa to regain the ‘morality’ its foreign policy is long 
regarded to have lost and insert a greater degree of cogency into its messaging.

At the same time, South Africa has clearly seen benefit arising from its non-aligned 
positioning. The danger arises when non-alignment and neutrality are mistakenly 
conflated, as often occurs. Chrispin Phiri, the spokesperson for the Minister of Inter
national Relations and Cooperation Ronald Lamola, writes that whereas neutrality can 
be seen as ‘a passive approach to global affairs’, non-alignment ‘denotes a proactive strat
egy in which a group of countries decide not to align with any major power groups’, 
adding that:97

Non-alignment encourages principled and proactive engagement to establish an equitable 
global order. This approach becomes increasingly vital as the world faces unprecedented 
challenges where geopolitical divergences often result in a zero-sum game.

Conclusion

South Africa’s non-alignment position has attracted much criticism, largely due to its 
inconsistent application in the face of the universal values South Africa espouses. As 
the global order shifts towards renewed great power competition, the effectiveness of 
non-alignment as a foreign policy instrument is being tested. While Pretoria’s non-align
ment on key issues on the international agenda reflects a desire to project its own leader
ship while maintaining strategic autonomy, the potential economic ramifications of 
strained relations with the US (especially vis-à-vis AGOA) highlights the challenges of 
its approach. Indeed, critics argue that South Africa’s non-alignment is undermined by 
its economic and political ties to states like China and Russia, clarifying the dilemma of 
maintaining an equidistant policy position while balancing economic interests, strategic 
alliances, and ideological commitments.
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Despite criticisms regarding incoherence and inconsistences, non-alignment has argu
ably served South Africa’s national interest – in theory, at least. It has afforded South Africa 
the opportunity to maintain strategic flexibility, upholding its long-standing values and 
advancing its interests. Jorge Heine argues that South Africa’s policy of active non-align
ment is an example of successful Global South leadership, influencing other nations to 
adopt similar stances in international relations.98 Taking this approach has drawn South 
Africa into a broader movement within the Global South to reshape global governance 
architecture, with Heine suggesting Pretoria’s actions could inspire a resurgence of 
active non-alignment.99 Moreover, within the context of the GNU, South Africa’s active 
non-alignment may be the bridge that brings the ANC and DA closer on matters of 
foreign policy. Granted that the GNU’s Statement of Intent is mum about how foreign 
policy would be formulated under coalition government, a shared sense of non-align
ment among various political parties as the third way in an era of growing global polar
isation may prove a viable starting point.

However, as is clear, a non-aligned posture is not one without risk. As the global order 
becomes more polarised and as power is contested and potentially shifts, South Africa will 
need to be more careful in the application of its non-aligned position. Pretoria will need to 
evaluate whether the space for genuine non-alignment is shrinking or whether a more 
consistent application of non-alignment can allow it to best navigate these turbulent 
times. Part of this consideration must be its national interest. Indeed, South Africa’s poten
tial as an emerging middle power rests on its ability to pursue a clear and confident 
foreign policy that serves its own interests – ultimately, its ability to apply non-alignment 
with integrity and coherence will define its diplomatic success in the years ahead.

Overall, the analysis suggests that active non-alignment has served South Africa well, 
but its continued viability depends on clearer articulation of how it differs from Cold War 
non-alignment and how it aligns with contemporary partnerships like BRICS without slip
ping into bloc politics.
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