
Journal of  th e Ins titut e for Afri can Studies  20 26  Volum e 12 	  № 1 (74) 

 

36 

Research article 
 

NALEDI PANDOR AND THE AFFIRMATION  
OF SOUTH AFRICAN ANTI-COLONIAL FOREIGN POLICY 

 
© 2026 B. Simura 

 
SIMURA Blessing, PhD (International Relations), Lecturer, Bindura University of Science 

Education, Zimbabwe. ORCID: 0000-0002-2395-2026. E-mail: blessingsimura@gmail.com 
 
Abstract. A country’s foreign policy reflects its political orientation, with an assertive 

foreign policy demonstrating a country’s degree of sovereignty on matters of global reach. In 
post-colonial Africa, an assertive foreign policy informs on the extent to which it is moving away 
from the influence of its former colonial master and its level of development. The primary driver 
of foreign policy, guided by the head of state or government, is the Foreign Affairs Minister. 
A charismatic foreign affairs minister plays a key role in advancing a country’s interests. This 
was evident with Naledi Pandor of South Africa. This paper attempts to discuss the role played by 
Naledi Pandor as the South African Minister of International Relations and Cooperation between 
May 2019 and June 2024. The paper synthesizes N. Pandor’s tenure as Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, dividing it into three categories, namely sovereign assertion, ethical international 
relations, and regional pragmatism. The paper is based on qualitative analysis of relevant 
material, as well as observation of events and issues as they unfolded on both global news 
channels and credible social media platforms and accounts. The paper concluded that N. Pandor 
led the Department of International Relations and Cooperation in establishing an assertive foreign 
policy that was based in South Africa’s liberation struggle, ethos of human rights, and equality. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
An assertive foreign policy demonstrates a country’s degree of sovereignty, 

particularly in matters of global significance. Foreign policy refers to the goals and 
objectives pursued by states to maintain and improve their status within the global 
community.1 These goals and objectives are normally projected in bilateral relations 
                                                
1 What are the 4 types of foreign policy and how are they pursued? Notre Dame International Security Centre. 
16.03.2023. https://ndisc.nd.edu/news-media/news/what-are-the-4-types-of-foreign-policy-and-how-are-they-
pursued/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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between states and also in multilateral relations within regional and global institutions. 
In post-colonial Africa, a country’s foreign policy indicates its political leanings, the 
degree to which it is moving out of the control of the colonial master’s orbit, and its level 
of development. The primary driver of a country’s foreign policy, with the blessings and 
aid of its head of state and government, is the minister of foreign affairs. This title can 
also be referred to by various names, such as Minister of International Affairs, 
International Relations, External Affairs, or Secretary of State, as seen in the case of the 
United States of America (USA).  

This paper attempts to discuss the role played by Naledi Pandor as the South African 
Minister of International Relations and Cooperation. N. Pandor headed the Department of 
International Relations and Cooperation from 30 May 2019 to 30 June 2024, at a time 
when the world was undergoing tumultuous events, making foreign policy choices for 
less powerful states a significant challenge. South Africa’s foreign policy was in the 
limelight, given that the country was the Southern African regional hegemon2 and a 
major player in African relations. The country was sandwiched between the global North 
and global South at a time when the USA and its western allies had become aggressive in 
the wake of Russia’s military operation to contain an expected North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) expansion,3 the Israel–Palestinian war, the rise of a more powerful 
China, and a number of internal African challenges. N. Pandor established a definitive 
foreign policy that struck a difference between the earlier C. Ramaphosa-era foreign 
policy and the J. Zuma-era foreign policy, which preceded it.  

The paper was built on data that was acquired through qualitative research methods. 
The research analyzed published materials that included journal articles, newspaper 
articles, press statements, and other utterances by leaders of interest. Most of the 
materials used were accessed online from various websites, which included recorded 
videos of speeches and webinars. Information was also acquired through the observation 
of various global issues from diverse news sources, including online newspapers and 
global television networks.  

 
SOUTH AFRICA’S POST-1994 FOREIGN POLICY 

 
Post-1994 South Africa’s foreign policy, like other African countries, was shaped by 

its colonial and occupation experience. South Africa experienced one of the longest 
colonial dominations in Africa, from 1652, when the Dutch East Indian Company 
(Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie, VOC) under Jan van Riebeek established Cape 
Colony, to 1994 [Oliver, Oliver 2017]. The Cape Colony was later taken over by the 
British in 1795, leading to the establishment of strong colonial rule. The country also 
experienced the worst racial segregation, which was instituted by the Nationalist Party, 

                                                
2 The  term  “hegemon”  is  used  to  refer  to  a  state  that  has  a  dominating  influence  through  either  economic  or  
military power. South Africa’s dominance in Southern Africa has mostly been economic. 
3 Address by the President of the Russian Federation. The Kremlin. 21.02.2022. http://en.kremlin.ru/ 
events/president/news/67828 (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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known as “Apartheid.” To attain majority rule, South Africa was assisted by African 
countries that had earlier attained independence, the Socialist bloc from both the global 
North and South, and also the support of anti-apartheid campaigners in Europe and 
America. The various roles played by global actors led South Africa in 1994 to develop a 
pragmatic foreign policy that allowed it to interact with the liberal capitalist world 
without forsaking its traditional socialist and African allies.4  

In contemporary times, the South African foreign policy was defined by Nelson 
Mandela from his various interactions globally as the leader of the ANC and also of 
South Africa, who became more prominent to the outside world. N. Mandela [Mandela: 
1993: 97] states that “South Africa’s future foreign relations will be based on our belief 
that human rights should be the core concern of international relations, and we are 
ready  to  play  a  role  in  fostering  peace  and  prosperity  in  the  world  we  share  with  the  
community of nations.” South Africa maintained a subtle influence in international 
relations, mostly based on the diplomatic charms of Nelson Mandela and also his 
successor, Thabo Mbeki. N. Pandor, however, reflects back the South African foreign 
policy to Oliver Tambo, whom she credits for bringing in the internationalization of the 
struggle against apartheid and hence creating the bedrock of a foreign policy based on 
international support and solidarity with people struggling to gain freedom against 
political and racial oppression.5 

Theoretically, the South African foreign policy was based on the promotion of 
human rights and democracy, non-alignment and multilateralism, pacific settlement of 
disputes, and the promotion of the socio-economic growth of the global South, 
particularly Africa [Hendricks, Majozi 2021]. The theoretical basis had some 
challenging issues, especially on the promotion of human rights and democracy, given 
that such a principle had the potential to bring South Africa into conflict with other 
states as it would be seen as intruding on aspects of sovereignty and territorial integrity 
[Hendricks, Majozi 2021].  

This became the case when Nelson Mandela attempted to negotiate for the sparing of 
Ken Saro-Wiwa from being hanged for allegedly murdering four Ogoni Chiefs, while the 
Nigerian and international public believed he was executed for his anti-oil extraction 
activism in light of the environmental degradation of the Ogoni land by Royal Dutch 
Shell6 by then Nigerian President, General Sani Abacha. Saro-Wiwa was hanged, much 
to the humiliation of N. Mandela, who then publicly condemned Nigeria and called for 
the imposition of sanctions on Nigeria [Hendricks, Majozi 2021], and their failure was 

                                                
4 Mandela stands by Cuba, Libya. United Press International (UPI). https://www.upi.com/Archives/ 
1996/02/11/Mandela-stands-by-Cuba-Libya/1258824014800/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
5 Pandor N. South Africa’s foreign policy: Reflections on the United Nations Security Council and the African 
Union. Lecture at Chatham House*. 20.01.2021 https://www.chathamhouse.org/events/all/research-event/south-
africas-foreign-policy-reflections-united-nations-security-council (accessed: 28.02.2026) *(Declared an 
undesirable organization in Russian Federation in 2022 by the Prosecutor General's Office – Editor’s Note). 
6 Ukpong  C.  Remembering  Ken  Saro-Wiwa  23  years  after  brutal  killing  by  Nigerian  Govt.  Premium Times. 
10.11.2018. https://www.premiumtimesng.com/features-and-interviews/295004-remembering-ken-saro-wiwa-
23-years-after-brutal-killing-by-nigerian-govt.html?tztc=1 (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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again another example of the failure of the policy, even though he got a consolation by 
way of Nigeria’s suspension from the Commonwealth group for three years.  

The policy of promoting human rights and democracy was also challenged by the 
questions of which form of democracy and which form of human rights, given the 
variants across the world, as well as the country’s liberation ties with the socialist and 
communist states like Russia and Cuba. 

N. Mandela’s successor, T. Mbeki, worked on putting South Africa among the 
leading African transformational luminaries when he worked with Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
and Abdoulaye Wade in developing the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
(NEPAD), which sought to marry the African identity with socio-economic development 
and democracy [Hendricks, Majozi 2021]. Jacob Zuma’s foreign policy was difficult to 
comprehend. His foreign policy was a composition of continuities from the T. Mbeki era, 
and he also attempted transformation to prove that his was a new era [Landsberg 2011]. 
Under J. Zuma, South Africa became a member of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China, and South Africa group of emerging markets at the first stage) and strengthened 
ties with both the North and the South.  

However, his period was marred by controversies. These included the rise of 
Afrophobia7 and state capture corruption that made him more unpopular at home, the 
vote for military intervention in Libya [Landsberg 2011], his belittling of Malawi in 
discussing roads in South Africa, stating, “This is Johannesburg. It’s not some national 
road in Malawi”,8 which was taken as belittling all SADC countries in general as less 
developed than South Africa,9 attempts to pull out South Africa from the International 
Criminal Court (ICC) after having failed to arrest Omar Al Bashir, the then Sudanese 
leader who had an ICC warrant of arrest, after his visit in 2015,10 and his undefined 
policy on Zimbabwe that at first started with a heavy-handedness but after a rebuff from 
R. Mugabe, became more of a watch and see. 

What was uniform among the first presidents (without the inclusion of Kgalema 
Mothlante, who was caretaker president between September 2008 and May 2009) was 
that they overshadowed their ministers of foreign affairs. The head of state of any country 
is the ultimate accounting officer of the state’s foreign policy. However, in conducting 
this duty the head of state works closely and with advice from their foreign affairs 
ministers. What is referred to here as overshadowing is when the head of state becomes 
more prominent on foreign policy articulation to the outside world to a level where the 
minister responsible for foreign affairs becomes less popular, especially outside of the 
subject country. In reference to the overshadowing power of N. Mandela, A. Singh 
                                                
7 Mpungose L. South Africa’s foreign policy under Zuma: Towards greater strategic partnerships. South African 
Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA). 22.02.2018. https://saiia.org.za/research/south-africa-s-foreign-policy-
under-zuma-towards-greater-strategic-partnerships/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
8 Malawi livid over Zuma comments. Al Jazeera. 24.10.2013 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2013/10/ 
24/malawi-livid-over-zuma-comments (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
9 Ibid. 
10 Mpungose L. South Africa’s foreign policy under Zuma: Towards greater strategic partnerships. South African 
Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA). 22.02.2018. https://saiia.org.za/research/south-africa-s-foreign-policy-
under-zuma-towards-greater-strategic-partnerships/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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[Singh 2006] notes of the popular catchphrase of the N. Mandela magic, which was 
prominent not only in internal politics in South Africa but externally. Also worth noting 
is T. Mbeki’s personal popularity, which dominated the Africa renaissance agenda and 
the concept of African solutions for African problems, leading A. Habib [Habib 2009: 
145] to note that T. Mbeki personified the post-Mandela foreign policy of South Africa. 

 
MINISTERS OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND FOREIGN POLICY 

 
In most states, the foreign policy is determined by Heads of State or Government, 

while in others, the Heads of State might have to share such power with the legislative 
branch [Kurlantzick 2024]. Various states, in a bid to limit the powers of the executive, 
specifically those of the President or Prime Minister, have given the legislative branch 
oversight on how the executive conducts foreign relations, and these are countries that 
claim to be democracies, including South Africa. The balance between the personality of 
the President/Prime Minister and the Legislature is, in such a case, found in the Foreign 
Minister. 

Scholars like J. Masters11 and R. Suttner [Suttner 1995] view foreign policy as 
influenced by the Head of State and/or Government. Their analyses, however, were 
driven more by comparing the influence on foreign policy between the President (as head 
of the executive) and the legislative arm of government. The comparisons give somewhat 
excessive attention to the heads of state/government, to the neglect of the influence of the 
ministers of foreign affairs.  

A different view is put forward by H. Back et al. [Back et al. 2021] who forward that 
a state’s foreign policy is equally influenced and impacted by the characteristics and 
attitudes of the Minister who heads the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs is the “interface between the domestic and international milieus” 
[Hocking 2007: 4]. The nature of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs denotes the foreign 
policy, which the government intends to pursue in light of both internal interests and 
changes in international outlook. No one is more important, arguably, in this bureaucracy 
than its head, who is the Minister of Foreign Affairs. 

The Ministers of Foreign Affairs are “officially charged with directing foreign policy 
and are thereby in a position to approve, reject, and oversee many of their country’s 
international initiatives” [Crichlow 2005: 180]. The Minister responsible for foreign 
affairs is therefore among the central influencers on foreign policy, answering to the 
Head of State or  Head of Government.  In some cases,  they are the most  powerful  after  
the President and wield considerable influence even on matters of defense, finance, and 
international trade. In some countries, like Zimbabwe and Australia, international trade is 
also housed under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, giving the minister considerable 
power. 

                                                
11 Masters J. US foreign policy powers: Congress and the President. Council on Foreign Relations. 02.03.2017 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/us-foreign-policy-powers-congress-and-president (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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In times of crises, the roles and influence of the minister become more pronounced, 
especially for the more charismatic ones. During the 2023–2024 Israel-Hamas war in 
Gaza, Antony Blinken, the USA Secretary of State, was equally, if not more, prominent 
than the President, as he engaged in shuttle diplomacy in the Middle East to resolve the 
crisis. Equally prominent globally was the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Sergei 
Lavrov, whose popularity arguably came second to that of President Vladimir Putin. 
These ministers remained prominent nearly on par to their national leaders in times of 
major global issues involving their countries, namely, the Israel-Hamas war for the USA 
and the Ukraine conflict for Russia. S. Crichlow [Crichlow 2005: 180] states that 
“History is replete with examples of extraordinarily influential foreign ministers, from 
Talleyrand to Schuman and Adams to Kissinger, and even less prominent foreign 
ministers often wield considerable power.”  

Ministers responsible for foreign affairs have sometimes been overshadowed by 
overbearing and charismatic heads of state. South Africa, under the leadership of 
N. Mandela and T. Mbeki, was a typical case where, on matters of foreign policy, the 
minister was well eclipsed and only heard as an appendix [Alden, Le Pere 2004]. 
However, sometimes a charismatic minister can still be visible even against such an 
imposing leader. Examples include the USA Secretary of State to President Bill Clinton, 
Madeleine Albright [Marlow 2007], the Russian Minister, S. Lavrov, who, even under 
the incontestable leadership of Putin, remained a clear articulator of Russian foreign 
policy and a clear driver of his president’s agenda12, and the short-lived Chinese minister, 
Qin Gang, who became one of the embodiments of the “wolf warrior” diplomacy of 
China [Selezneva 2022] and whose replacement became topical with the media and 
analysts’ questioning if it pointed to a change in China’s foreign policy.13 

The change of a Foreign Minister is a topic that attracts both internal and external 
attention as it signifies a possible shift in foreign policy. This was true when China 
removed its Minister of Foreign Affairs, Qin Gang, and replaced him with his 
predecessor, Wang Yi, in July 2023.14 It was also equally true when the British Prime 
Minister appointed former Prime Minister, David Cameron, as Foreign Secretary in 
November 2023, as it triggered questions on changes in foreign policy in volatile global 
relations punctuated by wars in Europe and the Middle East, military takeovers in West 
Africa, and an assertive China. 15 
                                                
12 Coughlin C. Sergei Lavrov: Russia’s longest serving diplomat. Al Majalla. 25.05.2025. https://en.majalla.com/ 
node/325726/profiles/sergei-lavrov-russias-longest-serving-diplomat (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
13 China replaces Foreign Minister Qin Gang with Wang Yi. Al Jazeera. 25.07.2023. https://www.aljazeera. 
com/news/2023/7/25/chinas-foreign-minister-qin-gang-removed-from-office (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
14 See: China replaces Foreign Minister Qin Gang with Wang Yi. Al Jazeera. 25.07.2023. https://www.aljazeera. 
com/news/2023/7/25/chinas-foreign-minister-qin-gang-removed-from-office (accessed: 28.02.2026); McCarthy 
S. Xi Jinping’s foreign minister ousted after month-long unexplained absence from public view. CNN. 
25.07.2023. https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/25/china/china-foreign-minister-qin-gang-replaced-wang-yi-intl-
hnk/index.html (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
15 Maddox B. What will the return of David Cameron mean for UK foreign policy? Chatham House** Expert 
Comment. 13.11.2023. https://www.chathamhouse.org/2023/11/what-will-return-david-cameron-mean-uk-foreign-
policy (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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The South African Department of International Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO) 
states that the Minister of International Relations and Cooperation “is entrusted with the 
formulation, promotion and execution of South Africa’s foreign policy,” and assumes an 
“overall responsibility for all aspects of South Africa’s international relations in 
consultation with the President.”16 In post-apartheid South Africa, the influence of the 
Foreign Ministers, referred to as the Minister of International Relations and Cooperation, 
has varied with the President of the time. Nelson Mandela’s and Thabo Mbeki’s charisma 
in external relations saw them overshadowing their Ministers of International Relations, 
with N. Mandela riding on the euphoria of the rise of a reconciliatory president both at 
home and abroad, while Т. Mbeki “was by all accounts a foreign policy president” 
[Landsberg 2011]. However, this was different under the presidency of C. Ramaphosa, 
under whom Lindiwe Sisulu and Naledi Pandor served.  

 
NALEDI PANDOR AND SOUTH AFRICA’S FOREIGN POLICY 

 
Naledi Pandor was appointed the South African Minister of International Relations 

and Cooperation in May 2019, having served in various government portfolios since 
2004. She took over the Department at a time of turbulent global relations that put 
developing countries, among which South Africa falls, in the challenge on how to 
balance relations between the global North and the global South. These challenges related 
to the COVID-19 global health pandemic, the continued North–South divide on climate 
change, the trade war between the USA and China, and the rising tension between NATO 
and Russia. The rise of the BRICS was also a cause of global unease between the West 
and the East. Closer to home, the Zimbabwe question lingered, with the subject of Israel 
in the African Union (AU) being another challenge of note. All these cases brought up 
challenges that saw the chief diplomat taking a radical stance that redefined South 
African foreign policy from that of any other developing country to one based on anti-
colonialism and defining South Africa as a leading African hegemon. 

Naledi Pandor summed up her foreign policy direction on 14 December 2021 when 
she stated that the South African foreign policy mission centered on “championing an 
African continent which is prosperous, peaceful, democratic, non-racial, non-sexist and 
united and which aspires for a world that is just and equitable.” The N. Pandor-driven 
foreign policy was also influenced by the ANC’s position on international relations, as 
enunciated, for instance, in the 2022 55th National Conference Resolutions on 
International Relations, which viewed the Russia-Ukraine crisis as a broad USA and 
NATO war against Russia in pursuit of the objectives of the Wolfowitz Doctrine and the 
Israel-Palestinian crisis in the context of Palestine’s struggle for independence against 
“the apartheid Israel state.” 17 
                                                
16 Welcome to the Department of International Relations and Cooperation. DIRCO. https://dirco.gov.za/ 
legislative-and-other-mandates/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
17 55th National Conference Resolutions - International Relations. African National Congress. 
https://anc1912.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/ANC-55th-Conference-Resolutions-INTERNATIONAL-
RELATIONS.pdf (accessed 28.02.2026) 



Journal of  th e Ins titut e for Afri can Studies  20 26  Volum e 12 	  № 1 (74) 

 

43 

Relatedly, N. Pandor’s parentage of South African liberation struggle stalwarts might 
have also influenced her anticolonial/decolonial foreign policy. She was a daughter of 
Vincent Joseph Gaobakwe Matthews and granddaughter of the renowned Zakariah 
Keodirelang Matthews, who was not only a prominent member of the ANC but also a 
lecturer at the South African Native College (Fort Hare), where he taught liberation 
leaders like Oliver Tambo, Nelson Mandela, Seretse Khama, and Mangosuthu Buthelezi. 

This paper breaks down the South African Foreign Policy under Minister Naledi 
Pandor into three categories: Sovereign Assertion, Ethical International Relations, and 
Regional Pragmatism. The three cannot clearly be separated as they feed into each other. 
However, for the sake of analysis, categorization was done, noting where the complex 
nature could not be easily separated. 

 
SOVEREIGN ASSERTION 

 
Assertion of sovereignty means that a state dictates its interests and is strong enough 

to ward off foreign interference, especially in cases where the interference harms its 
interests or belittles the state in global relations. Sub-Saharan African states have seen a 
great deal of great power interference in their internal affairs with impunity. South Africa 
had not been spared from such interference and great power bullying. On 23 August 
2018, the then USA President, Donald Trump, tweeted that he had tasked the then USA 
Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, “to closely study South Africa land and farm seizures 
and expropriations and the large-scale killing of (white) farmers.”18 While the debate on 
the tweet was on whether D. Trump had been misinformed or not, the takeaway from it 
was that it was public diplomatic bullying against candid discussions on the land 
ownership question in South Africa. The land question is an internal matter governed by 
internal laws, and in southern Africa, it is also a sensitive and emotional matter due to 
how land was expropriated from the indigenous peoples during the colonial era. The 
tweeting was one case of major power bullying of less powerful states.  

N. Pandor waded off USA interference and bullying of the sub-Saharan African 
countries when she challenged the USA on the global responses to the Russia-Ukraine 
military conflict. This conflict, which was influenced by the USA-led NATO’s attempts 
to make another move eastwards into Russia’s doorstep, saw the USA attempting to 
contain Russia by reverting to the Bush Doctrine-style foreign policy on combating 
global terrorism of “either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.”19 The USA and 
its NATO allies came up with a raft of sanctions against Russia, which were also 
intended to encourage the global community to self-comply against Russia, as there were 
secondary sanctions on companies accused of assisting Russia to burst the sanctions. 

                                                
18 Trump D. [@realDonaldTrump]. On the South African land question. X* Post. https://twitter.com/ 
realDonaldTrump/status/1032454567152246785 (accessed: 28.02.2026) (*Social media network X (formerly 
Twitter) is blocked in the Russian Federation at the request of the Prosecutor General’s Office – Editor’s Note) 
19 Bush G.W. Address to a joint session of Congress and the American people. The White House. 20.09.2001. 
https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010920-8.html (accessed 28.02.2026). 
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However, this policy was not wholly successful, as many countries in Asia, Africa, and 
Latin America chose to maintain cordial relations with Russia. 

The failure to comply irked the USA, which looked for measures to force countries to 
comply. The measures came differently to different countries and/or regions. For 
instance, with relation to China, the USA issued direct warnings against “helping Russia 
bust the sanctions.” 20In Pakistan, there was a subtle interference that led to the toppling 
of the Pakistani Prime Minister, Imran Khan, who had shown closer cooperation with 
Russia, through a parliamentary coup and a slew of charges that drove him out of active 
politics and into detention.21 In Africa, the USA used both subtle and open threats to the 
continent against aligning with Russia. Some African leaders reported that they were 
coerced into voting against Russia on the UN General Assembly Resolutions in 2022 in a 
manner that was also done to the former Pakistani Prime Minister, Imran Khan.22 The 
USA also moved on to propose the “Countering Malign Russian Activities in Africa 
Act,” which sought to contain Russian influence in Africa.  

The “Countering Malign Russian Activities in Africa Act” defines malign activities 
as those that undermine the United States’ objectives and interests. The Act also 
empowers and directs the USA’s Secretary of State to monitor the activities of Russia and 
its “allies” in Africa and come up with measures to counter them, including economic 
and financial sanctions. It was because of this intrusive approach to African countries’ 
relations that N. Pandor challenged the USA’s foreign policy, especially against South 
Africa. South Africa had cordial relations with Russia, then the Soviet Union, that went 
back to the days of the struggle for majority rule. One of the sovereign principles of 
international relations is that states are not coerced to choose who to be friendly with or 
not to be friendly with by a third-party state against their will. South Africa would fall 
among the affected countries given that it had chosen to keep its cordial relations with 
Russia while calling for a peaceful resolution to the conflict between Russia and Ukraine. 

Representative of the intrusive American policy were the bullying acts on South 
Africa’s military naval drills with Russia and China in February 202323 and also on the 
alleged supply of weapons to Russia24. In contrast to the traditionally cautious approaches 
of some other African Ministers of Foreign Affairs who, at best, apply silent diplomacy 
                                                
20 See: Neukam S. Yellen warns China of “serious consequences” if it helps Russia evade US sanctions. The 
Hill. 23.02.2023. https://thehill.com/policy/international/3870782-yellen-warns-china-of-serious-consequences-
if-it-helps-russia-evade-us-sanctions/ (accessed: 28.02.2026); Biden adviser warns China will face consequences 
if it helps Russia evade sanctions. The Guardian. 13.03.2022. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022 
/mar/13/jake-sullivan-biden-national-security-adviser-china-russia (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
21 Grim R., Hussain M. Secret Pakistan cable documents U.S. pressure to remove Imran Khan. The Intercept. 
09.08.2023. https://theintercept.com/2023/08/09/imran-khan-pakistan-cypher-ukraine-russia/ (accessed: 
28.02.2026) 
22 Sachs J. D. The US toppling of Imran Khan. Common Dreams. https://www.commondreams.org/opinion/us-
ouster-of-imran-khan (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
23 Bartlett K. Russian warship drills with South African, Chinese navies amid criticism. VOA**. 17.02.2023. 
https://www.voanews.com/a/russian-warship-drills-with-south-african-chinese-navies-amid-criticism/6967240. 
html (accessed: 28.02.2026) (**”Voice of America (VOA)” was included in the register of foreign agent media 
by the Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation – Editor’s Note) 
24 US accuses South Africa of providing arms to Russia. The Guardian. 11.05.2023. https://theguardian. 
com/world/2023/may/11/us-accuses-south-africa-of-providing-arms-to-russia-reports (accessed: 28.02.2026) 



Journal of  th e Ins titut e for Afri can Studies  20 26  Volum e 12 	  № 1 (74) 

 

45 

in the face of the USA and other Western diplomats’ intrusion, N. Pandor took an open 
and sovereign approach by challenging the USA Ambassador to Pretoria, Reuben 
Brigety, who was forced to make a public notice and apology to correct the 
misimpressions caused by his remarks on the alleged South African arming of Russia.25 
N. Pandor also took the matter up with her United States counterpart, Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken, who denied having sanctioned the press conference that was held by 
R. Brigety and apologized for the ambassador’s actions.26 

It was bold and brave of the Foreign Minister to confront both the USA ambassador 
and the USA Secretary of State on their bullying. It is not every country that challenges a 
USA Secretary of State. These actions demonstrated that South Africa took seriously 
matters of sovereignty and would not entertain any affront to that sovereignty.  

 
ETHICAL GLOBAL RELATIONS 

 
Ethical international relations refer to the conduct of inter-state interactions guided by 

international law and morals [Frost 2009]. International ethics influenced the laws on 
war, interstate trade and commerce, human rights, and, of late, the rise of the 
responsibility to protect (R2P). However, the rise of the unipolar world threatened the 
concept of ethical relations as the self-interests of the West, led by the USA, trumped 
even the shared interests or clear ethical issues. Examples include the use of unilateral 
sanctions against non-compliant states by the USA, such as those that were introduced 
against Zimbabwe and are now being threatened against South Africa, and, in the worst 
scenarios, outright invasion, as was the case with Iraq. 

The Libyan intervention of 2011, which ended with the callous murder of Muammar 
Ghaddafi, led the Eastern world, led by China and Russia, to lose trust in the global 
norms as interpreted by the West [Simura 2014]. South Africa, under the J. Zuma 
Presidency, with Maite Nkoana-Mashabane as Minister of International Relations and 
Cooperation, played a part by voting in support of the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC) Resolution 1973, which allowed for the unrestrained bombardment of Libya 
under the R2P pretext [Simura 2014]. These were the wrongs that N. Pandor sought to 
right in global politics, with specific cases including the Israeli Observer Status at the 
AU, the Moroccan AU readmission case, and the Israel-Hamas war in Gaza. 

N. Pandor explained the South African belief in international law, norms, and 
institutions, not as piecemeals for self-interests attainment but as a principle of foreign 
policy at the Council on Foreign Relations (USA). She stated that, “So, you can’t say 

                                                
25 See: Isilow H. US ambassador apologises for remarks about South Africa arms supply to Russia: foreign 
ministry. Anadolu Agency. 13.05.2023. https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/us-ambassador-apologizes-for-remarks-
about-south-african-arms-supply-to-russia-foreign-ministry/2896256 (accessed: 28.02.2026); Brigety R 
[@USAmbRSA]. X* Post. 12.05.2023. https://twitter.com/USAmbRSA/status/1657128120640520193 
(accessed: 26.02.2026) 
26 Tandwa L. Blinken allegedly told Pandor that U.S. Ambassador Brigety went rogue. Mail and Guardian. 
02.06.2023. https://mg.co.za/news/2023-06-02-us-ambassador-brigety-went-rogue-blinken-allegedly-told-
pandor/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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because Ukraine has been invaded that suddenly sovereignty is important, but it was 
never important for Palestine… If you believe in international law, truly, then wherever 
sovereignty is infringed it must apply.”27 

She also made the same emphasis when she addressed the Edmund Walsh School of 
Foreign Service28in the USA on 26 September 2023, noting the “importance of equality 
for international law regardless of a country’s identity or location.” 29The arguments put 
forth were influenced by the contradictory Western reactions to the Russia–Ukraine 
military conflict and the Israel–Hamas war in Gaza. However, there were also previous 
precedents, like the disregard of the UN by the USA in its invasion of Iraq in 
2003 without a UN Security Council resolution and NATO’s excesses in implementing 
UN Security Council Resolution 1973 on Libya in 2011. The events were showing a 
sustained disregard for the UN and other global and regional international organizations 
in pursuit of hegemonial interests by the collective West, which N. Pandor challenged, 
noting that the role of the UN should remain supreme.30 

The theory was followed up with actions on the ground. South Africa spearheaded 
the push against the awarding of Israel the observer status at the AU and led the global 
efforts of bringing cases of alleged Israeli genocide in Gaza and also against the 
continued occupation of Palestine at the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 2024 
[Holligan, Slow 2024]. South Africa also took the matter of genocide and war crimes to 
the International Criminal Court (ICC) Prosecutor in November 2023 to initiate the 
opening of investigations. 

The decision to take Israel to the ICJ and the ICC is not a move that could be 
undertaken by any state without ethical commitment. History has shown that when third-
party states submit cases to the ICJ or ICC, they might have some direct interests in the 
matter. For instance, the reference of the M. Ghaddafi case to the ICC through the UNSC 
was driven by the Western interests to have the Libyan leader removed from power, as 
later proven by their arming of rebels, leading to his assassination. South Africa, 
therefore, stood by its ethical standing as enunciated in its foreign policy philosophy to 
fight apartheid even when committed in distant places. It should also be noted that this 
was not only standing up against a distant state but also a strategic ally of arguably the 
most powerful state in the world, the USA. 

Israel sought to be regranted observer status at the AU, which it once held under the 
Organization of African Unity (OAU) but lost when the OAU metamorphosed to the AU 
                                                
27 Pandor  N.  (in  conversation  with  Jendayi  E.  Frazer).  A  conversation  with  Minister  Naledi  Pandor  of  South  
Africa. Council on Foreign Relations. 14.09.2022. https://www.cfr.org/event/conversation-minister-naledi-
pandor-south-africa-0 (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
28 The Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service (SFS) is the school of international relations at Georgetown 
University (Washington, DC, USA), which prepares cadres for the US Foreign Service. 
29 Katir M. Reshaping global cooperation: A conversation with South African Minister of International Relations 
and Cooperation Naledi Pandor. Walsh School of Foreign Service: Georgetown University. 18.10.2023. 
https://sfs.georgetown.edu/reshaping-global-cooperation-a-conversation-with-south-african-minister-of-
international-relations-and-cooperation-naledi-pandor/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
30 Pandor  N.  (in  conversation  with  Jendayi  E.  Frazer).  A  conversation  with  Minister  Naledi  Pandor  of  South  
Africa. Council on Foreign Relations. 14.09.2022. https://www.cfr.org/event/conversation-minister-naledi-
pandor-south-africa-0 (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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in 2002. The membership was granted by the AU Commission Chairperson, Moussa Faki 
Mahamat, on 22 July 2021, without proper consultations with the member states, and it 
was challenged by N. Pandor in 2021 during an Executive Council meeting of the 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs. 31She found support from Algeria and also from some 
SADC states, while countries like Kenya, Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
and Morocco were in support of the granting of the status. 32 N. Pandor took the active 
steps to counter the granting of observer status to Israel. South Africa’s policy on Israel 
was driven by the philosophy that some of Israel’s policies were in direct contradiction to 
the founding principles of the AU, namely, the right to self-determination and 
decolonization.33 

The N. Pandor policy on this issue was heavily influenced by South African history 
under apartheid rule. N. Pandor likened the Israeli actions in Gaza to those of the 
Afrikaner nationalists in South Africa during the apartheid era, calling the actions by 
Israel crimes against humanity.34In the speeches she has given related to the subject of 
Israel and Palestine, N. Pandor used hard words like “(my) horror,” referring to the 
moment she heard that Israel had been granted observer status in the AU,35 and 
“genocide,” on the application to the ICJ. This reflects how South Africa saw the horror 
image of its apartheid experiences in the Palestinians and how the theoretical aspects of 
human rights in South African foreign policy would be pursued with vigor, even if it 
meant a clash against one of its main trading partners, the USA. 

What is especially discernible from the South African policy on ethical global 
relations is its continuity from the 2017 case of Morocco’s application to the AU. In that 
case, South Africa was against the admission of Morocco because of its “occupation of 
the Sahrawi Republic.” South Africa’s stance on Israel, therefore, demonstrated a policy 
continuity, especially given that apartheid similarities with the Israeli policy in Palestine 
were drawn.  

 
REGIONAL PRAGMATISM 

 
South Africa had been seen as a lame regional leader mostly due to the manner in 

which it dealt with the Zimbabwean question [Sidiropoulos 2008]. The Zimbabwe 
African National Union – Patriotic Front (ZANU PF) government undertook a fast-track 
                                                
31 Fabricius P. South Africa leads charge to cancel Israel’s observer status at the African Union. Daily Maverick. 
02.02.2022. https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-02-02-south-africa-leads-charge-to-cancel-israels-
observer-status-at-the-african-union/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
32 Ibid. 
33 South Africa objects to the African Union Commission decision to grant Israel observer status. DIRCO. 
https://dirco.gov.za/south-africa-objects-to-the-african-union-commission-decision-to-grant-israel-observer-
status/ (accessed: 28.01.2026) 
34 S. Africa: world must urge Israel to stop ‘crime against humanity’ in Gaza. Al Jazeera. 15.11.2023. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/11/15/south-african-minister-says-world-has-seen-enough-violence-in-
palestine (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
35 Pandor N. The most progressive thing to do is unite and take action. Address to the III International Dilemmas 
of Humanity Conference. Peoples Dispatch. 15.10.2023. https://peoplesdispatch.org/2023/10/15/naledi-pandor-
the-most-progressive-thing-to-do-is-unite-and-take-action/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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land reform program in 2000, which led to Zimbabwe being put under various Western 
sanctions regimes [Mangwanya 2020]. A political crisis also coincided with the land 
reform program, and a turbulent electoral period culminated in a South African-mediated 
Government of National Unity (GNU) between ZANU PF and the two Movement for 
Democratic Change (MDC) formations (MDC T – Morgan Tsvangirai faction and MDC 
N – Welshman Ncube faction). The Mbeki government adopted “quiet diplomacy” in 
handling the Zimbabwe issue [Adelmann 2004]. This kind of diplomacy yielded a unity 
government but did not heal the internal and external contradictions that fueled the 
Zimbabwean crisis, like internal polarization and the necessity to challenge the West to 
drop the debilitating sanctions. President J. Zuma had no clear-cut policy on Zimbabwe. 
His policy could at best be described as a wait-and-see policy to allow Zimbabwean 
internal policies to absorb the diplomatic challenge, which came with the holding of the 
2013 harmonized elections.  

Naledi Pandor took a different approach. South Africa, unlike during the T. Mbeki 
era, when the existence of a crisis in Zimbabwe was denied, openly acknowledged that 
there were serious political and economic challenges in Zimbabwe, which were spilling 
over to South Africa, particularly to the ANC. 36N. Pandor explained that South Africa 
noted the existence of a crisis in Zimbabwe and believed that it must assist Zimbabweans 
in their quest for solutions.37 

N. Pandor also noted that South Africa regarded the economic sanctions imposed on 
Zimbabwe as one of the causes of the crisis. She stated that South Africa supported the 
2019 SADC Summit resolution to set aside 25 October as a day to call for the end to 
sanctions against Zimbabwe. She further noted that for this call to take effect, there was a 
need for countries to approach institutions and states that have slapped Zimbabwe with 
sanctions and discuss their upliftment. 38 By acknowledging that there was a crisis, which 
should not only be attributed to ZANU PF but also to the impact of sanctions, N. Pandor 
was pragmatic enough. Nevertheless, noting the harm of sanctions might be seen by 
Western leaders as siding with the ZANU PF government, resulting in being branded an 
enemy of democracy. 

The Zimbabwean crisis and sanctions issue have been polarizing topics both 
internally and externally. The Zimbabwean government, especially under the First 
Republic, outrightly rejected the existence of any internally driven crisis and noted that 
what brought economic challenges were the declared and undeclared sanctions by the 
West. 39The opposition, led by the MDC and its subsequent formations and fragments, 
denied the existence of sanctions and averred that there was a political crisis in 
                                                
36 Maromo J. Pandor: Solutions to Zim crisis will come from Zimbabweans but SA ready to help. IOL. 2021. 
https://www.iol.co.za/news/africa/pandor-solutions-to-zim-crisis-will-come-from-zimbabweans-but-sa-ready-to-
help-37415871 (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
37 Ibid. 
38 Pandor N. South Africa’s foreign policy: Reflections on the United Nations Security Council and the African 
Union. Lecture at Chatham House. Chatham House*. 20.01.2021. https://www.chathamhouse.org/events/all/ 
research-event/south-africas-foreign-policy-reflections-united-nations-security-council (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
39 Mugabe blames Western sanctions for Zimbabwe’s crisis. ZimOnline. 15.09.2005. https://reliefweb.int/report/ 
zimbabwe/mugabe-blames-western-sanctions-zimbabwes-crisis (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
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Zimbabwe that had brought about socio-economic challenges.40The opposition political 
parties’ position was influenced by that of the West, which has been their patron, to deny 
sanctions or, in some cases, play down their socioeconomic impacts.41The Government of 
National Unity (GNU) that was midwifed by South Africa noted that there was a need for 
both internal reforms and the removal of sanctions.42 

Approaching Zimbabwe required great caution and diplomatic tact. The Zimbabwe–
South Africa rivalry goes back to colonial times when the then colony of Rhodesia voted 
to be independent of South Africa in the 1922 referendum [Cussans 2024]. Since then, 
there has been regional rivalry between the two countries on which one was a better state 
[Mlambo 2016]. Zimbabwe attained independence earlier than South Africa and has had 
a special and influential regional position, which the political class holds dearly. The 
regional rivalry manifested in the two independence leaders of the two states, Robert 
Mugabe and Nelson Mandela.43 N. Pandor, therefore, had to find a diplomatic approach 
that would allow for dealing with challenges without incensing Zimbabwe. Her approach 
was to a great extent successful, as shown by the positive coverage she got from The 
Herald, the daily newspaper from the state-run Zimpapers. The Herald’s correspondent 
Pardon Muzavazi, in a story titled “Crisis in Zim: A Neighbour’s Perspective,” praised 
South Africa’s President and his Minister of International Relations and Cooperation, 
N. Pandor, as not just Zimbabwe’s neighbors but Zimbabwe’s “African neighbors.”44 The 
Herald being the government mouthpiece, the story showed how N. Pandor and 
C. Ramaphosa had earned the trust of Zimbabwe by being diplomatically factual. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
Naledi Pandor’s coming in to head the Department of International Relations and 

Cooperation (DIRCO) had a transformative impact on South African foreign policy. 
Some scholars, as noted in the paper, argued that South Africa had pursued a confused 
and confusing foreign policy, especially under the leadership of President Jacob Zuma, 
who also overshadowed his Minister of International Relations and Cooperation, Maita 
Nkoana-Mashabane. The coming of N. Pandor, who was given latitude on foreign policy 
direction by President C. Ramaphosa, saw South Africa having a defined foreign policy 
that was grounded in the N. Mandela philosophy and South Africa’s struggle for majority 
rule. 
                                                
40 Muronzi C. Thousands in Zimbabwe denounce “evil” Western sanctions. Al Jazeera. 25.10.2019. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2019/10/25/thousands-in-zimbabwe-denounce-evil-western-sanctions 
(accessed: 28.02.2026) 
41 Kwaramba F. Chamisa’s u-turn: A pied piper’s misleading “magic.” The Herald. 27.07.2022. https://herald. 
co.zw/chamisas-sanctions-u-turn-pied-pipers-misleading-magic/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
42 Agreement between the Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) and the Two 
Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) Formations, on Resolving the Challenges Facing Zimbabwe. UN 
Peacemaker. https://peacemaker.un.org/en/node/9460 (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
43 Moyo H. Masire reveals Mugabe, Mandela rivalry. Zimbabwe Situation. 13.12.2013. https://zimbabwe 
situation.com/news/zimsit_masire-reveals-mugabe-mandela-rivalry/ (accessed: 28.02.2026) 
44 Muzavazi P. Crisis in Zim: A neighbour’s perspective. The Herald. 28.09.2020. https://www.herald.co.zw/ 
crisis-in-zim-a-neighbours-perspective/ (accessed: 28.02.2026). 
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The foreign policy, which N. Pandor followed, was one that was driven by the belief 
that international laws and morality should be applied without discrimination based on 
self-interest. This was exemplified by her argument that the cases of Ukraine and Gaza 
should all be judged equally. She defined powerful states that used their power to bully 
other less powerful states as not powerful but simply “bullies.”45 

The foreign policy also sought to assert the sovereignty of South Africa against 
Western bullying. South Africa refused to be forced to condemn Russia and support 
Ukraine unconditionally against its historic ties with Russia. This policy was also applied 
to the Israel-Palestine conflict, where South Africa stood against subtle threats from both 
Israel and the USA to re-bring the Palestinian question to global attention by taking Israel 
to the ICJ and also referring the matter to the ICC. 

The African safari remained a challenge for South Africa, as exemplified by the 
Zimbabwean case. However, through pragmatic approaches, N. Pandor won the trust of 
the Zimbabwean government while acknowledging that the country had both internal and 
external challenges that required solving to cure the socio-economic crisis. N. Pandor, 
through her diplomatic toughness, tact, and skill, renewed interest in analyzing ministers 
of foreign affairs in Africa in relation to global politics. It can be argued that she actually 
created a new culture, which future South African Ministers of International Relations 
and Cooperation can follow in pursuit of the ethics and principles of South African 
foreign policy.  
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Аннотация. Внешняя политика страны является отражением ее политических 

взглядов. Проактивная внешняя политика является свидетельством суверенитета страны на 
мировой арене. В постколониальной Африке активная внешняя политика того или иного 
государства демонстрирует, насколько оно освободилось от влияния колониальной  
державы, а также отражает его уровень развития. Главным двигателем национальной 
внешней политики, которая претворяется в жизнь под руководством главы государства или 
правительства, является министр иностранных дел. Министр иностранных дел, 
обладающий выраженной харизмой, играет важную роль в продвижении национальных 
интересов страны. Это наглядно продемонстрировала Наледи Пандор, которая занимала 
пост министра международных отношений и сотрудничества Южной Африки в период с 
мая 2019 г. по июнь 2024 г. В данной статье представлена попытка анализа периода 
пребывания Н. Пандор на посту министра иностранных дел. Статья структурирует итоги ее 
деятельности на этой должности, выделяя в ней три основных направления: укрепление 
суверенитета, этические международные отношения и региональный прагматизм. 
Методология, используемая в данной работе, базируется на качественном анализе 
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соответствующих материалов,  а также на наблюдении за событиями и проблемами и тем,  
как они освещались глобальными новостными каналами и авторитетными источниками, в 
том числе в аккаунтах в социальных сетях.  В статье сделан вывод о том,  что Н.  Пандор,  
возглавляя Министерство международных отношений и сотрудничества, проводила 
проактивную внешнюю политику, в основе которой лежали историческая борьба Южной  
Африки за освобождение, приоритет прав человека и принцип равенства. 
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