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Democratic South Africa’s Foreign Policy



FOREWORD

The Republic of South Africa’s international relations continue to intrigue
scholars and foreign policy practitioners 20 years into the existence of the
not so ‘new’ South Africa. This is entirely understandable considering that
the country has since its democratic rebirth in 1994 aspired to interna-
tional leadership. Whether this role is attributable to a self-assigned status
of a good international citizen or to duties associated with a middle power
or regional hegemon or emerging power, the fact is that South Africa’s
foreign relations matter to a host of other international actors and this has
in turn spawned a steady stream of academic publications on the subject.

The United Nations is the principal multilateral forum in which South
Africa pursues its grand international agenda. Yet, remarkably, South
Africa’s conduct in the various organs of the world body has not attracted
the scholarly scrutiny it deserves. With her seminal study of South Africa’s
voting behaviour in the UN, Dr Suzanne Graham is plugging this gap.
What she offers is far more than a ream of voting statistics a la Nations on
Record.

The scope of Dr Graham’s inquiry is singularly impressive. It covers a
period of 20 years, from South Africa’s return to the UN in 1994 to the
end of 2014. No fewer than 1700 UN votes cast by South Africa in the
Security Council, General Assembly, committees of the Assembly, and the
Human Rights Commission/Council are analysed. In addition to hun-
dreds of resolutions, she also consulted over 120 other UN documents
and reports and nearly 130 speeches made by South African delegates to
the UN. This wealth of material is grouped into four categories represent-
ing the main issue areas on which South Africa has voted in the UN over
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the past two decades: human rights; disarmament and non-proliferation;
the ‘African agenda’; and reform of the UN. In providing a compendium
of South Africa’s position on these major global issues and its UN votes
thereon, this book is already making a ground-breaking contribution to
the study of South African foreign policy. Policymakers, diplomats, and
academic researchers will find this an invaluable source book on contem-
porary South African foreign policy.

There is, however, even more to this work. Dr Graham has also devel-
oped an original ‘three-step’ model to analyse voting behaviour at the
UN. First, South Africa’s declared foreign policy on each of the four key
issues is set out. The second step involves capturing each of the Republic’s
actual votes on these issues. Finally, the voting actions are measured
against South Africa’s publicly stated positions to determine whether the
votes were consistent with its declaratory foreign policy. The model is
strikingly simple, logical, and user-friendly. Having proven its utility in the
South African case, the model may well be applied to other UN member
states individually or comparatively.

The core finding of the study will surprise many observers of South
Africa’s foreign relations: the country’s voting in UN organs on the four
selected issues—including human rights—over a period of 20 years has
been remarkably consistent with its stated foreign policy. This flies in the
face of a widely held perception that the Republic’s lofty foreign policy
pronouncements are often contradicted by its voting in the UN, especially
with regard to human rights issues. The author bases her conclusions on
meticulous and empirically solid research.

This exemplary piece of qualitative research deserves a place of honour
among the books on democratic South Africa’s foreign policy.

Department of Politics and International Relations Deon Geldenhuys
University of Johannesburg
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