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Abstract 

South Africa held a general election in May 2024 that saw the African National Congress (ANC) lose its 

majority. This necessitated a Government of National Unity (GNU). This new governance architecture 

has important implications for South Africa's foreign policy. The key but multifaceted question is: what 

does the GNU mean for South Africa’s relations with the world? Broadly, South Africa is entering a new 

foreign policy era after thirty years of the ANC’s monopoly of international affairs. This working paper 

discusses the friction points related to foreign policy and international relations that will confront the 

GNU. Taking a broad perspective, it discusses potential friction that will test the nascent coalition based 

on party representation in the key foreign policy ministries. It hopes to present scenarios that can be 

revisited as the foreign policy dimension of governance by consensus, or lack thereof, gets off the 

ground.   

Introduction 

After the May 2024 elections, South Africa entered uncharted international relations waters on the 

back of the failure of the ANC to garner a decisive majority. The ANC dipped below the 50+1 percentage 

required for a party to form a government independently. The ANC’s loss of governance autonomy 

and reliance on erstwhile political competitors sets the stage for a shift in South Africa’s foreign policy 

landscape.  

Negotiations for a power-sharing agreement between political parties kicked off in early June, leading 

to the establishment of a Government of National Unity. Ten out of eighteen parliamentary political 

parties now form the GNU, notably, the ANC (40.18 percent), the Democratic Alliance (DA, 21.81 

percent), the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP, 3.8 percent), among other smaller parties. For the GNU to 

succeed, the disparate partners will have to engage in consensus and compromise. The give-and-take 

in the GNU is set out in the “Statement of Intent of the 2024 Government of National Unity” which all 

the partners signed individually with the ANC.  

The current power-sharing arrangement is not new to South Africa. It is a return to a multiparty 

government in changed circumstances over a three-decade period. After the first inclusive elections in 

1994, a GNU was formed by the ANC, the hitherto ruling party, the National Party (NP), and the IFP as 

part of the transition from apartheid to democracy. Nelson Mandela became president, deputised by 

former President, the NP’s Fredrick de Klerk, with IFP’s Mangosuthu Buthelezi as the Minister for Home 

Affairs. The GNU in 1994 was based on the interim 1993 constitution meant to guide a constitutional 

transition process. That GNU was necessary to overcome the uncertainties South Africa faced as it 

emerged from the era of apartheid colonialism.  
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In June 1996, on the cusp of a new constitution, the NP withdrew and opted to become the official 

opposition leaving the IFP as the only ANC partner in the coalition until 1999. This set the ANC-led 

South Africa on a path of progressive internationalism. This time, the GNU is necessary to stitch 

together a cabinet given a voting outcome in which the ANC lost its majority and could not govern 

alone. 

Overarching Foreign Policy Picture 

Foreign policy is a specialised external engagement realm. However, all foreign policy and the 

diplomatic action that flows from it is founded in domestic contexts and interests. Indeed, every 

cabinet portfolio in South Africa has an external relations stake. For instance, the Ministry of Justice 

and Constitutional Development, has been instrumental in prosecuting external disputes such as the 

Israel-Palestine. In another example, the Ministry of Communications and Digital Technologies is quite 

international in mandate given that it deals with global tech companies operating domestically. Thus, 

a look at the percentages in the GNU provides pointers to the whole-of-government bases of the GNU-

inspired flux in South African foreign policy in comprehensive terms.  

The GNU is the apex of the national executive, comprising a shared cabinet. The cabinet's composition 

indicates that the ANC will have the upper hand in foreign policy, followed by the DA. With an electoral 

vote of 40.18 percent translating to 159 parliamentary seats, the ANC garnered 55 percent of the 

cabinet slots. The DA with a 21.81 percent vote count translated to 30 percent of the cabinet while the 

IFP’s 3.8 percent was negotiated to 6 percent.  

The variance between the DA and ANC votes, and the higher share of the cabinet positions, is explained 

by the parties left out – the opposition. During the elections, the uMkhonto weSizwe (MK) rose to the 

third largest position on its debut in electoral politics, with 14.5 percent of the electoral vote. The 

Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) came in fourth nationally with 9.52 percent of the vote. These left-

of-centre parties coalescing around a Progressive Alliance will contest most, if not all, positions that 

the GNU will lay out. Should the GNU hold, such contestation will not upend the governance 

arrangement broadly, or foreign policy decisions specifically. This is because the GNU partners 

command 287 out of the 400 parliamentary seats accounting for a 71.75 percent majority. Moreover, 

reflecting the numerical superiority, parliamentary leadership is in the hands of the GNU with ANC’s 

Angela Thokozile Didiza as Speaker and DA’s Annelie Lotriet as Deputy Speaker. Likewise, the 

parliamentary committees are in the hands of the GNU.  

The opposition should, however, not be dismissed out of hand. It will have a bigger impact on the 

populace as these parties dig in with an eye on the local government elections scheduled for 2026. 
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The standpoints of the opposition leaders, former President Jacob Zuma of MK and Julius Malema of 

the EFF, are known. Socialist-inclined, they are opposed to the neoliberal global architecture which 

they consider exploitative of South Africa and Africa. On the foreign policy front, the MK and EEF will 

ratchet an anti-hegemonic global north/west rhetoric in and outside parliament. They will try to paint 

the ANC as pandering to the pro-West DA positions. They will not be far from the point, given that the 

ANC of 2024 has moved from the left toward the centre, a development likely to be reflected in foreign 

policy matters.  

To understand areas where the GNU will either hold, experience turbulence, or even potentially 

collapse, one must consider pressure and friction points. Of the 32 cabinet positions plus the 

presidency, those consequential to foreign policy are those responsible for international relations, 

defence, immigration, trade, climate, and tourism. An analysis of the share of the foreign policy 

positions in the GNU parties shows that the ANC attained 14 positions consisting of the presidency, 

four ministerial slots, and nine deputy minister positions. The DA got four equally split between 

ministerial and deputy minister positions. The Good Party was allocated one ministerial position. The 

smaller partners, the IFP and the United Democratic Movement (UDM), settled for one deputy minister 

position each. Thus, as with the entire GNU, the ANC is in a pole position concerning foreign policy and 

international relations matters. Upfront, on foreign policy matters, the GNU would hold if the partners 

deferred to the ANC. This is however an idealistic rather than realistic perspective. 

Share Core Foreign Policy Positions  

The core foreign policy entities in the GNU are the presidency and the ministry or department 

responsible for foreign affairs. Both are ring-fenced by the ANC in terms of leadership. President Cyril 

Ramaphosa warded off ejection from the ANC helm to continue as head of government. Under the 

justification of serving a policy and implementation role, the presidency has risen into one described 

as a super presidency. The Deputy President, Paul Mashatile of the ANC can be expected to fill in for 

the President in foreign policy work. As diplomat-in-chief, Ramaphosa will navigate between sustaining 

the ANC foreign policy postures and accommodating counter positions, especially by the DA. Some of 

the choices that Ramaphosa made in the past were based on mollifying the Radical Economic 

Transformation (RET) arm of the pre-election ANC. The RET is now mostly in the MK party, meaning 

that the presidency will be more accommodating of less radical foreign policymaking and 

implementation. Still, the ANC is itself a tripartite arrangement encompassing the Confederation of 

South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and the South African Communist Party (SACP). Ramaphosa will 

have to negotiate with these more socialism-inclined internal partners while managing relations with 

the liberal DA. A related inflection point is that moving away from a revolutionary foreign policy 
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position will open the ANC to a liberation party credibility problem with the MK and the EFF leading 

the charge.   

The Department of International Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO) is the core of foreign policy. It is 

fully in the hands of the ANC in terms of official execution. ANC’s Ronald Lamola is the minister as are 

the deputies, Alvin Botes and Thandi Moraka. The fact that the ANC retained the DIRCO reflects its 

strength in foreign policy matters relative to other partner parties. The presidency and DIRCO may 

want to maintain their footprint on the global stage where it has played a sometimes-outsized 

advocacy role. They will aim to continue close ties with BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 

Africa), particularly Russia and China, and the Global South more broadly. This would include South 

Africa’s perceived alignment with Russia over the Russia-Ukraine war. South Africa would continue to 

support the Palestinian people in the Israel-Palestine war. Instructively, the ANC took Israel to the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) on charges of crimes against humanity. The current Minister Lamola 

played a key role in the case leading a bench of South African lawyers to the ICC in the Hague. This is 

likely one reason the ANC settled on him as the new foreign minister, indicative of a continued focus 

on a policy of human rights and justice on the global stage. The perceived ANC impulses toward Russia 

and China vis-à-vis the US-led global north will likely raise the issue of South Africa’s adherence to the 

principle of non-alignment. Indeed, another source of tension would be the ANC's close relations with 

Iran, a country on which the US has imposed sanctions. In October 2023, former minister Naledi 

Pandor visited Tehran, souring already fractious relations with the US. How would the DA take it should 

the ANC continue forging close ties with Iran? On the other hand, the DA has had close relations with 

Taiwan, which Beijing considers part of mainland China. Yet, South Africa’s relations with China have 

been based on respect of the non-recognition of Taiwan under Beijing’s “One China” policy.     

The DA is on the downside of foreign policy because it does not have a minister in the presidency and 

the foreign affairs ministry. However, this will not stop it from contesting the ANC international 

relations positions. Agriculture minister and DA leader John Steenhuisen, and the Federal Council 

chaired by Helen Zille, will try to thwart ANC’s tendency toward the global South. This is because the 

DA is seen as aligned with the Global North and opposed to the ANC’s proclivity toward Russia and 

China within the BRICS, which are both considered autocratic states. In the Palestine-Israel war, the DA 

started with a robust pro-Israel position in 2023 before softening it to a less strident stance calling for 

a two-state solution. In Russia’s war in Ukraine, Steenhuisen went as far as visiting Ukraine in a show 

of solidarity. The ANC positions have exacerbated South Africa’s poor relations with the West on both 

issues. Will the DA try to water down South Africa’s big play on the Israel-Palestine war, its perceived 

support for Russia, and its role in the BRICS? On all these issues, frictions within the coalition are likely 
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to emerge, potentially threatening the longevity of the GNU. On the Palestine-Israel question, the DA 

finds itself in a quandary because the case at the ICC has already been determined. Further advocacy 

by the ANC would be opposed by the DA. It can however be expected that the rhetorical ANC anti-

West posture will lessen with the DA playing a moderating role. 

A test for the GNU will be South Africa’s presidency of the G20 in 2025, which includes the G20 Summit. 

This summit will take place at a time of increased multipolarity. Will the ANC and the DA be aligned as 

to the global north versus global south interests within the G20? The G20 presidency allows South 

Africa to shore up its African credentials. This is because Africa, through the African Union, was 

admitted into the G20 in 2023. The ANC could focus on the reform of the global financial architecture, 

a running theme in the Global South global strategy. The DA could be more focused on the immediate 

financial and economic benefits for businesses and less concerned about global governance reforms.  

Defence and Immigration 

Next in explicit foreign policy significance are the departments of Defence and Military Veterans, Home 

Affairs. These two ministries are central to foreign policymaking and implementation given, for 

instance, South Africa’s peace and conflict resolution diplomacy, and the knotted issue of African 

immigrants to the country. Here we see the ANC again in charge atop the defence governance sector 

with the DA taking the home affairs domain. Defence is a key implementer of foreign policy. The 

Minister for Defence and Military Veterans is ANC’s Angie Motshekga, deputised by Bantu Holomisa 

of the United Democratic Movement (UDM), and ANC’s Richard Mkhungo. The Home Affairs Minister 

is DA’s Leon Schreiber deputised by ANC’s Njabulo Nzuza.  

Under the ANC, South Africa pursued an “Africa Policy” on the grounds of morality or Ubuntu and as 

a source of soft power for the country. This explains the military deployment to conflict-wracked 

countries north of its border. The South African National Defence Force (SANDF) currently has a 

contingent in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) under the Southern African Development 

Community Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo (SAMIDRC). The fact that one of the deputy 

ministers in the Department of Defence and Military Veterans is from the UDM means that the South 

African Defence Forces peacekeeping missions on the continent will not be taken for granted. The DA 

could question expenditure on military interventions in African conflicts against economic 

underperformance at home. Indeed, broadly, South Africa has stepped back from its African agenda 

over the years. With a more domestically focused DA in the fold, it can be expected that South Africa 

will further lessen its continental reach.  
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By overseeing the Department of Home Affairs, the DA will likely seek to streamline the problem of 

illegal immigrants with an eye on drawing special expatriate skills into the country. The big challenge 

has been a huge backlog of visa and work permit issuance, negatively impacting foreign and domestic 

firms as well as institutions of higher learning. The ANC likely opted out of the Home Affairs ministerial 

position to avoid entanglement in an issue that attracts ire at home and from the rest of the continent 

in nearly equal measure. Domestically, African and South Asian immigrants are seen as taking jobs 

meant for South Africans and engaging in crime. Continentally, South Africa is seen as Afro-phobic, 

putting paid to its Afrocentric stripes. The ANC deputy minister in the Home Affairs ministry will be 

torn between these positions. The DA, on the other hand, is desirous of an immigration policy that 

aids, among other things, smoothening tourist arrivals, particularly in its home province of the Western 

Cape, the engine of South Africa’s leisure and travel industry.  

Economics, Finance and Trade 

In some respects, the bread-and-butter economics and investments cluster of ministries are even more 

important in broader international relations affairs than defence and home affairs. International trade, 

investments, and the global financial architecture are consequential to the South African economy. 

The African Development Bank projects that “the current account deficit is expected to widen to 3.0% 

of [gross domestic product] GDP in 2024, due mainly to lower growth of exports than imports because 

of constraints in the transport sector and power shortages”. The South African Reserve Bank places 

the official unemployment rate of the first quarter of 2024 at 32.9 percent and this could be even 

higher when unofficial data is considered. Economic diplomacy will likely link the Presidency, DIRCO, 

and the ministries responsible for trade and economics.  

In this cluster, we see a split between the ANC and the DA. The Trade, Industry, and Competition 

Department is presided over by Minister Parks Tau of the ANC with Andrew Whitfield of the DA as the 

Deputy Minister. The apex of the Department of Finance remains in the ANC’s hands with Enoch 

Godongwana as minister deputised by David Masondo of the ANC and Ashor Sarupen of the DA. 

Tourism is closely linked to the services end of trade. The ministerial position went to Patricia De Lille 

of the GOOD Party with ANC’s Maggie Sotyu, ANC as Deputy. The ANC loosened its hold on the 

economic portfolios with the DA campaigning hard to carve a stake.    

In foreign policy terms and going by the ministerial representation per party, negotiations will be 

intense in the Trade, Industry, and Competition portfolio. The manifestos of all the GNU partners 

prioritised renewal on the back of stagnant and even negative economic growth with a knock-on effect 

on unemployment. The GNU partners will ramp up foreign investments requiring big business-friendly 

policies. In the wake of the election, financial markets and big domestic and international businesses 
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were nervous about the possibility of an ANC-MK-EFF coalition. The eventual ANC-DA pact was a big 

relief to the markets which had been apprehensive of political turbulence. It provides the DA with 

further motivation to nudge the ANC towards pro-business policies at home and abroad. In a matter 

such as the success of South Africa’s private sector in Africa, there will be alignment between the ANC 

and the DA. The ANC side of the government could argue that economic diplomacy be paired with 

political diplomacy in the rest of Africa, potentially leading to a midway policy formulation and 

implementation. The argument could be that for South Africa to maintain a semblance of hegemonic 

status on the continent, economic and political factors will have to be balanced. 

In another example, the DA, with a deputy president in the Department of Trade, might push for a 

review of the Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment (BBBEE), an affirmative action policy 

thought to have been abused to benefit a few Black elites. The BBBEE is seen as an albatross on the 

neck of foreign firms operating or seeking to establish operations in South Africa. They are required to 

have black ownership, to be compliant with the BBBEE Act which is consequential for their operations. 

The ANC could push for the retention of affirmative action in one form, or another based on the 

historical disadvantages of the black population. Yet another example is the economic price that South 

Africa could pay on international political matters. If South Africa maintains the “principled” ANC 

position of prosecuting Israel over Palestine and sustaining close ties with China and Russia, it could 

suffer ejection from the US’ concessional African Growth and Opportunity Act. South Africa exported 

goods worth $ 2.9 billion by the end of 2023 under this arrangement. This could be jeopardised as the 

US mulls punishing South Africa by kicking it out of AGOA in retribution for Pretoria’s hurting US 

national interests by aligning with geopolitical foes – Russia and China. On the other hand, it could be 

argued that China-South Africa trade and investments are equally if not perhaps more important to 

South Africa. This will be a major negotiation point for the GNU.   

Similar contestation could be witnessed in the Finance Ministry where the DA representation could 

checkmate the ANC ministerial and deputy ministerial positioning. For instance, expenditure lines such 

as the spending of a bloated civil service could be a source of disputes. The ANC could aim for 

borrowing from financial markets to meet the wage bill. The ANC could argue that public service jobs 

for South African blacks are an important source of income for families. An austerity-minded DA would 

oppose such a proposal. On the issue of establishing a BRICS financial architecture, the DA will be in a 

fix. This is because the corporate sector backing the DA would at once be attracted to the business 

benefits of trading with BRICS partners while wary of upsetting the largely Western bedrock of their 

business base. The DA might however differ sharply with the ANC should the latter align with the BRICS 

idea of de-dollarisation of the global financial system.  
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It is however unlikely to see a fallout in the tourism ministry given that the minister, Patricia De Lille 

has already forged close ties with the ANC having served as Minister of Public Works and Infrastructure 

from 2019 to 2023.     

Environment, Energy and Minerals 

The GNU necessitated the splitting of the international environment-related cabinet portfolios into 

three. The DA and IFP have a bigger handle in the Forestry, Fisheries, and Environment docket with the 

DA’s Dion George as minister, and IFP’s Narend Singh as deputy minister alongside Bernice Swart of 

ANC. The IFP representation in this ministry is interesting because the party has over the years swung 

between ANC and DA positions. It served as an ANC coalition partner between 1994 and 1999 but 

signed up to the pre-election Multiparty Charter championed by the DA before the 2024 elections, 

whose key aim was to unseat the ANC. The IFP will be critical to the balancing act between the key 

parties in the environment docket writ large. Mineral and Petroleum Resources broadly fall within the 

international environment cluster. The ANC has full control, with stalwart, Gwede Mantashe as the 

minister, deputised by Judith Nemadzinga, also of the ANC. The proximate portfolio of Electricity and 

Energy has ANC’s Kgosientsho Ramokgopa, as minister, and Samantha Graham of the DA as Deputy 

Minister.  

If we consider the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) which holds 

the annual global Conference of Parties (COP), Minister Dion George of the DA would lead this. The DA 

has been more vocal on the need to invest in clean energy. The ANC, under Gwede Mantashe, has in 

the past insisted that investments in clean energy should not translate into drastically reducing or 

ceasing coal-powered energy. This is because coal mining is a big source of jobs and business. The 

Department of Electricity and Energy, where the minister is from the ANC and the deputy minister 

from the DA could also end up reading different scripts. The foreign policy dimensions of climate and 

energy diplomacy would be in for heavy negotiation and compromise.  

Conclusion 

As expected, the GNU started with the problems of political marriages of convenience. The major 

partner parties – ANC and DA – appear keen to use their share as launch pads for the next elections. 

Briefly, the sites for negotiating contentious issues will be the collective national executive – the 

cabinet, the party-to-party negotiation arrangements, the consultative processes through lekgotla’s or 

cabinet conferences, the civil service, and in parliament.   

Because of ANC’s exclusive governance over the years, the international relations aspects of the civil 

service were taken for granted. Additionally, the ANC refined the art of cadre deployment while at the 
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same time presiding over foreign policy practice. The DA has already indicated that it would want a 

key role in shaping the bureaucracy that would implement the collective programmes. Thus, the ANC 

party-state modus operandi is likely to be whittled down giving room for professional civil servants to 

steer policy.   

 

 

 


