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Introduction 

 
 

Since its popularization by the United Nations in the early 1990s, “human security” has 
become a concept with significant implications for national policymakers, and national 
leaders in several countries have made it a foundation of their foreign policy.  Yet it 
remains a controversial idea. One of its most widely criticized aspects is the difficulty of 
“operationalizing” it – translating complex, ambitious (and sometimes conflicting) 
components into policy that mobilizes institutions, instruments and sectors. 
 
When the Republic of South Africa transitioned to majority rule in 1994, one of its most 
dramatic achievements was a fundamental redefinition of the national conception of 
“security.”  After an exhaustive process of internal consultation – possibly the most 
comprehensive by any liberal democracy on record - South Africa published a series of 
documents in the 1990s that unambiguously announced its embrace of a human security 
agenda.  And while the successes of the new policies have been uneven at best, the 
country has endeavored to reflect the new security paradigm in its domestic and foreign 
policies.  South Africa’s choices after 1994 have had profound implications for the roles 
and missions of its armed forces, the particular interest of this paper. 
 
Almost by definition, “human security” directs attention away from the traditional 
“security” institutions of the state – military, police and intelligence – and towards those 
that most directly promote human development, opportunity and wellbeing of local 
communities and individual citizens.  Agencies that advance human rights and economic 
development take precedence. So adoption of a robust human security agenda raises 
questions about the relevance of a state’s coercive agencies.   The experiences of 
countries like South Africa offer useful insights into the “art of the possible” for 
connecting military establishments to human security programs.  
 
This paper argues that South Africa has consciously applied “human security” thinking to 
its armed forces.  This is evident in two key respects:  first, in the country’s support for 
Africa’s emerging security architecture; and second, in an increasing willingness to 
commit military forces to external peace operations.  However, this “operationalization” 
of human security has occurred at the national-strategic level.  It is much less clear 
whether or not the South Africans are creating a “human security ethos” within the armed 
forces themselves. 
 
By 2005 South Africa had given its new model of “security” a try in a tough 
neighborhood for over a decade.  How that agenda worked out in the experience of its 
armed forces provides a case that should be of interest to the rest of the world. 

 
What is “Human Security”? 

 
The end of the Cold War unleashed a debate that had been growing for years, provoked 
by scholars and practitioners increasingly dissatisfied with traditional conceptualizations 
of “security.”1 Earlier mainstream approaches had tended to limit security studies to 

 2



“…the threat, use and control of military force. . .” in the context of state-centered 
international competition.2  But by the late 1970s, scholars had begun to contest the 
notion that the state should be the referent object and were arguing that conventional 
approaches failed to capture the reality of a proliferating cast of actors and circumstances 
that posed a variety of threats to individual human beings.3 These views gained an 
increasing following through the 1980s, and by the early 1990s, the new thinking began 
to take hold amongst policymakers in several countries.4   
 
An early milestone in the success of the new approaches occurred in 1993, with the 
publication of the United Nations Development Program’s annual Human Development 
Report that promulgated the “human security” formula,5 a phrase given even a sharper 
definition in the following year’s report.6  Though it remained controversial and subject 
to varying definition, the “human security” paradigm subsequently became something of 
a benchmark for an emerging new model of “security,” so it is appropriate to briefly 
review how this concept was framed in the 1994 UNDP publication.  That document 
offered a qualifying discussion, castigating the inadequacies of earlier thinking on the 
subject:   
 

The concept of security has for too long been interpreted narrowly:  as 
security of territory from external aggression, or as protection of 
national interests in foreign policy or as global security from the threat 
of a nuclear holocaust.  It has been related more to nation-states than to 
people. . .Forgotten were the legitimate concerns of ordinary        
people. . .For many of them, security symbolized protection from the 
threat of disease, hunger, unemployment, crime, social conflict, 
political repression and environmental hazards.7

 
In contrast to this purportedly discredited “older thinking,” the UNDP offered a paradigm 
derived from the innovative new approaches, calling it “human security” and portraying 
it as a “people-centered” (rather than state-centered). Its most basic components were 
“freedom from fear and freedom from want.” This kind of “security” offered safety from 
“chronic threats” like hunger, disease and political repression as well as “protection from 
sudden and hurtful disruptions in the patterns of daily life.”  According to the UNDP, the 
new model required two levels of urgent change by the societies of the world:  “. . .from 
exclusive stress on territorial security to a much greater stress on people’s security. . 
.[and] from security through armaments to security through sustainable human 
development.” 8

 
The 1994 UNDP document argued that human security required the attenuation of a wide 
range of threats to people.9  These were grouped under several constituent parts: 
� Economic security, that assured every individual a minimum requisite income 
� Food security, that guaranteed “physical and economic access to basic food” 
� Health security, that guaranteed a minimum protection from disease and unhealthy 

lifestyles 
� Environmental security, that protected people from the short and long-term ravages 

of nature, man-made threats in nature and deterioration of the natural environment 
� Personal security, that protected people from physical violence, whether from the 

state, from external states, from violent individuals and sub-state actors, from 
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domestic abuse, from predatory adults or even from the individual himself/herself 
(as in protection from suicide) 

� Community security, that protected people from loss of traditional relationships and 
values and from sectarian and ethnic violence 

� Political security, that assured people could  “. . .live in a society that honours their 
basic human rights” 

 
One of the most profound arguments in the UNDP formula was the shift in responsibility 
for the new kind of security.  It could not neither be imposed by the state nor donated by 
the state.  It was available only through a genuine, synergistic partnership between civil 
society and the public sector. It required the purposive collaboration of individuals, civil 
society in local communities, international organizations and state institutions. 
 
While the publication of the new UNDP formula was a dramatic development, the new 
thinking did not appear out of whole cloth: it simply followed and (to a degree) 
institutionalized a perspective that already had been widely debated in the scholarly 
literature. Nor did the UNDP endorsement of this paradigm end the debates about 
security.   In the UNDP conceptualization, human security was intended to be the 
dominant security paradigm – it was to take precedence over any other kind of “security.”  
But not all proponents of the broad new definitions agreed with this taxonomy, or with 
the UN list of the component parts.  Some were inclined to accord “national security” an 
equivalent status. Nor did “human security” mean the same thing to all who used the 
phrase. Security continued to be a “contested” concept, and the broad new definitions 
were criticized by scholars and practitioners on a variety of grounds.10  However, the UN 
backing was a powerful encouragement to supporters.  Secretary General Kofi Annan 
was a particularly vigorous advocate, and his tenure as Secretary General saw the human 
security concept embedded in the formal structures of the world body.11

 
Africans were prominent among the early supporters of the new “security” thinking.  
Two years before the UNDP endorsed “human security,” the celebrated Kampala 
Document promulgated by the African Leadership Forum (and supported by the 
Organization of African Unity and United Nations) declared “security” to be 
fundamentally about the capability of the “. . .individual citizen to live in peace with 
access to basic necessities of life while fully participating in the affairs of his/her society 
in freedom and enjoying all fundamental human rights,” a definition very close to the 
later UNDP conceptualization.12  This perspective gained ground on the African 
Continent and the mid 1990s saw human security themes prominent in the thinking of a 
wide range of African scholars.13 By the early years of the 21st Century, the new African 
Union had agreed on a Common African Defence and Security Policy with a particularly 
nuanced and robust articulation its human security foundations.14

 
The new thinking resonated elsewhere as well. In 1999, a group of countries along with 
scholars and policy advocates, launched the Human Security Network,15 supporting its 
agenda with annual ministerial-level meetings.16  By 2005, the Network included twelve 
countries:  Austria, Canada, Chile, Greece, Ireland, Jordan, Mali, the Netherlands, 
Norway, Switzerland, Slovenia and Thailand.  South Africa was participating as an 
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“observer.” The Human Security Network sees itself as an “informal, flexible” 
mechanism for “collective action,” bringing “international attention to new and emerging 
issues.”  It seeks to apply a “human security perspective” to “energize political processes 
aimed at preventing or solving conflicts and promoting peace and development.”  It has 
involved itself in a variety of international issues, including campaigns to eliminate 
landmines, control flows of small arms, establish of the International Criminal Court, 
offer human rights education and human rights law, fight international crime, and find 
solutions to the epidemic of HIV/AIDS.17

 
While the Human Security Network had by 2005 become a significant actor in its own 
right, countries that participate in it also have demonstrated an active individual 
commitment to the new security paradigm.  One of the earliest was South Africa, seeking 
to redefine its own security policies in the wake of majority rule in 1994.18  Several years 
later, Japanese Prime Minister Obuchi sought to make human security the defining 
characteristic of Japanese foreign policy, instituting in 1998 a “Trust Fund for Human 
Security” in the UN Secretariat and funding it generously.19 By 2000, Canada also had 
made “human security” the foundation of its foreign policy, defining it as “safety for 
people from both violent and non-violent threats. . .characterized by freedom from 
pervasive threats to people’s rights, their safety or even their lives.”20  Canadian 
diplomatic effort and foreign aid was backing the new emphasis with significant national 
resources.21  Other countries, ranging from Austria to Switzerland, followed suit.   
 
The new paradigm received a significant, ringing endorsement in September 2004, when 
the European Union published the Barcelona Report of the Study Group on Europe’s 
Security Capabilities, entitled “A Human Security Doctrine for Europe,” calling for a 
“human security [crisis] response force.”   The proposed force would mainly be 
composed of civilian specialists skilled in conflict prevention and social reconstruction. 
Even its small military component would be heavily imbued with a human security ethic.  
While it still was too early in 2005 to anticipate the implementation of these proposals, 
the idea itself had begun to resonate powerfully among intellectuals and policymakers in 
Western Europe.22  It probably is unwise to dismiss this approach merely as a resort to 
“soft power” by a community imbued with a “psychology of weakness.” Their embrace 
of human security thinking indicates that Europeans are looking at the world – and their 
role in it – in a significantly new way.23

 
The human security concept has become a global issue and an approach increasingly 
endorsed by non-governmental organizations and scholars.  It is attractive to a wide 
constituency and a growing global intelligentsia.  It has the unqualified support of the 
world’s preeminent international organization – the United Nations – and has spawned a 
variety of multi-national initiatives. Yet despite the enthusiasm of its proponents, human 
security has not as yet provided a clear path to world peace.  It is useful to recognize its 
limitations. 
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“Operationalizing” Human Security 
 
The concept of human security has been attacked on a number of points. But the most 
serious difficulty with the model is methodological - how to “operationalize” it.  As one 
of its most articulate proponents put it, the concept’s key deficiency is “. . .its tendency to 
remain a normative vision rather than a practical policy tool. . .”24  The significant 
question is not “is it desirable?” but “is it feasible, and if so, how can it be implemented?”   
 
Since the early 1990s, a growing world-wide interest in human security has resulted in 
considerable activity.  Several countries have extensively readjusted their foreign policy 
to fit the new paradigm.  Still others have backed a variety of projects and aid programs 
designed to promote human security objectives.  Policymakers, activists, advocates and 
scholars have organized innumerable conferences and workshops. At least one country – 
Canada – has revised its military training seeking to inculcate a human security ethos into 
its armed forces.25 Yet it is difficult to point to any troubled area of the world where 
“human security” actually has been achieved as part of a deliberate, coordinated effort.  
The professional literature has yet to offer good case in which some combination of 
actors effectively organized themselves across agencies and sectors to achieve success in 
all the component domains of human security.  There still is a paucity of empirical proof 
that it can be achieved by deliberate design. 
 
 The “human security” paradigm describes a desirable alternative future, so its 
proponents may be justified in promoting it as a viable strategic end in itself.  But the 
concept may be more useful as a means to an end.  Following this logic, human security 
would provide the stepping stones along the route to something like community 
contentment or social peace.  The human security framework may thus be particularly 
useful if it can be wielded as a tool to uncover the problems that must be fixed before a 
society could reasonably expect that contentment and peace.  Its particular role would be 
to call attention to a destabilizing lack of adequate “security” in one or more of the 
component areas.  In this conceptualization, “human security” serves more as an analytic 
device or guide to strategizing than an ultimate “end” in itself.26

 
The authors recognize that case studies depicting the achievement of human security in 
the post Cold War world may be ambiguous and sparse.  So they begin with the 
assumption that “operationalization” refers less to the implementation of human security 
than it does to the ways in which a particular government – or a national security 
establishment – rearranges its structures and operating principles in order to pursue 
human security objectives.  Put another way, this study asks how structures, doctrine and 
behavior are different because of the institutional embrace of a human security 
framework.  The results actually achieved on the ground by such changes are an 
important but secondary concern. 
  
Within this definition, it should be possible to distinguish several levels of 
“operationalization.”  One dimension clearly would be the degree to which a national 
government committed itself to the concept – manifested in policy at the 
“national/strategic” level. Even at this echelon, an interesting distinction would be 
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whether a government’s human security initiatives were largely internal to the country or 
external to it; in other words, relevant to domestic or foreign policy (or both). In 
developed countries like Canada, Japan and Norway (where “human security” resonates 
strongly with the attentive public and national leaders) the societies as a whole enjoyed a 
high level community contentment and social peace long before the national leaders 
embraced a self-conscious human security agenda.  In these developed nations, the 
“operationalization” of human security may be more evident in foreign than in domestic 
policy.  It may be reflected in an explicitly human development complexion in the 
country’s foreign aid programs, or in the country’s willingness to engage in international 
humanitarian relief and peace support operations.  On the other hand, in a developing 
nation like South Africa, achievement of human security is a pressing internal priority, 
and conceivably could be manifested in domestic or foreign policy. 
 
Another important distinction is the way institutions and agencies of the state (including 
but not limited to the coercive agencies) “signed on” to a human security perspective and 
proved willing to make the necessary changes to accommodate an explicitly human 
security agenda.  This “organizational” level of analysis would assess specific 
modification of institutional culture and behavior in order to promote human 
development themes. Such adjustments of behavior may be evident (for instance) in 
organizational training programs, espoused values of the organization (codes of conduct, 
core values, organization vision), and organizational objectives, particularly in the 
organization’s willingness to partner with other agencies.  Still another level would be the 
degree to which individual members of participating agencies internalized the new values 
that supported a human security agenda. 
 
This study is interested in all of these levels of analysis.  In cases where a country’s 
policymakers consider “human security” to be a strategic end-state (a desirable 
alternative future) the national political practice could reasonably be expected to reflect 
both a philosophical commitment and some implementing activity by government 
agencies in partnership with civil-society actors.  If no such commitment exists at the 
national level, it still is possible to envision public sector institutions pursuing human 
security objectives; but lacking a national vision of a human security future, this would 
not comprise a real human security agenda.  On the other hand, it also is possible to 
envision a country with senior leadership rhetorically committed to a human security 
agenda, yet without much implementing capacity. Here, the authors argue that effective 
implementation of a human security agenda would require both the philosophical 
commitment “at the top” and the “buy-in” of agencies and sectors within the society 
itself. This study particularly is interested in how a security sector “buys into” and 
“operationalizes” human security. However, it acknowledges the need to locate that 
sector within the wider realm of national policy and civil-military relations in order to see 
whether or not synergistic cooperation is occurring across sectors and agencies. 
 
The embrace of a human security agenda by South Africa is one of the more interesting 
stories in its world-wide spread, and that is the story to which the study now turns. 
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A South African Backdrop:  The Apartheid Years 

 
South Africa’s preoccupation with human security (as defined here) is a very recent 
phenomenon, one of the results of the country’s political transition to majority rule in the 
mid 1990s.  In fact, for much of the 20th Century, the country’s foreign and domestic 
policies were at odds with contemporary notions of human security – so much so that the 
abrupt change at the end of the century was a notable occurrence in the annals of human 
relations. Some historical perspective is useful in understanding the dramatic nature of 
the change. 
 
South Africa’s national borders are a legacy of British imperial expansion in the 19th 
Century.  The country emerged in 1910 as a self-governing union within the British 
Empire, a land with upwards of twenty indigenous ethnic groups and a minority settler 
population of European origin.  By the mid 20th Century, its European minority 
constituted only about 15 percent of the population, but enjoyed exclusive political and 
economic access. Even so, the circumstances of colonial settlement had left profound 
social, economic and ideological divisions within the ruling white population.  By 1948 
South Africa’s National Party had come to represent the more rural, conservative 
interests within the white community – a constituency that nurtured lingering historical 
resentments and considered itself significantly disenfranchised by previous 
governments.27  The National Party’s rise to power in that year was a catalyst for 
significant change, and the new government soon formalized a system of coercive, 
institutionalized racism under the rubric of ethnic “separate development” (apartheid) 
that denied non-whites basic rights and opportunities. Its strategic imperative was to 
maintain white privilege and secure the regime by whatever means necessary.  This 
policy ultimately drove many South Africans into anti-regime activity and armed 
struggle.28  

 
When it came to power in South Africa in 1948, the National Party leadership seemed to 
sense that its domestic policies would alienate the country from its traditional partners. 
South Africa left the Commonwealth under pressure in 1961. By the mid 1950s, its 
leaders had concluded that the country’s interests lay with the anti-communist West and 
they endeavored to cultivate security relationships with the United Kingdom and United 
States, even as newly independent countries in the developing world increasingly 
condemned South Africa’s racial policies. By 1963, the United Nations had imposed the 
first of several arms sanctions.29  Still, until the 1970s, the security concerns of white 
South Africans were greatly assuaged by the presence of white-ruled colonies on their 
borders. However, their security concerns grew as, one by one, the neighboring countries 
achieved independence and majority rule. By the mid 1970s South Africa had come to be 
widely regarded as a pariah state: even its former allies in the West had begun to distance 
themselves from it politically. 
 
South Africa’s entire perception of its geopolitical threat changed dramatically in 1975, 
when it intervened in the ongoing liberation struggle and civil war in Angola, a colony 
now on the brink of independence from Portugal.  The Portuguese had been fighting a 
bitter counterinsurgency war in this colony since the early 1960s, ultimately finding 
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themselves opposed by three separate indigenous nationalist groups, each with its own 
insurgent army.  A coup in Portugal in 1974 resulted in an almost immediate decision by 
the country’s new rulers to rid themselves of their African possessions (including 
Angola).30 Amidst escalating violence, Portugal quietly withdrew its official presence 
from that country in November 1975, ending four centuries of colonial rule. 

 
With Portugal’s imminent departure from Angola, South Africa and the United States 
threw their support to two of the three competing Angolan groups in a very loose 
cooperative effort.31  The Soviet Bloc backed the third.32  By late 1975, the Soviets were 
engaged in a massive airlift to supply their faction with sophisticated military hardware 
and Cuban ground and air forces.   The United States provided small quantities military 
equipment, funding, and advice while the South Africans deployed a ground force into 
Angola to support their ally.33    However, in early 1976, the United States halted its 
involvement and withdrew from the conflict.34   By this point the South Africans 
confronted well-equipped Cuban expeditionary forces,35  and though they fought well the 
operation exposed serious vulnerabilities in South African military materiel, logistics and 
organization for combat.36  They withdrew from Angola in March 1976 with a profound 
sense of betrayal by their erstwhile American allies and a growing sense of strategic 
isolation.37   
 
South Africa’s leaders reacted to the Angolan experience in a number of significant ways. 
One was a reappraisal of policy and a new security strategy.38   Since the early 1970s, 
they had been consolidating security decision-making under a small group of senior 
political insiders.39  These increasingly were drawn from the senior officials of the 
security agencies, a group with a very strong “military” complexion. This consolidation 
of power escalated as the decade progressed. A politically powerful but relatively 
unaccountable inner circle now made virtually all significant policy decisions. It came to 
be widely characterized as the government of the “securocrats,” a term applied 
particularly to the Administration of P.W. Botha, South Africa’s chief of state from 1978 
to1989.  The clout of the “securocrats” was strengthened by the Angolan intervention.40   
 
After 1975 the country’s leaders increasingly believed that they were alone in the face of 
a “Total Onslaught” by the Communist world, spearheaded by Moscow’s subversive 
agents and its Cuban and African proxies.  This conclusion was reinforced in 1976, when 
South Africa’s disenfranchised black majority rose up in a protracted period of violent 
unrest.41  The government responded with a “Total National Strategy” that relied heavily 
on the coercive instruments of the state to maintain security at home and intimidate 
enemies abroad.42  Local scholars described the new strategy as “[operating] at political, 
economic and ideological levels, [affecting] every area of society, and [impinging] on the 
lives of all South Africans.”43    
 
The “Total National Strategy” included an assumption that South Africa would receive 
minimal assistance from any external source, an assumption reinforced by the 
“mandatory” UN sanctions in 1977 on arms sales to South Africa.44  South Africa now 
proved willing to attack its enemies by air and by special operations forces well beyond 
its national borders. The new strategy envisioned the destabilization of hostile 
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neighboring states and sponsorship of insurgencies.45  The South Africans also increased 
their research into chemical and biological warfare and initiated a program to acquire 
nuclear weapons as an ultimate strategic deterrent.46  At the same time, they undertook a 
concerted program to improve their military organization for combat and achieve self-
sufficiency in production of military materiel.  They perfected a massive arms industry 
and accelerated their efforts to field new generations of indigenously designed weapons, 
especially those providing greater firepower, armored protection and mobility.  By the 
mid 1980s, the South African military establishment had developed an extraordinary 
amount of state-of-the-art materiel developed exclusively for its unique requirements and 
produced by its own arms industry.47   
 
The end of the Cold War was a watershed event in southern Africa as elsewhere, and the 
ability of the apartheid state to use its military prowess to forestall political change until 
that point was an achievement.  However, the advent of the F.W. de Klerk government in 
1989 spelled an imminent end to the old order.48   De Klerk wasted little time in 
withdrawing from external conflicts49 and scaling down the defense sector.50  The state’s 
defense budget was cut by over forty percent between 1989 and 1993.51 Defense 
procurement fell by 60 per cent in the same period.52  Between 1990 and 1993, South 
Africa discontinued its programs to develop nuclear, biological and chemical weapons 
and ballistic missiles.53  De Klerk’s administration also marginalized those state 
institutions most responsible for implementing the “Total Strategy.”54

 
In 1990 de Klerk released the imprisoned Nelson Mandela, lifted the ban on the 
opposition African National Congress (ANC) and accelerated substantive negotiations 
with domestic opposition groups.55  De Klerk and Mandela then jointly supervised a 
Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA), initiated in 1991, that led to the 
adoption of new “interim” constitution in 1993 formally dismantling the structures of 
institutionalized racism.56 A multiracial national election in April 1994 installed majority 
rule under Mandela’s ANC-led government. 
 

Implementing a National Human Security Agenda (1994-2005) 
 

The African National Congress (ANC) government that came to power in South Africa in 
1994 recognized a compelling mandate to undo the combined effects of state-sponsored 
violence, racial discrimination and inequitable distribution of wealth, all compounded by 
decades of corrosive internal strife.  To its credit, the new leadership unambiguously 
acknowledged its responsibility for a massive program of internal human development to 
restore an environment of social harmony and material wellbeing. South Africa’s leaders 
articulated a variety of commitments across the entire human security spectrum.    
 
One of the pressing early priorities was assuring the public that the state would no longer 
use its coercive agencies to violate the rights of law-abiding citizens, reflected in a strong 
emphasis on human rights in the Interim Constitution of 1993 (and in the follow-on 
Constitution of 1996).  Another priority was the elimination of the institutional structures 
of coercion like the State Security Council.  Still another was reform of the state 
intelligence agencies that had been primary instruments of state violence against 
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citizens.57  A benchmark indication of the country’s new direction was the White Paper 
on Intelligence (October 1994), a document that shattered the earlier South African 
model for the role of intelligence agencies and boldly proclaimed that “National security 
should . . .encompass the basic principle and core values. . .essential to the quality of life, 
freedom, justice, prosperity and development.”58 “Intelligence” no longer meant 
“repression” in South Africa. 
 
The new leaders faced a difficult conundrum when it came to justice for apartheid era 
atrocities.  South Africa’s ability to move forward depended on a seemingly incompatible 
combination of accountability for past crimes and forgiveness for their perpetrators. 
There was ample blame to go around: both the South African government and its 
opponents had engaged in egregious violations of human rights.  Cultures of secrecy had 
left many families with anguishing uncertainty about the fate of loved ones.  The 
country’s solution was a Truth and Reconciliation Commission that set a remarkable 
precedent with world-wide implications.  The Commission was authorized to grant 
amnesty to those who made full disclosure and provided evidence of genuine repentance 
for earlier acts.  The Commission subsequently endured a fair amount of controversy, but 
its overall function has been remarkably therapeutic for the society as a whole.59  
 
The injustices and violence of the past were problems that required resolution after 1994, 
but a more pressing problem was the threat of criminal violence that did not end with the 
advent of majority rule. South African society continued to be traumatized by very high 
rates of violent crime.  And while there were many contributing factors, the situation was 
worsened by the incapacity of a demoralized and discredited police establishment 
inherited from the apartheid era. South Africa’s new leaders devoted substantial effort to 
reform of law enforcement and rehabilitation of policing.60  Progress in the decade after 
majority rule was slow and uneven, and violent crime continued at a very high level. By 
2005 some analysts were cautiously commending improvements in police capacity, 
although South Africans confronted with exposés of police corruption in mid 2005 still 
were painfully aware of continuing deficiencies in police ethics and professionalism.61

 
Human security thinking infused much of the national government structure after the 
advent of majority rule.  It was evident in seemingly unexpected places like the 
Department of Environment and Tourism, whose development-related departmental 
vision spoke of “a prosperous and equitable society living in harmony with our 
resources;”62 or the imposition of counter-trade “offsets” for foreign materiel purchased 
by the South African government. (The offsets required foreign sellers to invest in South 
Africa’s economy, with emphasis on the economic empowerment of formerly 
disadvantaged communities.)63

 
The South African government after 1994 was particularly sensitive to the importance of 
economic development and economic opportunity. Prior to the advent of majority rule, 
the ANC and its political allies had agreed on a national Reconstruction and 
Development Strategy with a heavy human security emphasis. This strategy diverted state 
attention and resources primarily to human development, and it was this strategy that was 
now was adopted to inform the development agenda of the new South Africa.  The 
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approach was endorsed by the interim Constitution of 1993 and formally adopted as 
South Africa’s Reconstruction and Development Programme in 1994.64 The Programme 
guided the government’s activities from 1994 onwards, and was rearticulated as the 
government’s Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) strategy announced in 
mid 1996.  These two documents were nothing less than a human security manifesto.  
They emphasized economic growth and employment for all, redistribution of the 
country’s benefits with particular attention to opportunities for the “poor,” access to 
adequate services such as health and education, and basic security for persons, property 
and livelihoods. 
 
There were, of course, inevitable difficulties in fulfilling the many competing demands of 
the government’s ambitious new mandate, exacerbated by unrealistically high 
expectations on the part of previously disadvantaged communities and resistance by 
various influential individuals and groups.  In 2004, South Africa still suffered from a 
destabilizing unemployment rate of well over 25 per cent.65 The government’s emphasis 
on affirmative action programs led to widespread accusations of unwarranted favoritism 
and deterioration in state services. While the new government did not lack the will to 
make rapid, fundamental change, it had neither the resources nor the expertise to 
immediately and fully meet all the high expectations. By the early years of the 21st 
Century, South Africans were complaining that their government’s rhetoric seldom 
matched the country’s reality. But the national leadership had committed itself to an 
explicit human security agenda for national development, and by the end of the 20th 
Century had made progress in its pursuit.66

 
South Africa’s human security agenda was particularly evident in its domestic policies, 
but it soon was a key feature its foreign policy as well. In the years before majority rule, 
world approbation had contributed to South African policies that were often aggressively 
unilateralist.  In stark contrast, the new national leadership viewed the country as one of 
the world’s “middle powers” whose interests were best protected by a vigorous 
communitarianism. They now were strongly inclined to seek consultative multilateral 
solutions to international problems.67  In the first few years after the advent of majority 
rule, South Africa “. . .joined, re-joined or acceded to some forty-five inter-governmental 
organizations and multi-lateral treaties” in addition to substantive engagement in 
diplomatic effort to reform international organizations such as the UN, International 
Monetary Fund and World Bank.68   
 
The new leaders also quickly endeavored to reconnect with the rest of Africa, calling for 
an African Renaissance and seeking to export the values now ensconced in their 
Constitution.  These included the human security staples of human rights and freedoms, 
protection from discrimination in its various forms, the rule of law, primacy of 
constitutional guarantees, and the liberal democratic norms of universal suffrage, 
government responsiveness and transparency. However, the responses of other African 
leaders to South African initiatives were mixed at best.69

 
Among other things, the South Africans soon were criticized by other Africans for failing 
to match their advocacy with substantive foreign aid (although given the country’s 
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pressing internal needs such an expectation probably was naïve and unfair).  They also 
were criticized by Western countries for their reluctance to engage immediately in peace 
operations in Africa, a disparagement that failed to recognize the country’s sensitivities to 
lingering regional fears of South African hegemony. Even so, immediately after the 
advent of majority rule, the country began to participate in regional development and 
security forums such as the South African Development Community and the African 
Union. It quickly established a variety of development-oriented relationships with other 
African countries ranging from management of shared water resources to transfrontier 
wildlife conservancies to trans-national health programs.  The commitment to a human 
security agenda was not restricted to the country’s political leadership, nor was confined 
to the executive branch of government.  A flurry of legislative activity backed the same 
agenda. 
 
In keeping with human security thinking, many of South Africa’s links to the rest of the 
continent came as initiatives from civil society, and it is very important to credit the role 
of South African non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in promoting human security 
thinking both in South Africa and elsewhere on the continent.  As envisioned in the 
original UNDP paradigm, human security requires the synergistic partnership of public 
and private sector institutions.  Particularly after 1994, a diverse community of South 
African-based NGOs became very active in human development, health and 
environmental concerns in South Africa itself and outside the country’s borders, some 
faith oriented, some distinctly secular.   
 
South African scholars played a critical role in spreading the new thinking about 
“security” in the South Africa and the region as a whole.70 Linkages between academe 
and government in South Africa continued to reinforce that relationship.  The scholars 
established multiple connections to agencies, actors and governments elsewhere in Africa 
and forged rich webs of connections to world-wide “communities of practice” for 
research and initiatives in human development, conflict resolution and government 
reform. Institutions involved in such efforts included the Centre for Conflict Resolution 
associated with the University of Cape Town,71 and the Centre for Defence and Security 
Management, part of the Graduate School for Public and Development Management at 
the University of Witwatersrand.72  South Africa is one of the few countries on the 
continent with influential “think tanks” like the Institute for Security Studies whose 
advice is sought by governments and regional organizations and whose studies, 
conferences and consultation have consistently stressed the merits of a human security 
approach.73  South Africa has a public sector scientific establishment represented in the 
Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) whose subordinate agencies are 
engaged in research, consulting and program development across a wide spectrum of 
human development activities in Africa, ranging from river basin management to 
community policing.74

 
From the advent of majority rule, the South Africans found themselves pressured from 
various quarters to participate in efforts to resolve or prevent regional conflict.  Despite 
the intensity of these pressures, the new leaders at first proceeded cautiously, fearful that 
other African countries would suspect hegemonic inclinations and devious motives. 

 13



However, by 1999, the government had sufficient confidence to publish a White Paper on 
South African Participation in International Peace Missions,75 a remarkable document 
commissioned by the Department of Foreign Affairs in compiled in consultation with 
other departments, Parliament and civil society.76  It was infused with human security 
thinking, calling specific attention to broadening notions of “security” that ideally should 
include “. . .political, economic, social, cultural and personal security.” It argued that 
solutions to instability required “. . .effective governance, robust democracies and 
ongoing economic and social development.” 77  The White Paper analyzed international 
peace operations in general, noting the requirements for civilian experts, civil police and 
military forces of various kinds, and arguing that South Africa should be prepared to 
furnish personnel in each of these categories.78 It also analyzed and recommended criteria 
for South African participation.79 This White Paper was a milestone in South African 
thinking on human security-related engagement with the rest of the Continent. 
 
One specific result of the White Paper’s recommendations was the creation of a National 
Office for the Co-ordination of Peace Missions (NOCPM) within the Department of 
Foreign Affairs.  This body was chartered to coordinate the cross-departmental and cross-
sectoral communications that were supposed to occur before the country committed itself 
to international peace operations.  However, this process appeared somewhat 
dysfunctional in 2005 – the Office of the President making most of the substantive 
decisions on such issues with little outside consultation.80 Even so, by 2005 South Africa 
had become significantly engaged in regional peace operations, having deployed 
peacekeeping contingents or observers as far afield as Burundi, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Liberia, Sudan and Ethiopia.81 The country also had hosted consultations 
between warring parties in Burundi, Congo and Côte d’Ivoire. 
 
By 2005, South Africa’s primary contribution to human security outside its borders 
seemed to be its growing involvement in Africa’s rapidly evolving regional security 
architecture and its commitment to regional peace operations, particularly the latter.82  
These contributions were given a very public face in an April 2005 address to the 
National Assembly by Minister of Defence Mosiuoa Lekota.83  Lekota boldly asserted 
that “South Africa and other nations should. . .make ready to step up the content and 
levels of their contribution to peace support operations” and concluded by declaring “it is 
[South Africa’s] duty to rise to the complex challenges of peacekeeping in Africa.” He 
defended the country’s costly decision to purchase large, European-produced military 
transport aircraft largely because of their anticipated role in peace operations, and he 
proudly touted South Africa’s contribution to a southern African brigade that he said 
would be trained and prepared for regional peace operations by the end of June.84

 
Beyond any question, the government of South Africa after 1994 embraced a deliberate 
human security agenda to inform both its domestic and its foreign policy.  Over the 
succeeding decade, its policy choices were manifested in a variety of programs and 
involvements that promoted human security at home and advocated human security 
abroad.  And while the implementation of the human security agenda was hindered by 
lack of resources and inevitable programmatic errors, the domestic objectives seemed to 
resonate with the society at large, while the external involvements were producing some 
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grumbling about the wisdom of spending the country’s wealth abroad when so many 
internal needs remained unmet.  Still, the authors are aware of no other country in Africa 
that in the early 21st Century made as explicit a commitment to the ideals of human 
security as South Africa. 
 
Human security thinking did not permeate all South African government activities in the 
same degree; and one government agency reflected almost in stereotype the limits and the 
possibilities of the new approach.  That agency was South Africa’s military. 
 

A New Security Establishment for a New South Africa 
 
In the process of political reform that ushered in majority rule, the future of South 
Africa’s security establishment – including armed forces – was no means foreordained.  
In the minds of many citizens the security services (military, police and intelligence) 
were associated with the most unpleasant features of the apartheid era and the public was 
not initially convinced of their desirability.   
 
For some years prior to the advent of majority rule in 1994, ANC intellectuals had 
debated the nature of the security establishment that would be appropriate for a new 
South Africa.85   Many of these had deep roots in academe – either in South Africa or the 
United Kingdom. They now endeavored to apply “cutting edge” thinking from the 
world’s best scholarship to South Africa’s unique situation and circumstances.86  Despite 
a diversity of views, this influential group ultimately arrived at essential agreement about 
the kind of military needed by the new South Africa.87   Much of their effort was 
reflected in the debates of the Military Research Group, a rather loose collection of 
academics and intellectuals that coalesced in the early 1990s. This organization became 
essentially the ANC “think tank” on security.88   Its perspectives were highly influenced 
by human security notions. Although the scholars were inspired by concepts imported 
from elsewhere, they also made their own substantial contributions to the ongoing 
worldwide debates.89    
 
The new model of “security” endorsed by the ANC intellectuals did not reject a role for 
traditional agencies of the state – intelligence, police and military. It assumed a place for 
the structures and equipment already in place in South Africa, and emphasized a “primary 
function” for the defense forces – preservation of national sovereignty and territorial 
integrity – roles requiring the maintenance of a conventional military establishment much 
like the one already in existence. However, in their model, the new military forces were 
to be under very firm and accountable civilian control – and would not be the exclusive 
province of unaccountable “securocrats” as in the apartheid years.  This new thinking 
was reflected in subsequent restructuring of both the executive and legislative branches of 
government.90  By 1995, South Africa’s Department of Defence had been reorganized to 
include a civilian Secretary of Defence under the (civilian) Minister and Deputy Minister. 
In Mill’s words, this new arrangement, “marked a radical departure from the past when a 
civilian minister. . .had headed a ministry that was totally dominated by the military, had 
no civilian representation or involvement of any consequence, and was subject to 
virtually no effective system of financial or policy accountability.”91   
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The restructuring in the Department of Defence occurred at the same time that the 
Parliament was undertaking efforts to consolidate legislative authority over defense 
policy. What emerged in the legislative branch of government was a separate committee 
in both houses, Senate and National Assembly, along with a larger Joint Standing 
Committee on Defence with membership from both houses. The Joint Standing 
Committee was now endowed with significant constitutional prerogatives to oversee 
policy, funding and programs, and by the late 1990s had significantly expanded the 
parliamentary footprint in oversight of defense activities. (Later, when the Senate 
transformed into the Council of Provinces, legislative oversight passed largely to the 
Portfolio Committee on Defence.)92   
 
In the thinking about security evident in the emerging new strategic approach, the 
country’s orientation primarily would be defensive. The new South Africa would no 
longer threaten its neighbors – in fact, its military typically was to be used in 
circumstances of regional cooperation. And despite its emphasis on the “primary 
function,” the Defence Force also would be tasked to engage in a wide range of human 
security-related activities, including disaster relief and peace support operations. Not all 
of the members of the Military Research Group were unanimous on these issues, of 
course, and Gavin Cawthra observes that its ultimate willingness to retain a large, 
conventional force was partly motivated by a desire to placate the existing South African 
military establishment.93   Rocky Williams adds that the emphasis on the “prime 
function” stemmed in part from a concern that democratic civil-military relations 
required a military whose roles were strictly limited.94 But regardless of its motivation, 
the emphasis developed by the Military Research Group subsequently was embedded in 
the interim Constitution of 1993, the ANC Manifesto of 1994, the permanent Constitution 
of 1996 and follow-on official documents that would more specifically defined the new 
defense establishment.95     
 

Foundational Documents 
 
The new South African government that came to power in 1994 was committed to 
stakeholder “buy-in” on policy issues and sponsored a series of conferences that defined 
the new security establishment.  The two most important documents were the  South 
African White Paper on Defence (1996) and the South African Defence Review (1998). 
They provide both a roadmap for national policy and an interesting glimpse of the 
emerging collaboration between policymakers, civil society and the military in the new 
South Africa.  
 
The White Paper on Defence (1996) 
 
Because of the massive redirection of funding initiated by the de Klerk government after 
1989, the military services had faced some years of austerity by 1994.  That and the 
international sanctions of previous decades had rendered much of South Africa’s military 
materiel depleted, deteriorated or obsolete. By 1994, the military establishment was still 
there, but each of the military services was facing severe problems of obsolescent 

 16



materiel and declining capital investment.96   One of the early challenges faced by the 
new government was a plea from the military forces for substantial recapitalization. Soon 
after the advent of the new government, the leaders of the military establishment, both 
civilian and military, began lobbying for a fundamental re-equipping of the armed 
forces.97   They would be obliged to wait until 1998 before the government would 
commit itself to a major program of materiel acquisition, but their pressure contributed to 
a substantial South African effort (begun by 1995) to redefine the national military and its 
supporting armaments industry. 
 
Parliament responded to the plea for military upgrading by demanding that the Defence 
Force first define itself and its role, demonstrating how it would embody the priorities of 
the new South Africa, and in response, in 1995 the Department of Defence launched an 
extraordinary, wide-ranging series of consultations with scholars, practitioners, civil 
servants and members of the attentive public.98  The intended result of the consultations 
was a “white paper” defining the role of the military in the country. A new White Paper 
on Defence finally appeared in 1996 in the wake of an excruciatingly exhaustive 
consultative process.99     
 
It was the vision of the ANC intellectuals in the Military Research Group that ultimately 
prevailed in the new White Paper. The principal drafter of the paper was University of 
Cape Town scholar Laurie Nathan.100 The new document was remarkably similar to ideas 
he had published earlier.101  Even so, Nathan’s first draft proved to be highly contentious 
and provoked accusations from the military establishment that it was “anti-military” in 
tone and substance. Ultimately, the senior leadership of the Ministry of Defence 
intervened to provide “guidance” and Nathan was obliged to incorporate a large number 
of changes. The final version reflected input from a broad range of sources. Parliament’s 
Joint Standing Committee on Defence scrutinized early drafts and obliged Nathan to 
defend his work in three special sessions before the paper finally was accepted by the 
Cabinet and approved by Parliament in May 1996.102   Despite the wide collaboration and 
many changes, the new White Paper bore the clear human security imprint of the 
thinking of the Military Research Group. 
 
It was an articulation of a whole new philosophy of national defense. Its authors tried 
very hard to capture the essence of fundamental transformation they believed was 
required in South Africa. They started by redefining national security, characterizing it in 
the broadest possible terms.  Their document captured one of the clearest expressions of 
human security on record anywhere: 
 

In the new South Africa national security is no longer viewed as a 
predominantly military and police problem.  It has broadened to 
incorporate political, economic, social and environmental matters.  At 
the heart of this new approach is a paramount concern with the security 
of people. 
 
Security is an all-encompassing condition in which individual citizens 
live in freedom, peace and safety; participate fully in the process of 
governance; enjoy the protection of fundamental rights; have access to 
resources and the basic necessities of life; and inhabit an environment 
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which is not detrimental to their health and well-being [emphasis 
added].103

 
The White Paper went on to argue that that security would be “sought primarily through 
efforts to meet the political, economic, social and cultural rights and needs” of the 
citizenry, implying a much more limited role for the security organs of the state than was 
formerly the case.104   Yet despite its apparent embrace of a human security paradigm, the 
White Paper unambiguously endorsed a conventional military establishment, stating that 
the new South African National Defence Force (SANDF) would be a “ balanced, modern, 
affordable and technologically advanced military force” and that its “primary role 
[would] be to defend South Africa against external military aggression.”105   At the same 
time, the White Paper was very careful to emphasize that the new military would have a 
“primarily defensive orientation and posture,” and that South Africa’s foreign policy 
would emphasize “regional security” and “military co-operation with southern African 
states in particular.”106   The document placed great emphasis on strong civilian control 
of the new military, with specified linkages of accountability and oversight that extended 
to the executive and legislative branches of government and even to civil society.107    
 
The White Paper went far in addressing core interests and concerns of the new ANC-
dominated government, and provided a philosophical framework for the nature of the 
new South African military. However, it left open a number of questions about the size, 
structure and equipping of the force. It did not reconcile its vision of a conventional, high 
technology military with its own assessment of the most likely military roles. These 
issues would be taken up by a later document. 
 
The Defence Review (1998) 
 
With the initial White Paper in hand by 1996, the Department of Defence could turn to 
the particular details of a new military establishment. South Africa’s military leaders 
were strongly motivated by a pressing desire to define the future Defence Force, since a 
host of issues (including armaments acquisition) had been left in abeyance pending 
government agreement.108  Again, The Department of Defence initiated an extraordinary 
process of national consultation, resulting in the publication of a Defence Review in late 
1998.109   This consultation “. . . featured three National Consultative Conferences, a host 
of Regional Workshops in all provinces, Public Hearings in Parliament. . .It drew 
together a wide range of interest groups, including: academics, clergy, industrialists, 
media, pacifists, Parliamentarians, and members of the defence establishment. .  .” 
(emphasis added).110  The Minister of Defence at the time claimed it to be the “most 
inclusive and transparent” process of its kind ever undertaken, a boast difficult to refute 
despite its somewhat self-serving tone. Key figures in drafting this paper were Air Force 
Major General Len Le Roux and Army Colonel (Dr.) Rocky Williams, both at the time 
active members of the South African National Defence Force. Both considered that their 
role was to comply with the general guidance of the Interim Constitution (of 1993) and 
recently published White Paper on Defence, reconcile the competing visions of interested 
political actors and achieve consensus among a diverse community of stakeholders.111
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One of the most important relationships in the consultations that produced the Defence 
Review was the extensive involvement of the Parliamentary Joint Standing Committee on 
Defence, which insisted on exercising its oversight responsibilities, deliberating on the 
Review issues in great detail, while at the same time “learning the ropes” about military 
affairs. As a result of this involvement, Parliament achieved a remarkable degree of 
“ownership” over the resulting agreement.112     
 
The Defence Review built upon the foundational White Paper, specifying in some detail 
the nature and role of the new South African National Defence Force (SANDF). It dealt 
with force design, doctrine and deployment and defined issues of resources and 
accountability.113  To a degree, the Defence Review tempered the more radical human-
security oriented White Paper, paying distinctly more attention to the outlines of a 
conventional military establishment and its supporting infrastructure and distinctly less to 
the implications of broad new definitions of “security.” It framed its intention very 
explicitly: 
 

The government has adopted a broad, holistic approach to security, recognising 
the various non-military dimensions. . .[ but it] has adopted a narrow, 
conventional approach to defence. . .The SANDF is designed and equipped 
chiefly to fulfill its primary mission of defence against aggression.114

 
Despite the strong emphasis on this “primary function,” the Defense Review nonetheless 
recognized that South Africa’s military had “. . .personnel, skills and resources which are 
utilised for various non-military tasks.”115  It devoted an entire chapter to these tasks, 
including among them protection of natural resources, education and training programs, 
disaster relief, search and rescue and provision of health services.116  Additional chapters 
addressed the South African participation in international peace operations, military 
support to national law enforcement and military participation in environmental security 
concerns.117  The Defense Review thus contained the threads of a significant range of 
human security concerns, an unusual feature for a military supposedly preoccupied with 
defense of the national borders against aggression by external foes. 
 
There was, in fact, a significant discontinuity within the official documents. While the 
White Paper on Defence specified conditions under which South Africa would engage in 
international peace operations,118 it did not explain how a high technology Defence Force 
organized primarily for conventional, high-intensity conflict along the country’s borders 
also could provide the wherewithal most appropriate to the articulated range of future 
roles, particularly against threats at the low end of the technological spectrum, including 
the challenges of various humanitarian and peace operations.119  The human security 
roles for the South African military establishment enshrined in the White Paper on 
Defence120 and Defence Review121 were at odds with the high-technology conventional 
military establishment also described in the Defence Review,122 a military trained and 
equipped to defeat sophisticated external foes in classic military confrontations.  
 
Within a few years of the publication of the Defense Review, one of its authors – Rocky 
Williams - was challenging the “primacy” of the “prime function,” an explicit recognition 
that the SANDF increasingly was diverting its attention to the messy humanitarian 
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challenges of the post Cold War era and away from conventional military operations.123  
William’s unambiguous advocacy of the new roles pointed to sharply differing views 
within South Africa’s “Defence” establishment. Williams boldly argued that “. . .South 
African defence planners will have to disenthral themselves of many of the assumptions 
upon which they operate,” 124 a direct challenge to any preoccupation with conventional 
military missions. 
 
By 2002 the South Africans also had published a military strategy, listing the missions 
they envisioned for the Defence Force.125  These missions still covered a considerable 
spectrum, ranging from high to low intensity conflict. They included “high-end” roles 
such as “repelling [a] conventional onslaught” or “repelling [an] information onslaught” 
and “low-end” missions subsumed by various kinds of peace operations, search and 
rescue and support of the national police.126   While South Africa’s military leaders 
clearly wanted the capability to cope with all conceivable contingencies, including a 
massive, conventional attack by a sophisticated enemy on their borders, none of the 
documents really made a case for the existence of a threat that would warrant such a 
capability. It is not at all clear that South Africa will face any such “high-end” threat in 
the foreseeable future and it is even less clear that South Africa can afford a military that 
can deal with the full range of conceivable contingencies.  
 
Still, the completion of the Defence Review in 1998 was sufficient justification for South 
Africa’s leaders to embark on a massive program of weapons acquisition, a program 
intended to rectify deficiencies in the Defence Force’s conventional warfighting 
capabilities. In November 1998, the country announced its intention to purchase a variety 
of sophisticated new weapons from a select list of foreign suppliers, these were described 
in South Africa as “Strategic Packages.”127  The following year, South Africa signed 
contracts for jet aircraft from the United Kingdom and Sweden, patrol corvettes and 
submarines from Germany, and utility helicopters from Italy.128 The acquisitions had an 
initial value of about four billion dollars.129  They were controversial in a nation 
struggling to meet many human needs and facing no immediate external security threat. 
With subsequent allegations of graft and kickbacks in the arms purchases, public 
dissatisfaction was widespread and occasionally harsh.130  Nor, except for the helicopters 
and possibly the frigates, was it clear that the new arms would contribute to the 
humanitarian operations now beginning to preoccupy the Defence Force.  In 
circumstances of plentiful resources, the situation may not have been a matter for much 
concern, but South Africa’s resources are far from infinite.  The weapons purchases 
seemed to reflect a continuing ambivalence in South Africa about the nature and intended 
role of its new military. 

 
The South African “defense” documents, though impressive results of hard work and 
tedious consultation, could not be expected to fully and permanently settle all the security 
dilemmas of the state. Their authors seemed to recognize them as authoritative for the 
requirements of the time, but also as snapshots of work-in-progress and not definitive 
descriptions of the country’s future. By mid 2005, the South Africans were writing a new 
White Paper on Defence and Defence Review.131 Knowledgeable insiders suggested that 
one of the main revisions would be a significant shift from the earlier emphasis on 
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conventional military capabilities to those required for a greater capacity to respond to 
complex humanitarian emergencies. 
 

Human Security and the Military in the New South Africa 
 
A decade of majority rule has produced many changes in South Africa, a fact that 
particularly has been true of its military establishment.  In addition to the dramatic 
reorganization of security decision-making, the “civilianization” of the Ministry of 
Defence and the imposition of substantial Parliamentary oversight, the nature of the 
military itself also changed dramatically since the apartheid years.   
 
One fact remained essentially unchanged.  Despite the cutbacks in military funding after 
1989, South Africa arrived at majority rule with the best-led, most versatile and most 
combat effective military in Sub-Saharan Africa.   South Africa’s armed forces still enjoy 
that singular distinction.  They continue to reflect much of the culture of the apartheid 
years, and even some of the same personnel and materiel, but it is not at all the same 
military.   
 
Although they employed non-whites in various military roles, South Africa’s apartheid 
era leaders were unwilling to mobilize the non-white majority to fight the country’s 
regional wars. The military of that era never exceeded 150,000 personnel, most of which 
were part-time, white citizen-soldiers.132 In contrast, the new South African military is no 
longer dependent on compulsory military service.  Since 1994 it has been manned by 
volunteer professionals. More importantly, its members are drawn from very different 
communities than in the past.  The new organization was formed by merging the old 
South African Defence Force with seven other military establishments. These included 
the liberation armies of the African National Congress and Pan African Congress that had 
been fighting the South African state, four more from the quasi independent ethnic 
“homelands” of the old South Africa (the so-called TVBC states133) and the mostly Zulu 
“self-defence force” of the Inkatha Freedom Party. Initial estimates were that this would 
add some 40,000 personnel to the 110,000-person South African Defence Force, although 
the numbers that ultimately showed up for duty were much less.134  The integration of all 
these military forces was followed by a process of downsizing, rationalization and 
demobilization to reduce the military to its 2005 strength of about 75,000.135 The 
demobilized soldiers were assisted in their reintegration into South African society, but 
the whole process proved to be slow, difficult and traumatic, very costly and politically 
fraught.136 It was still working itself out in 2005.  
 
Demobilization was difficult, but integration was even more so. South Africa struggled to 
integrate the leaders of the disparate militaries into a new officer corps while maintaining 
some common standard of professional behavior and expertise. Given the widely 
differing backgrounds and tremendous disparity in educational qualifications, this was a 
considerable challenge, leading to accusations by white officers that unqualified 
personnel were promoted or fast-tracked to senior rank and accusations by non-whites of 
continuing racist attitudes on the part their white colleagues.  Observers have suggested 
that the overall competence of the Defence Force has declined markedly since 1994 when 
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the integration began, with a significant increase in reported instances of indiscipline. 
These tensions and problems are an inevitable result of such massive transformation.  
However, they also have retarded the ability of the South African military go much 
beyond an emphasis on basic professional skills.  The strains within the new South 
African military have been accompanied by an unfortunate loss prestige for its military 
within South African society as a whole. 
 
During the apartheid era, the white community in South Africa took considerable pride in 
its military establishment.  A very large proportion of that community’s male members 
performed compulsory military service.  The Defence Force was a professionally 
competent and effective organization that performed extraordinary feats in operations 
against its various opponents.  Despite a vocal anti-war movement within the white 
community, the old Defence Force generally could take the respect and support of its 
parent society for granted. It also could depend on a culture of secrecy and government 
censorship to conceal its bad news.  In the post-apartheid era, these features no longer 
obtain.  The Defence Force no longer enjoys a privileged status.  It has suffered from 
severe lack of funding as the country diverts resources to other more pressing 
requirements.  Its “other ranks” now are largely drawn from South Africa’s black and 
rural communities and are no longer closely connected to the country’s social and 
economic elites.  The inevitable problems resulting from a difficult social transformation 
are quickly picked up by a somewhat unsympathetic press. (One preoccupation of that 
press has been the prevalence of HIV/AIDS in the military, now estimated by the 
Defence Force itself at 23 percent.137)  The result of these trends has been a worrying 
lack of sympathy within South Africa for military activities in general, including external 
military deployments for peace operations. 
 
Despite the trauma of a military establishment in a difficult transition, South Africa’s 
actual commitment of military power has been very much in consonance with a human 
security agenda. This has been true both internally to South Africa and in its limited 
external military deployments.  In the case of the former, immediately after the advent of 
majority rule, South Africa was obliged to dispatch military ground forces to maintain 
order in urban areas, supplementing the role of a thoroughly discredited South African 
Police. Although senior military leaders disliked that mission, the Army apparently 
performed it competently.  Throughout the subsequent decade, the South African Air 
Force and Navy continued to perform search and rescue operations, important but 
unheralded missions that require technical competence, courage and skill.   
 
Since 1994 South Africa’s external military deployments have almost exclusively 
involved humanitarian relief and peace support operations. The South Africans have been 
conscientious participants in regional military exercises since 1997, most of which reflect 
themes of humanitarian relief, conflict resolution or peacekeeping. (These exercises also 
have included participants or observers from Europe and North America.) South Africa 
hosted its own exercise of this type in 2000, and routinely offers its military aircraft to 
transport other participating national continents.138  The most recent such exercise - 
Thokgamo (“Peace”) - was held in Botswana in June 2005 in an operation that replicated 
a brigade-sized multi-national peacekeeping operation under an international mandate, 
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and included contingents from at least nine countries, including South Africa.139  Such 
military exercises provide some South African personnel with exposure to international 
peace operations experts, an opportunity for humanitarian crisis planning and good 
“hands-on” exercising in a range of civil-military issues, including the function of a civil-
military operations center (CMOC). 
 
In addition to the regional exercises, South Africa participated in a vast international 
humanitarian relief operation during severe flooding in neighboring Mozambique in 
2000.  Its Air Force particularly was commended for the courage, skill and persistence of 
its pilots.140  South Africa also has been substantively involved in external peace support 
operations since 1998, a topic discussed in more detail below. 
 
Commitment of military force in consonance with human security thinking is not the 
same thing as building an organizational culture oriented to human security.  In other 
words, deployment for peace support operations does not necessarily indicate that a 
military establishment is particularly suited by training or equipment to promote human 
security in its operations or that it is imbued with a human security ethic suited to the 
human security demands of peace missions.  In the case of the South African National 
Defence Force, despite the continuous involvement in humanitarian relief and peace 
support operations since 1998, the evidence for a genuine human security ethos is 
somewhat ambiguous.   
 
A very astute South African officer presented a paper in early 2005 that summarized key 
issues in officer training for the country’s new military, a paper remarkable for its 
candor.141  He noted that the apartheid-era military had placed primary emphasis on 
military experience and did not particularly emphasize intellectual development or 
concern for broader social and economic issues. He went on to argue that the new South 
African military likewise has not emphasized institutionalized education in its first 
decade, and he questioned whether the South African military provides real “education” 
at all in the broad liberal model. (He also observed that existing educational programs 
have had a pressing priority of facilitating the integration of officers from widely 
differing backgrounds into the new unified military.142)  This author suggested that while 
all levels of military education and training now stress an understanding of the 
Constitution – and some of its implications for military members – they provide little 
understanding of political and economic dynamics and no real grounding in the broad 
cultural competencies particularly useful in peace operations.  The only exceptions to this 
rather dismal portrait were courses available for selected senior field grade officers, 
courses that included Defence civilians and in foreign military students.143

 
While the South African Defence Force may be limited in its educational opportunities in 
general, by 2005 it was providing its personnel a substantial amount of training on peace 
operations.  This included modules of instruction at the Corps Schools and Army Battle 
School and a “peacekeeping” phase in the curriculum of the Senior Joint Staff Course at 
South Africa’s National War College.144  Military units about to deploy for peace 
operations got additional specialized training oriented to their expected roles.145 That 
said, much of this instruction seemed to heavily oriented to the mechanics of 
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peacekeeping, although Defence Minister Lekota noted in early 2005 that “International 
Humanitarian Law” and “Law of Armed Conflict” were staples.  He went on to urge that 
future training include “conflict resolution, negotiation and humanitarian actions,” 
implying that these were underemphasized at the time.146

 
Since the advent of majority rule in 1994, the typical external missions for the Defence 
Force have been involvements in complex humanitarian emergencies. These have 
included a peace enforcement intervention (under a regional mandate) in Lesotho in 
1998, flood rescue and relief in neighboring Mozambique in 2000, deployment of 
peacekeeping ground forces to Burundi first under a bilateral arrangement and then as 
part of a UN mission, participation in the UN peacekeeping operation in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo and several smaller-scale observer missions.147   The 1998 
Lesotho operation was something of a watershed in South African thinking about peace 
operations and warrants a brief description. 
 
South Africa’s transition to majority rule in 1994 coincided with a political crisis in the 
small southern African kingdom of Lesotho (a country wholly enclosed within the 
borders of South Africa), resulting in instability and violence.  Reacting to the crisis in 
Lesotho, several southern African countries (including South Africa and Botswana) 
consulted about a military operation to reestablish order. The crisis ebbed without 
external intervention, though the situation in Lesotho remained unstable.  In late 1998, 
order again broke down when elements of Lesotho’s small army mutinied.  South Africa 
and Botswana then intervened with a combined task force in an effort to restore order, 
justifying the operation under a somewhat dubious Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) mandate.148  The intervention force was commanded by an 
experienced and well-respected South African officer and the South Africans apparently 
thought that a show of force would quickly intimidate the competing factions in Lesotho, 
reflecting more hubris than understanding of the situation. South African intelligence 
about the situation in Lesotho apparently was faulty, and the intervention quickly turned 
into a messy peace enforcement operation that was widely – perhaps unfairly - criticized 
for incompetence and use of excessive force. Order ultimately was restored and the 
SADC Task Force withdrawn by May 1999.149 South Africa subsequently contributed 
military training program in Lesotho (together with Botswana and Zimbabwe), which 
lasted until May 2000.150  However, the Lesotho intervention turned into a public 
relations nightmare for the South African military, significantly tempering any lingering 
national enthusiasm for peace enforcement.   
 
At best, the Lesotho intervention highlighted the dangers of attempting to conduct 
conventional military operations – even by reasonably competent, well led and well 
equipped forces – in the complex environments of African civil turmoil. South Africa’s 
subsequent participation in regional peace operations has included the deployment of 
sizable combat forces both to Burundi and to the Democratic Republic of the Congo but 
since 1998 the South Africans have studiously avoided peace enforcement missions. The 
current preference seems to be support operations – transport, communications, logistics, 
infrastructural maintenance and health. The country’s technological sophistication lends 
itself to these kinds of niche roles, and such capacities are important in post-conflict 
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nation building, although the South Africans do not seem to be engaged in that at present. 
There is little evidence that the South African military currently is cultivating competence 
in its military forces for human security roles such as post-conflict rebuilding and human 
development.  It has no equivalent, for instance, to the civil-affairs officers of the US 
Army.151   
In fact, the South African military in 2005 still viewed international peace operations 
through the filter of the Defence Review of 1998, where they were classified as a 
secondary function. This meant that the Defence Force would not create special 
structures for such operations but would take resources for peace operations out of those 
oriented to its primary function.  The individual services (Army, Air Force, Navy and 
Military Health Service) were not creating components dedicated to peace support 
missions.152  This requires an emphasis on “multi-role” force preparation and skills-based 
training, an approach difficult even for the well-resourced military establishments of the 
wealthy, developed Western countries. 
 
As noted earlier, there are indications of resistance within South Africa’s “Defence” 
establishment to any protracted emphasis on peace operations at the expense of 
conventional capabilities and missions.153 It is noteworthy that the South African 
contribution to a standing southern African combat brigade, announced in 2005, 
apparently will include heavy armor.  Despite the trauma of the 1998 Lesotho experience, 
the southern Africans generally, and South Africa in particular, may be looking to the 
SANDF largely as the “hammer” – ready and able to provide overwhelming combat 
power when needed in future peace enforcement options. 
     
South Africa has committed its military to regional peacekeeping operations and appears 
likely to continue such commitments, but its capacities to engage in corollary 
humanitarian-related activities (and interest in doing so) may be limited.  A primary 
problem is funding.  South Africa’s post-apartheid military has struggled with an 
egregious lack of resources to meet its minimum needs. Even as the White Paper on 
Defence and Defense Review were providing substantial definition to a new South 
African military establishment and the country was committing itself to a massive 
acquisition of new military materiel, its armed forces were facing very difficult 
circumstances.154   This includes painful shortfalls in funds for training, maintenance and 
equipment replacement. Greg Mills notes that between 1990 and 1998, South Africa’s 
defense budget had fallen from 4.5 per cent to a mere 1.6 per cent of the gross domestic 
product, a reduction of almost US$3 billion.155   According to Jakkie Cilliers, the Air 
Force in late 1997 had been obliged to halt flight activity except in cases of emergency 
and the Army lacked sufficient resources to continue normal training.156   These 
problems partially were caused – and certainly exacerbated - by the enormous costs of 
integrating and rationalizing the human resources of the new military, and demobilizing 
redundant personnel in the wake of majority rule, but government priorities also clearly 
had shifted away from “Defence.”  The South African military establishment found itself 
in increasingly severe straits as the decade progressed.  
 
Even after initiating the weapons acquisitions in 1998, the paucity of resources continued 
to haunt the South African military. The added expense of regional peace support 
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operations further strained its financial resources. Shortfalls plagued military planning, to 
the point that even some of the ongoing efforts to field newly purchased weapons 
appeared to be in jeopardy by 2005 and South Africans were having difficulty funding 
their regional military commitments along with routine training and maintenance.157  In 
fact, they were struggling to fund even the normal military education and training 
programs.  The lack of resources apparently also had some operational impact.  By 2004 
Defence Force analysts were complaining about the country’s lack of appropriate military 
materiel to support the peace operation in the ongoing UN mission in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo.  By 2005, the funding problems were so great that noted South 
African security analyst Jakkie Cilliers was urging the government to recognize the 
military’s “capacity problems” and “prioritise” its responsibilities, while the Jane’s 
Defence Weekly southern Africa correspondent,  Helmoed-Römer Heitman, said flatly 
that “South Africa’s enthusiasm for. . .peace support operations was outrunning its 
capacity.”158

 
Despite these funding problems, South Africa seemed in 2005 to be increasing its 
commitment to future military involvement in regional peace operations, though still 
largely in terms of conventional capabilities.  In 2004 the country announced its intention 
to buy new A400M jet transports to replace its ageing fleet of C-130 aircraft.  (It 
presumably would acquire between eight and fourteen of these large, sophisticated 
aircraft when they are produced in 2009.) South Africa has an undeniable need for more 
military airlift, particularly if it intends to increase its commitment to regional 
humanitarian relief and peace support operations.159  In 2005 the country also was 
intensively involved in regional discussions to field a Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) “standby” brigade, in which the South African contribution 
apparently would include conventional armored forces.160   
 
Ironically, at ground level, the apartheid-era military probably was substantially better 
equipped to perform human security-related activities than the contemporary SANDF.  
Compulsory military service during the apartheid years resulted in a force whose 
personnel at all ranks had a wide range of skills – from education to health to economic 
empowerment to infrastructural maintenance.  South Africa attempted to take advantage 
of these qualifications. Its military forces stationed in Southwest Africa (now Namibia) 
engaged in a considerable effort to “win hearts and minds” in local communities of 
indigenes.161  The ultimate objective of their activity may have been preservation of 
South African sovereignty (or at least a political evolution favorable to South Africa) 
rather than human security per se, but their activities reflected the kinds of competencies 
that would enable a military force to engage in human security development.  Those 
competencies do not seem to have been replicated in the post-apartheid military.162

 
The South African Case: Some Conclusions 

 
Since 1994, South Africa’s domestic and foreign policies have been heavily infused with 
human security thinking.  The South African Reconstruction and Development 
Programme and Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) strategy which offer 
the general approach for the country’s human development, can be characterized as 
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human security manifestos. To date, these have not been notably successful. Yet whether 
or not the country ever will have the resources to fully implement their provisions, they 
are clear expressions of intent.  Likewise, South Africa’s vigorous engagement with 
international partners on a broad range of issues ranging from the environment to reform 
of international monetary institutions to conflict prevention and peace support all point to 
a strong human security emphasis in its foreign policy. The country has “observer” status 
within the influential Human Security Network and is vigorously engaged in promoting 
security architecture in Africa that is heavily imbued with human security values. So at 
the national-strategic level, South Africa is fully committed to a human security agenda. 
 
Some South African government agencies are infused with human security thinking, 
reflecting organizational cultures that encourage effective collaboration with civil society 
and foreign partners to promote human rights, economic empowerment of disadvantaged 
communities, health and healthful environments, political access and similar human 
security objectives.  This has resulted in progress in a variety of areas despite deep 
continuing problems and needs, although successes probably are due as much as anything 
to a robust civil society with a rich diversity of institutions that advocate or promote 
human security themes. 
 
Human security thinking also is evident in South Africa’s resort to military power in the 
post-apartheid era.  One way in which South Africa has “operationalized” human 
security is by establishing a long-term commitment of its armed forces to peace 
operations. Although it has the most capable military establishment in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, the country has strenuously eschewed any appearance of unilateralism in its use.  
It has gone the “extra mile” to depict itself as a cooperative regional partner, participating 
in regional organizations and fora, accepting roles in regional conflict resolution and 
peace support, and refraining from pursuit of narrow national interests through military 
strength. (With one unfortunate exception, it has even shied away from peace 
enforcement.) South Africa has developed a strategic doctrine for participation in 
international peace operations. Its military commitments at the national-strategic level 
thus also conform to human security thinking. 
 
The nature of the South African National Defence Force (SANDF) itself, however, may 
not be as closely aligned to human security thinking as that of its parent government.  
This seems to have been a deliberate intent of the Defence Review - emphasizing a 
conventional military focused on the “prime function,” and equipped with the modern 
arms of the “strategic packages.”  Some senior South African military officials have been 
ambivalent about an expansion of military roles, probably concerned about lack of 
resources to fulfill all the expectations inferred in a broad range of potential missions.   
This ambivalence is evident in the training and actual employment of South African 
military forces since the mid 1990s.   
 
By the standards of the developing world, South Africa’s forces are well disciplined and 
competently led, but they are not currently inclined to take a particularly active role in 
human development and “nation-building” activities that have become something of an 
expectation for military forces deployed into humanitarian emergencies and peace 
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support operations.  South African military forces are, however, committed to 
participation in such operations and likely will continue to be so committed.  It is entirely 
possible that peace operations will be their main focus for the foreseeable future. 
 
There is no inherent reason why contemporary military forces should be trained and 
equipped for exclusively “human security” roles, and many reasons why a country may 
not wish to build such capabilities in its military establishment. Except for the richest of 
the developed countries, it may simply be too expensive to field a military capable of 
performing missions across the entire spectrum of conflict at the same time able to 
engage in substantive human development activities.  For that matter, the UNDP formula 
seems to suggest that “security” should be sought through activities and agencies largely 
outside the military sphere. Even for those military contingents that participate in peace 
operations, there are many “niche” roles that do not require human development 
competencies or an organization steeped in a human security ethos. Still, it is evident that 
contemporary military forces often find themselves responsible for restoration of some 
sort of normality within regions and among populations most egregiously deficient in 
human security.   Some countries – Canada as a particular case in point – have 
undertaken to make such responsibilities the prime concern of their military forces.  This 
may be a principal destiny for the better African military establishments as well. It will be 
interesting to see how the new South African military reacts to this possibility in the next 
decade of its existence. 
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