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From revolution to anti-imperialism: Does South Africa’s ICJ 
case against Israel help resolve the organic crisis within the 
ANC?
Ivor Chipkin 

University of Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa

ABSTRACT  
This article examines the decision by South Africa’s government to 
charge Israel with genocide at the International Court of Justice 
(ICJ). It situates this decision in the context of an ‘organic crisis’ in 
the African National Congress (ANC) related to its ‘revolutionary’ 
character. The article offers a periodisation of post-apartheid 
history in terms of how various ANC leaders have tried to 
manage this crisis. Thabo Mbeki sought to reinvent the meaning 
of ‘national democratic revolution’ (NDR) – the ANC’s dominant 
political discourse since 1969 – in terms of the ‘developmental 
state’. Jacob Zuma re-signified the NDR in terms of ‘radical 
economic transformation’. Cyril Ramaphosa, unable to give 
revolutionary meaning to ANC politics domestically, has tried to 
build its revolutionary credentials on the international stage as a 
vanguard of anti-imperialism and the struggle against colonialism 
internationally. The ICJ case emerges in this context, with several 
implications for South African foreign policy.
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Introduction

On 29 December 2023, the South African government brought a case against Israel at the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ). The application instituting proceedings argued that 
‘the acts and omissions by Israel … are genocidal in character because they are intended 
to bring about the destruction of a substantial part of the Palestinian national, racial and 
ethnical group’.1 Post-1994 and South Africa’s transition to democracy, the government’s 
only other legal engagement in a global organ occurred in 2016, when it submitted a 
notice to withdraw from the International Criminal Court (ICC). The year before, the gov
ernment had been criticised for hosting the Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir on South 
African soil, despite the fact that there was an ICC warrant for his arrest. In less than 10 
years, the South African government appeared to have overcome its suspicion of 
global legal institutions.
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This article poses the question, why did South Africa’s government, under the leader
ship of President Cyril Ramaphosa, take Israel to the International Court of Justice?

At first glance, Ramaphosa was an unlikely candidate to pursue such charges. Rama
phosa succeeded Jacob Zuma as president of the African National Congress (ANC) and 
later of the country on a platform to redress the ‘lost’ years of state capture and of 
large-scale corruption. From the moment of his election as ANC president in 2017, his 
focus was on internal party unity. ‘You have insisted that the people who lead this move
ment should not be from one or another faction, but should serve our people in their own 
right as representatives of the membership as a whole,’ he declared in his victory speech.2

Ramaphosa had narrowly won against individuals and groups in the ANC implicated in 
state capture and committed to ‘radical economic transformation’. His alliance included 
the Congress of South African Trade Unions and the South African Communist Party, 
based on a commitment to ‘reindustrialise’ the economy and fight corruption.

Despite this support from left-leaning groups in the alliance, there were reservations. 
Ramaphosa himself had been linked to the 2012 Marikana massacre that saw striking 
workers gunned down by the South African police.3 The National Union of Metalworkers 
of South Africa announced shortly after his election that ‘Ramaphosa as president is not a 
victory for workers. We must expect a more diligent, effective and ruthless pursuit of neo
liberal capitalist policies by the ANC government’.4 Sean Jacobs and Benjamin Fogel 
summed up a widely shared view that ‘Ramaphosa represents … a return to the classic 
ANC model of social compact, putting forward a collective vision that favours develop
mental capitalism, collective aspiration, social harmony – but by and for elites, at the 
expense of workers’.5

This leaves observers with a paradox: a president elected with a strong domestic 
agenda to reinvigorate the economy and to rebuild state institutions, widely suspected 
of being aligned to big business, has proceeded to endorse the country’s most radical 
foreign policy intervention since 1994 in the form of the ICJ case.

Drawing on the work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffie, this article discusses the 
theory of national democratic revolution as constituting the ANC’s ‘general field of discur
sivity’.6 Discourses are made up of phrases and terms referred to as elements. In a hege
monic formation, the meaning of these terms is more or less stable; in such cases, 
according to Laclau and Mouffe, these discursive ‘elements’ are discursive ‘moments’. 
Hence, a ‘hegemonic formation’ may also be described as an ‘ensemble of discursive 
moments’.7 Laclau and Mouffe propose that hegemonic formations experience an 
‘organic crisis’ when the meaning of their terms is contested in such a way that these 
‘moments’ become ‘floating’ and are available for re-signification in a new or competing 
discourse.

An organic crisis is not simply one of meaning and of political tactics and strategy. 
Some terms bind the discursive series of elements, not semantically, but through 
affect. Political actors come to admire or love the party – they are ready to give their 
lives for it, for the ‘revolution’, for the ‘struggle’. In other words, a discursive formation 
does not just make sense, it generates love, commitment and solidarity as well. An 
organic crisis thus produces incoherence at the level of strategy and tactics. It also pro
duces disenchantment among supporters and officers with their ‘beloved’ movement.8

This article argues that, on becoming president, Ramaphosa inherited an organic crisis 
in the ANC linked to its revolutionary character. He has tried to resolve this crisis by 
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drawing on the symbolic and political resources available to him from the party’s own pol
itical repertoire, the theory of national democratic revolution (NDR). Moreover, he has 
used his presidency of the republic, a position combining a role as prime-minister and 
as head of state, to mitigate divisions in his party. On the one hand, he has mapped 
and institutionalised the ANC’s schisms onto his government. He has appointed represen
tatives of different party tendencies within the ANC to positions in his cabinet as ministers 
and allowed them wide discretion in their portfolios.9 The result, even before the elections 
of 2024 when the ANC was forced to form a government of national unity, has been policy 
incoherence in his government. On the other hand, he has reinvented his government, 
and by association the party, as a revolutionary force on the international stage. In this 
regard, in 2018 he appointed Naledi Pandor, a politician aligned to ‘anti-imperialist’ ten
dencies in the ANC, as the minister of international relations and cooperation, all the while 
seeking investment and markets for South Africa’s manufactured goods in the US and 
Europe, especially. Policy incoherence has been compensated, however, by a symbolic 
prize. It is argued here that it has enabled Ramaphosa’s administration to claim fidelity 
to the party’s revolutionary history based on its anti-imperialist actions on the inter
national stage. The article concludes, however, by arguing that the pursuit of a ‘revolu
tionist’ foreign policy has failed to overcome the ANC’s organic crisis.

The article proceeds with an overview of the theory of NDR and then periodises the 
ANC’s contemporary organic crisis, starting with its origin during the presidency of 
Thabo Mbeki. The second period runs through Jacob Zuma’s administration and coincides 
with the time of state capture. The third period, unfolding as the article is written, is 
characterised by moves to re-establish the revolutionary character of the ANC by pursuing 
Israel at the ICJ. The article considers each period in turn.

The theory of national democratic revolution (NDR)

For the last 56 years, and more likely the last 70 years, the ANC has understood itself 
as a revolutionary movement. This understanding is core to the party’s self-identity, 
both historically and currently. The 1955 Freedom Charter did not use the term, but, 
nonetheless, set out a vision of fundamental transformation. The term ‘revolution’ for
mally entered the organisation’s vocabulary in 1969 at the Morogoro conference in 
Tanzania when the ANC adopted the theory of national democratic revolution as 
part of its strategy and tactics. At its 2022 national elective conference, nearly 30 
years into its rule in South Africa, the party reaffirmed its commitment to ‘fundamental 
transformation’ in accordance with the principles of the NDR,10 and on 18 March 2023, 
an ANC delegation met with leaders of the South African Communist Party (SACP) to 
review the state of the NDR.11

The NDR originates from post-Second World War debates in the Soviet Union about 
the character of anti-colonial struggles. Should the Communist Party support them? Of 
special concern was that in colonial societies, capitalism was poorly developed and the 
working class small and poorly organised; anti-colonial struggles were usually led by 
national liberation movements whose social base was ‘petit bourgeois’. When the Comin
form was announced in 1947, communists in colonial, semi-colonial or dependent 
societies were instructed to avoid alliances with national bourgeoisies, who were 
deemed naturally in the imperialist camp.12 By the 1960s the Cominform position had 

SOUTH AFRICAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS 3



proved untenable. Firstly, post-colonial states had not affiliated themselves to metropo
litan powers but had remained ‘non-aligned’. Secondly, many pursued far-reaching 
social and economic reforms. By 1956 the Soviet position had changed, seeing national
ists as potential allies for the working class and for communists in the struggle against 
imperialism. According to the theory of NDR, when communist and nationalist interests 
aligned, they were engaged in a national democratic revolution.

National democratic revolutions were described as having a socialist orientation, even 
when they were led by nationalist movements that promoted the growth of private prop
erty. This apparent contradiction was resolved by distinguishing between national and 
international contexts. According to Marxism-Leninism, imperialism represented the 
most advanced stage of capitalism.13 A country that opposed imperialism on the 
global stage qualified, therefore, as anti-capitalist or ‘socialist-in-orientation’, even if it 
upheld or expanded private ownership on the national front. The argument was highly 
opportunistic. Was it not essentially a way of saying that countries aligned with Soviet 
foreign policy qualified as national democracies?

The innovation of the Marxist scholars of the 1970s in South Africa is that they faced up 
to this critique and answered it. The national democratic revolution was ‘socialist-in-orien
tation’ because of its opposition to South Africa’s economic structure, not because the 
ANC and SACP followed the political line of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. 
The ‘radical’ historiography that emerged from the 1970s argued that the appropriation 
of workers’ surplus value was made easier and hence more intense by their oppression as 
blacks. In other words, racial domination made class exploitation possible. When black 
people resisted their oppression, therefore, they called into question both the system 
of racial oppression and also the system of capitalist exploitation. The national struggle 
(against racism) and the socialist struggle (against capitalism) were aligned. In 
Raymond Suttner and Jeremy Cronin’s summation:14

One of the peculiarities of the South African society is that written into its structure is this 
systematic national oppression of all blacks. It is one of the factors that facilitates capitalist 
exploitation in South Africa. National oppression and capitalist exploitation are inextricably 
interlinked.

From the 1970s this analysis has become the centrepiece of the ANC’s own understanding 
of apartheid and informed its strategic alliance with the Communist Party and, in the 
1980s, with the Congress of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu). The analysis has impor
tant political consequences for the present. On the one hand, the ANC worldview tends 
towards socialism because of the way it ties race domination to capitalist exploitation. On 
the Soviet definition, on the other hand, the South African situation is revolutionary when 
the country pursues an anti-imperialist foreign policy, irrespective of the radical nature – 
or lack thereof – of local policies.

NDR as bourgeois revolution

From the perspective of the SACP and the ANC, the 1994 transition represented a historic 
breakthrough – not only for South Africans, but also for left, socialist and progressive 
movements globally.15 It brought to power an alliance of African nationalists, communists 
and trade unionists at precisely the moment when progressive forces elsewhere were in 
retreat: the Soviet bloc had collapsed, and national democratic strategies across the 
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Global South had been blunted.16 This, in effect, constituted a national democratic alli
ance. Yet within the new global context, a pressing question emerged: what did a national 
democratic strategy now entail? The issue was particularly acute given the ANC’s struggle 
in government to reconcile the competing interests of workers, blacks and women. At its 
2005 national conference, reflecting on more than a decade in power, the ANC reviewed 
its historical role. It noted that ‘political democracy brought with it the dividend of new 
opportunities for self-advancement for black South Africans, especially Africans’, observ
ing that this had enabled the rise of black capitalists, senior managers and executives, civil 
servants, professionals and a black lower middle class.17 The SACP, however, took a more 
critical view. Setting aside what it described as the ‘1996 class project’ – a deliberate effort 
to marginalise it – the party regarded ANC statements of this kind as evidence of an 
ongoing battle for the heart and soul of the national democratic revolution.18

In South Africa it is common to account for the ‘neoliberal’ turn in ANC policy in the 
1990s as ‘betrayal’.19 The theoretical and political discourse of the ANC, however, was 
always much more ambiguous about private property than claims of treachery 
suggest.20 Moreover, in 1994, when public ownership of the means of production was 
in retreat everywhere, even or especially in China under the Communist Party, the turn 
to the market was pragmatic.21 In this context, the ANC proposed that the industrial 
working class in South Africa was in decline and questioned whether, relative to the 
growing ‘middle class’, it could still be considered a ‘core motive force’.22 This issue 
had long been controversial in the ANC, which from 1985 considered ‘Africans’ rather 
than ‘workers’ as the truly revolutionary force. Here the ANC seemed to be going 
further, wondering if there was a role for the working class at all in the NDR.23

Thabo Mbeki tried to resolve these tensions by reinterpreting the national democratic 
revolution in terms of the developmental state. As a state that fostered industrialisation 
and economic growth through black economic empowerment while also expanding 
welfare provisions for poor and working families, South Africa he insisted was, under 
his administration, advancing the national democratic revolution. The South African Com
munist Party and the Congress of South African Trade Unions, together with the ANC 
Youth League under Julius Malema, were not convinced; they mobilised vigorously 
against Mbeki’s presidency.24 The revolt against Mbeki came to a head at the ANC’s 
national elective conference in Polokwane in 2007, when Jacob Zuma was elected as pre
sident of the organisation, displacing Mbeki who was now ineligible to stand for state pre
sident at the elections planned for the following year.

The no-longer revolutionary ANC

To the disappointment of those on the left, however, Jacob Zuma did not fundamentally 
change course. He radicalised Mbeki’s project by interrupting existing businesses 
(referred to as ‘white monopoly capital’) and repurposing state institutions to create 
new black elites – though the Gupta brothers, his family members and immediate political 
allies were the main beneficiaries.25 The national democratic revolution as radical eco
nomic transformation briefly stabilised the ANC internally, though it failed to establish 
a new hegemony.26 Zuma’s assault on the constitutional structure and the hollowing 
out of key state institutions, including state-owned enterprises like Eskom and Transnet, 
discredited his presidency, his government, and the African National Congress.27 A large 
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movement of civil society organisations arose, including former leaders of the ANC- 
aligned Cosatu, as well as a wide variety of community organisations, business leaders, 
and a few academics and advocacy organisations. They often had little in common 
other than broad support for constitutionalism in South Africa. Matters came to a head 
at the ANC’s national elective conference in Johannesburg in December 2017. The 
Zuma faction candidate for ANC president, Jacob Zuma’s former wife Nkosazana 
Dlamini-Zuma, was defeated by Cyril Ramaphosa. Zuma himself was forced to resign as 
president of the country a few days later, a moment fraught with political danger.28

Cyril Ramaphosa has struggled to manage the crisis that he inherited, however. He was 
deputy president of the country during Zuma’s presidency and was criticised for his very 
‘light touch’ in opposing state capture.29 As president, especially in his first term, he 
retained many of the people that Zuma appointed.

Ramaphosa has tried to restore the ANC’s credibility by distancing it from corruption 
and state capture. He has focused on fixing the country’s electricity crisis and ending 
the frequent rolling blackouts that endangered the economy. To do this, he has collabo
rated with big business − ironically, the same groups Zuma once called ‘white monopoly 
capital’.30 This has reinforced the impression among left-wing analysts that Ramaphosa 
was ‘always the top choice for big business’ and that the ANC is now ‘under heavy hege
monic control of big business’.31 Edward Webster and David Francis called him ‘the face of 
neoliberal extractivism and worker exploitation’, adding that the ANC can no longer be 
regarded a revolutionary party.32

This statement implies that Ramaphosa’s administration has had a clear political and 
ideological direction; this is arguably not the case. Rather, this analysis proposes that 
he has prevented political and ideological contestation in the party from undermining 
his presidency by institutionalising it in the cabinet system. In other words, different ten
dencies in the party have been given their own cabinet portfolios and Ramaphosa has 
allowed the responsible ministers to have wide latitude to run things as they see fit. 
Instead of a series of politicians competing for access to one or two key political sites, 
he has taken pressure off his position by, effectively, creating a system of parallel circuits. 
The result is that Ramaphosa’s administration lacks policy coherence.33 The Integrated 
Resource Plan, for example, moots a diversified energy mix, including a substantial role 
for renewables.34 Yet the responsible minister is openly suspicious of renewables and 
committed to coal-fired power stations and drilling for oil.35 Similarly, in the agricultural 
sector, the National Policy on Food and Nutrition Security explicitly links food security to 
farm-level production, especially by smallholder and emerging farmers.36 Yet, Ramapho
sa’s government has also endorsed ANC policies in favour of expropriation of land without 
compensation, which would disrupt agricultural output.37

In the field of foreign policy, the Department of International Relations and 
Cooperation (DIRCO) has been granted very wide autonomy to function largely as a 
free agent. This autonomy has come with a high cost for South Africa’s international 
relations and industrial and trade policy. It has also come with a very major benefit to 
the ANC; the department’s avowed anti-imperialism has given Ramaphosa a resource 
with which to try to solve the ANC’s organic crisis.

Earlier, the article noted that in terms of the theory of national democratic revolution, a 
party is considered revolutionary when it is anti-imperialist on the international stage, 
even if it leaves the structure of capitalism locally intact; this is what the ANC is 
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accused of doing in South Africa.38 In other words, the theory of national democratic revo
lution provides for the revolutionary character of the party to be expressed in its foreign 
policy. Originally, this meant fidelity to the international positions of the Soviet Union. 
Today, the content of anti-imperialism is less determinate. As the ANC put it in 2022, it 
is ‘an integral part of the Progressive International Revolutionary Movement to liberate 
humanity from the bondage of imperialism and neo-colonialism’.39 At various points, 
the party has developed closer ties with China, or joined BRICS – an association of 
countries promoting multilateralism in international affairs and seeking to build a coun
terweight to Western influence in global bodies40 – to demonstrate this anti-imperialist 
bent. South Africa has refused to condemn the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 
2022 or to refer to the war between Russia and Ukraine as such. ‘This can no longer be 
described simply as a Russia-Ukraine war – it is primarily a conflict between the US and 
US-led NATO and Russia in pursuit of the objectives of the so-called Wolfowitz doctrine,’ 
it proclaimed in late 2022.41

As will become evident in the following analysis, during the Ramaphosa period the 
ANC’s anti-imperialism has come to be defined chiefly by its support for the Palestinian 
cause.

In pursuit of South Africa’s ‘national interest’?

In 2020, several prominent international relations scholars argued that the country’s 
international stature had declined notably. Once a ‘highly respected’ actor on the 
world stage, a ‘leader’ in Africa and in the Global South, they lamented that the country’s 
reputation had been ‘tarnished’ by the corruption of the political class, poor economic 
growth, xenophobic outbursts in the country and incompetence in the handling of inter
national affairs.42 South Africa’s poor reputation also reflected, they proposed, a loss of 
clear strategy in international affairs.43 Daniel Bradlow, Elizabeth Sidiropoulos and 
Luanda Mpungose called for a coherent strategy and proposed that it be organised 
around six questions: (1) how should it define its national interest?; (2) what role 
should economic diplomacy play in dealing with the domestic challenges of inequality, 
unemployment, poverty, and the challenges of sustainable development?; (3) what are 
the optimal institutional arrangements for producing effective foreign policy?; (4) on 
what global issues should South Africa play a leading role?; (5) what lessons could it 
learn from the last 25 years?; and (6) how could DIRCO engage effectively with non- 
state actors?44

In 2022, DIRCO replied to this and several other commentators with the publication of 
the Framework Document on South Africa’s National Interest and its Advancement in a 
Global Environment.45 To begin with, the framework largely rejects definitions of the 
‘national interest’ that place exclusive focus on domestic goals. Instead, the national inter
est is defined in relation to the country’s (1) defence interests, (2) economic interests, (3) 
world order interests and (4) ideological interests. Drawing on the work of Donald Neuch
terlain, an American foreign policy academic and former diplomat, DIRCO explains the 
third and fourth points with these statements:46

[W]orld interests include the maintenance of an international political and economic system 
in which the nation-state may feel secure, and in which its citizens and commerce may 
operate peacefully outside its borders … [Ideological interests] relate to the protection and 
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furtherance of a set of values that the people of the nation-state share and believe to be uni
versally good.

DIRCO expressed the view that South Africa should find these values in the ‘liberation 
struggle against colonialism, racism, patriarchy, and apartheid’. It proposed that the coun
try’s national interest lies in seeking three goals. These goals are, firstly, realising the 
‘human security of its citizens’ and ‘eradicating poverty’, which includes a host of other 
developmental goals (ie, shelter, education, work); secondly, ‘restoring and maintaining 
South Africa’s image, stature, moral high ground and standing in the region, continent 
and in global affairs’; and thirdly, ‘oppos[ing] colonialism and neocolonialism in all its 
forms’.47

How do these elements fit together concretely? In other words, how does ‘challen
g[ing] the predominance of Western powers and the liberal international economic 
order’48 assist improved access for South African products to major global markets?49

DIRCO Minister Naledi Pandor, in office at the time, explained it thus:50

We are part of a nation that has waged a mighty battle for freedom under the throes of oppres
sion, and our experience has resulted in strong bonds being established with all who strive for 
freedom. Our ideals of Pan Africanism, progressive international solidarity and Ubuntu under
pin our national interest … [We] will pursue these in our foreign policy and practice focused 
primarily on our three significant national challenges in South Africa, unemployment, 
poverty, and inequality. We will strive to achieve success while simultaneously promoting 
the values and principles I have referred to.

The framework document implies that there is a positive relationship between these global 
and ideological interests, on the one hand, and meeting the country’s domestic challenges, 
on the other. At the very least, they should not contradict each other. Pandor’s speech was 
more ambiguous. She portrayed the relationship between these two elements of foreign 
policy as temporal. That is, South Africa would protect its local interests while simul
taneously pursuing its world and ideological interests. Lesley Masters and Chris Landsberg 
argue in a 2024 article that the problem with the framework document does not end there. 
Despite promises, the strategy is incoherent, failing to provide a clear South African pos
ition on foreign policy. It is an amalgamation of three distinct doctrines, they suggest: 
realist, rationalist and revolutionist.51 The ‘realist’ doctrine is focused on preserving state 
sovereignty in the face of an anarchic world. ‘Rationalist’ policies take into consideration 
the interests of other states in pursuit of local interests. The ‘revolutionist’ doctrine is pre
mised on the idea that a particular state ‘represents the “true international interest” and as 
such, seeks to define the interests of other states’.52 In other words, a ‘revolutionist’ doctrine 
pushes foreign affairs officials to work as a vanguard on the international stage. The ‘con
tinued presence of diverse positions within the framework has not provided for a clear 
South African position’, they conclude.53 It is arguably not so much the lack of clarity in 
South African foreign policy that is the problem, however. Under Minister Naledi Pandor, 
a ‘revolutionist’ doctrine came to the fore, which, in the name of international solidarity 
put South Africa’s other interests at risk.

International solidarity of a special kind

As we have seen, DIRCO has placed a great importance on ‘oppos[ing] colonialism and 
neo-colonialism in all its forms’.54 As interpreted by previous DIRCO Minister Naledi 
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Pandor, this required that the South African government ‘assert a solid commitment to 
solidarity with those who are still striving for freedom’. In her speech of August 2022, 
Pandor singled out the Palestinian cause for special mention:55

We assert that South Africa’s liberation movements artfully built a solid wall of global support 
against apartheid through direct persuasion, links to active organs of civil society in a wide 
range of sectors and clear articulation of the objectives desired by a free South Africa. As 
firm supporters of the Palestinian cause for freedom we have been urging our Friends in 
Palestine to do more to create similar bonds of global activism and assure them of our 
active support.

In this spirit, South Africa has become the vanguard of the ‘Palestinian cause’ on the inter
national stage. Following the Hamas atrocities against Israelis of 7 October 2023, the 
Israeli government launched a major invasion of the Gaza strip to destroy the military 
capability of Hamas and free the approximately 250 Israeli hostages taken captive. 
Some have argued that Israel’s intentions were genocidal ab initio.56 Three months 
later, on 29 December, the South African government brought a charge before the Inter
national Court of Justice that Israel was committing genocide there. The privileging of this 
cause over many others (Ukraine, Armenia, Azerbaijan) and closer to home (Sudan, 
Burundi, Libya) only sharpened criticism that there was ‘organised hypocrisy’ in the 
way that South Africa applied foreign policy.57 Inconsistencies in foreign policy do not 
invalidate principled action in other areas, however. Acting selectively is still preferable 
to inaction, in the view of this author. It does raise a question, though. Why did the 
South African government find its courage on this issue and not on others? The situation 
is so much more curious in light of the fact that South Africa’s boldest intervention on the 
international stage against the ‘West’ was taken by an ANC government that, as we have 
seen, is heavily criticised in many circles for being the most aligned to Western interests.58

While claims have circulated about foreign funding behind the decision of the ANC to 
bring the case to the ICJ, at the time of writing no concrete evidence had emerged 
showing any direct payments from Iran to the ANC.59 The more plausible explanation 
lies in a convergence of ideological alignment and domestic political strategy.

Lobbying South African foreign policy

The African National Congress has long viewed the Palestinian struggle as a mirror of its 
own fight against apartheid. Since the liberation era, the ANC has expressed deep solidar
ity with the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO), a relationship formalised through 
diplomatic recognition in 1995.60 Nelson Mandela repeatedly affirmed this alignment, 
famously declaring, ‘our freedom is incomplete without the freedom of the Palestinians’.61

It is worth recalling the remainder of the speech:62

[A]ll of us marvelled at the progress made a few years ago, with the adoption of the Oslo 
Agreements. Leaders of vision, who … had at least found a workable approach towards 
friendship and peaceful co-existence in the Middle East. I wish to take this opportunity to 
pay tribute to these Palestinian and Israeli leaders. In particular, we pay homage to the 
memory of Yitzhak Rabin who paid the supreme sacrifice in pursuit of peace. We are 
proud as humanists, that the international consensus on the need for the implementation 
of the Oslo Agreements is finding expression in the efforts of the multitude of Israeli and 
Palestinian citizens of goodwill who are marching together, campaigning together, for an 
end to prevarication.
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The ANC-PLO relationship was institutionalised through party-to-party ties and multilat
eral platforms like the Non-Aligned Movement. As president, Jacob Zuma used language 
that was sometimes hardened vis-à-vis Israel and he publicly entertained the idea of wel
coming a Hamas office in South Africa, but his government remained faithful to Mandela’s 
broad approach – two states for two peoples.63 Nonetheless, what is notable is that 
during this period foreign policy was increasingly made not in government by the rel
evant ministries, but in the ANC, which Palestinian solidarity activists celebrated as 
being more and more under their influence.64

During the Ramaphosa administration, however, policy shifted notably. In other words, 
the ANC government’s conduct on the international stage under Ramaphosa is not a mere 
extension of what was done before. It represents a break with historic ANC positions on 
Israel/Palestine and a shift in the South African government’s posture. Ramaphosa, the 
research indicates, increasingly reconciled government policy on Palestine with the argu
ments of the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) coalition.

This section traces how lobbying efforts by pro-Palestinian activists, especially those 
aligned with the BDS movement calling for Pretoria to break off relations with Israel, suc
cessfully reoriented the ANC’s foreign policy from support for the PLO to open engage
ment with Hamas. It explores how this realignment unfolded institutionally and 
symbolically, culminating in the ICJ case.

The South African government was quick to respond to the Hamas attack on Israel. On 
the same day, 7 October 2023, DIRCO Minister Naledi Pandor called the leader of Hamas, 
Ismail Haniyeh. According to a subsequent DIRCO statement, she ‘reiterated South Africa’s 
solidarity and support for the people of Palestine’.65 There was an important and notice
able slippage in the ANC government’s language, however. In the official response to the 
Hamas attack no mention was made of Hamas itself or of its atrocities. Instead, the state
ment released by DIRCO, referred to ‘Israelis’ and ‘Palestinians’. ‘The new conflagration’, 
the statement read, ‘has arisen from the continued illegal occupation of Palestine (sic) 
land, continued settlement expansion, desecration of the Al Aqsa Mosque and Christian 
holy sites, and ongoing oppression of the Palestinian people’.66 The names of the organ
isations that had launched the attack on 7 October were not there. The same was true of 
the DIRCO statement six days later, which already accused Israel of starving civilians in 
Gaza.67 One enthusiastic commentator noted that the South African government ‘did 
not criticize the Gaza resistance’, even though it drew what he called ‘malicious’ responses 
from the Israeli ambassador in South Africa.68

The conflation by late 2023 of Hamas with the ‘Palestinian resistance’ was the result of 
a ‘great deal of agitation’ by activists in various advocacy organisations, most notably the 
BDS coalition, to bring the ‘Palestinian cause’ to the centre of ANC foreign policy.69

Na’eem Jeenah, a member of the steering committee of the Global Anti-Apartheid Con
ference for Palestine, writes that, from around 2006 when Hamas won the majority of par
liamentary seats in occupied Palestinian territories, despite losing the popular vote, ‘many 
had begun to question the notion that the PLO and through it, the [Palestinian Authority], 
was the “sole and legitimate representative” of the Palestinian people’.70 In fact, they had 
gone much further than this. As Jeenah observes, this group of activists, himself included, 
declared that Fatah and the PLO under the leadership of Mahmoud Abbas had become 
‘quite irrelevant’.71 They set about shifting South Africa’s foreign policy away from its 
focus on the PLO to other political factions, notably Hamas – notwithstanding that, in 
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the words of Rashid Khalidi, the organisation was ‘uncompromising’, ‘anti-Semitic’ and 
‘committed to violence’.72 Senior ANC officials, including ministers and diplomats, had 
already been actively cultivating ties with Hamas and other Islamist factions during the 
mid-2000s, with the Damascus embassy serving as a hub for these engagements.73

Mohammad Dangor, brother to the current Director General of DIRCO, was the South 
African ambassador to Syria at the time, and in 2008 he began reaching out to Hamas, 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine and the Demo
cratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine – the very organisations involved in the attack 
of 7 October 2023.74 It is unclear whether these were ANC missions or those of the South 
African government.

At this time, according to Jeenah, South African officials in the embassy in Damascus 
were grappling with how to unify the Palestinian resistance against Israel, especially 
reconciling Iran and Hamas after their fallout in 2011/2012 over the Syrian civil war.75

Hamas had opposed Bashar al-Assad’s brutal crackdown on opposition parties and 
allied with Sunni forces supported by Saudi Arabia and other Arab states. This had 
caused a break in relations with the Syrian government and a frosting of relations with 
Iran. This was a problem because Hamas was regarded a vital flame in the ‘ring of fire’ sur
rounding Israel.76 South African diplomats were, effectively, working in accord with 
Iranian interests in the region by drawing the ‘Palestinian cause’ into the geopolitical 
conflict between Israel and Iran, and also into the complex cold war between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia.77 Moreover, they were drawing South Africa onto the side of Palestinian pol
itical forces that exhibited an authoritarian and racist-religious ideology – a far cry from 
South Africa’s democratic and secular constitutional culture.78

In December 2012, at the 53rd National Conference of the ANC, delegates resolved to 
support the campaign to boycott, divest and sanction Israel.79 By 2017, the ANC’s policy 
conference recommended downgrading South Africa’s diplomatic presence in Israel and 
in 2018, the ambassador there was recalled. With the election of Cyril Ramaphosa in 2018, 
the move away from the PLO and the Palestinian Authority and towards Hamas (allied 
with other groups) became government policy. The BDS campaign had successfully 
lobbied the ruling party, during a period in which the ANC, according to close observers, 
played an increasingly predominant role in South Africa’s foreign policy decision- 
making.80

With the collapse of the regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria in 2024 and the military 
humiliation of Iran’s government at the hands of Israel supported by the United States 
in 2025, not to mention the weakening of Hezbollah as a military force following a cam
paign by Israel in 2024,81 the ‘proxy war’ Iran has been waging against Israel appears to be 
over for now, and South Africa finds itself on the losing side. By appearing to side with Iran 
and Hamas against Israel – despite a declared policy of non-alignment in general82 – Pre
toria has in the meantime alienated key trade partners, especially the United States.83

South Africa’s close association with avowed enemies of the United States has, for 
example, risked generating economic shocks that touch, especially, working South Afri
cans. The African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), which, inter alia, provides duty- 
free trade preferences for South African products to the United States, was due for 
renewal on 25 September 2025. In the meantime, on 1 August 2025, the US imposed a 
30% tariff on South African exports that would normally benefit from AGOA’s duty-free 
status, effectively overturning the act.84 This will especially affect passenger vehicle 
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exports and the sale of fruit and wine in US markets. Relative to other countries and 
regions, the tariffs imposed on South Africa are among the most severe. Meanwhile, a 
bill triggered by South Africa’s foreign policy, which is perceived as contrary to US inter
ests, passed in the US House of Representatives on 23 July 2025, including provisions 
which if enacted would review all bilateral agreements between the US and South 
Africa and impose sanctions on South African officials.85

South Africa’s ICJ case

When on 29 December 2023 South Africa brought an application to the International 
Court of Justice against Israel in terms of the Genocide Convention of 1948, it alleged 
that Israel had committed, and was continuing to commit, acts prohibited by the Geno
cide Convention (Article II). These acts included killing members of the group, causing 
serious bodily or mental harm, inflicting conditions of life calculated to bring about phys
ical destruction (in whole or in part), and measures to prevent births within the Palesti
nians in Gaza. Crucially, the South Africa legal team argued that such actions taken 
together were ‘genocidal in character because they are intended to bring about the 
destruction of a substantial part of the Palestinian national, racial, or ethnic group’.86 In 
support of this argument, the legal team referred to a range of statements made by 
Israeli political and military leaders, as well as patterns of military behaviour in Gaza itself.

On 26 January 2024, the court issued provisional measures in response to the case 
brought by South Africa. It reaffirmed that under the Genocide Convention the obli
gations are erga omnes partes (owed to all states parties), so South Africa had the right 
to invoke a wrong being done on behalf of the Palestinians in Gaza. Most significantly, 
an overwhelming majority of judges found that ‘some of the conduct alleged by South 
Africa appears capable of falling within the provisions of the Convention’.87 The 
meaning of this sentence is not easily discerned and is frequently interpreted to mean 
that the court found that Israel was plausibly committing genocide.88 After the ruling, 
Judge Joan Donoghue, then-President of the ICJ, gave a widely discussed interview in 
which she clarified that the court did not determine that genocide is occurring and 
that it did not say that South Africa’s claim of genocidal intent was plausible.89 It did 
find that Palestinians have a plausible right to be protected from genocide, and that 
this right is under real and imminent threat given the situation in Gaza. Her ‘clarification’, 
however, invoked a highly technical term, a ‘plausible right’, only compounding the con
fusion. What this author understands by the ruling is as follows: The killing of Palestinians 
in Gaza and other actions by Israel would, if genocidal intent is later established, consti
tute genocidal acts and would, therefore, trigger the rights of Palestinians to be protected 
from such violence. Notably, the ICJ did not grant South Africa’s request to order a com
plete cessation of Israel’s military operations in Gaza or a general cease-fire, implying that 
plausible rights had not (yet) become established rights.

DIRCO’s geopolitical calculations may help explain one of the most surprising aspects 
of the ICJ case. Israel was accused of genocide, but Hamas was not, even though Hamas 
leaders had in the past expressed genocidal intent and, on 7 October 2023, Hamas attack
ers targeted Israeli citizens and others indiscriminately as Jews.90 South Africa’s sub
mission to the court only noted that the country ‘unequivocally condemns all 
violations of international law by all parties, including the direct targeting of Israeli 
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civilians and other nationals and hostage-taking by Hamas and other Palestinian armed 
groups’, before shifting the focus to Israel in the very next sentence.91

On another point of argumentation, Advocate Vaughan Lowe proposed during oral 
testimony on behalf of South Africa that the ICJ’s jurisdiction under the Genocide Conven
tion is limited to disputes between states. ‘As the Court will understand, Hamas is not a 
State and cannot be a party to the Genocide Convention; and cannot be a party to 
these proceedings’.92 South Africa, however, did not even try to make the case for 
Hamas to be considered a state actor, despite substantial legal and social science scholar
ship suggesting that Hamas qualifies as one. Sharon Lecocq, for example, in her review of 
several new books on Hamas and Hezbollah notes: ‘readers catch themselves wondering 
whether these [Hamas and Hezbollah] groups can still be considered “non-state” or 
should rather be seen as (a part of) the “state”’. She notes that they exercise roles per
formed by state institutions, including the provision and redistribution of goods and ser
vices, and the exercise of violence.93 Michelle Pace and Polly Pallister-Wilkins discuss the 
concept of ‘liminality’ in international relations, applying it to Hamas to describe its 
ambiguous status between state and non-state actor. They argue that Hamas’s govern
ance role in Gaza places it in a transitional category, challenging the binary classification 
of actors in international law.94

Moreover, the legal situation is not as straightforward as the South African lawyers pro
posed it to be. Judge Chile Oboe Osuji, the former President of the International Criminal 
Court, argues that as the elected government of Gaza, Hamas qualified in law as a state 
actor. ‘South Africa should also have impleaded Hamas in that litigation. That is to say, 
South Africa should have included Hamas as respondents in the case, alongside Israel’, 
he argued at a conference in South Africa in 2024. He continued:95

Hamas became a Palestinian state actor when it came into power in Gaza. It is the agency of 
government in the enclave. To that extent, its conduct will attract international legal respon
sibility of the State of Palestine, as a matter of international law. That being the case, the State 
of Palestine can be made a nominal respondent in ICJ proceedings – in that way, the pro
cesses of the ICJ will reach Hamas as a matter of law.

Not only must the observer ask why South Africa did not seek any court order against 
Hamas, but why it did not even try.

Electoral impact of the ICJ case

To revisit the original question of this article, has South Africa’s ICJ case against Israel 
helped resolve the organic crisis within the African National Congress? To answer this 
question, analysis considers the impact of the case on ANC electoral outcomes in the 
2024 national elections.

The ICJ case was heard in December 2023. The court issued its provisional order in early 
2024, months before the May election. It appears to have had no consequence either for 
internal party contestation or for the election outcome. In the first place, with regard to 
contestation within the ANC, it did not stop party stalwarts such as Jacob Zuma and 
leaders of the ANC loyal to him from quitting the organisation; in the province of 
KwaZulu-Natal whole ANC branches switched allegiance to Zuma’s new party, the MK 
party (referring back to Umkhonto We Sizwe, the military wing of the then-banned 
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ANC). Clearly, an internationalist framing of the NDR did not stabilise elite contestation 
within the party.

In the second place, the attempt to portray the ANC as the vanguard of an anti- 
imperial agenda in the Middle East did not staunch the party’s electoral decline. The 
party had been losing support slowly and consistently since 2009, when it lost its 
two-thirds majority in the national assembly. Ten years later, it was down to 57.5% 
of the vote – still holding a healthy majority but not the two-thirds required to 
amend the constitution. But in May 2024, the party suffered a major electoral shock, 
with its share of the vote falling more than 17 percentage points to 40% and a loss 
of its outright majority in parliament.96 The ANC was forced to enter a coalition 
arrangement, joining up with the former official opposition, the Democratic Alliance. 
In the province of KwaZulu-Natal, the ANC collapsed altogether. Support fell from 
just over 55% in 2019 to less than 18% in 2024, an almost 70% decline between elec
tions. In the Western Cape, where the ANC’s internationalism was expected to resonate 
with Muslim voters especially, ANC support continued to decline. In 2019, the party 
won just over 31% of the provincial vote. In 2024 the African National Congress was 
down to a little more than 21%.97 In contrast, the Patriotic Alliance, a party in the 
South African political landscape that is outspoken in its support for Israel, saw a 
rise from 0.3% of the provincial vote in 2019 to 7.33% of the vote in 2024.98

Objectively, the Ramaphosa government’s revolutionary internationalism neither 
reduced intra-party contestation nor stalled electoral decline. In short, the ANC govern
ment’s ‘revolutionist’ foreign policy has not resolved the party’s organic crisis.

Conclusion

This article has argued that South Africa’s African National Congress is grappling with an 
‘organic crisis’ linked to its ‘revolutionary’ character. The crisis manifests as internal party 
disunity, policy incoherence, and a significant loss of popular support and member 
commitment.

ANC leaders have attempted to manage this crisis by reinterpreting the national demo
cratic revolution, which has been the dominant political discourse for the ANC since 1969. 
Thabo Mbeki sought to redefine the NDR through the lens of the developmental state, 
while Jacob Zuma pursued radical economic transformation. Neither strategy proved 
sufficient. In Zuma’s case, the pursuit of radical economic transformation came to be 
associated with state capture and mass corruption, discrediting the party and compound
ing the party’s internal crisis.

Cyril Ramaphosa managed contestation in the ANC by, on the one hand, institutiona
lising it within his first cabinet, granting to ministers drawn from diverse tendencies in the 
party their own cabinet portfolios and wide discretion. On the other hand, he positioned 
South Africa as a revolutionary vanguard on the international stage, appointing Naledi 
Pandor as minister of international relations and cooperation and giving her wide auton
omy to define the substance of this role. This she did, by making the ‘Palestinian cause’ 
the centre-piece of South Africa’s foreign policy.

The International Court of Justice case against Israel on charges of genocide, 
initiated by South Africa on 29 December 2023, is the most prominent manifestation 
of this strategy. Ostensibly this move was rooted in the ANC’s long-standing solidarity 
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with the Palestinian struggle, however this study demonstrates that from 2018 (and 
earlier within DIRCO), the South African government shifted its allegiance away from 
the PLO and a two-state solution in Israel/Palestine to supporting Hamas and advan
cing Iranian geopolitical interests. This reflected the successful lobbying efforts of 
pro-Palestinian activists, particularly those aligned with the Boycott, Divestment, and 
Sanctions movement. This goes a long way to explain a peculiarity of the South 
African legal strategy, charging Israel with genocide while treating Hamas, at least in 
front of the ICJ, as largely blameless.

Ultimately, this foreign policy strategy has failed to resolve the ANC’s organic crisis 
domestically. While it has garnered some international goodwill, it has not stemmed 
the party’s electoral decline nor stabilised elite contestation within the party. The 
failure of the international strategy, moreover, has created a vicious cycle: it will likely 
result in an increase in economic and political pressure on the country, which will exacer
bate the very ‘organic crisis’ it was intended to resolve for the party domestically.
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