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South Africa is no ordinary state. Its history has moved it from being internationally considered an outcast to now being an internationally acclaimed success story.  Since 1994, the South African government has actively sought to create a new image for itself, from “pariah state” to “peacemaker”, a change that was also expected and demanded by the international community. This article demonstrates that the South African National Defence Force (SANDF) has played a particular and until now relatively unnoticed role in the transition from “pariah state” to being an African “peacemaker”. The article furthermore investigates if the SANDF has had the capacity to fill out that role.

The article will show how the role of the armed forces in South Africa changed from being the main provider of security for the regime under apartheid to having a reduced role in society with a relatively low government priority after 1994. This has had serious negative effects on the SANDF’s capabilities in general and therefore its ability to support the government’s diplomatic efforts and role in Africa. It is argued that although the SANDF has played a pivotal role in supporting the South African government’s attempt to change its image from a pariah state to an emerging benign regional leader, it has had severe problems in fulfilling this role, to an extent that in certain instances this has become an embarrassment for South Africa. This will have negative consequences for South Africa’s international role and regional ambitions if it is left unremedied. 

Drawing on the SANDF’s PSO experiences, the article moves on to scrutinise the challenges facing the SANDF in its ability to contribute to future robust and complex PSO in Africa and thereby its ability to prop up the government’s diplomatic efforts in Africa.  

