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Abstract: This paper seeks to elucidate why certain middle powers with regional influence do
not pursue regional hegemony, contrary to theoretical expectations. Offensive Realism and
Historical Sociology posit that states are compelled to maximize their power, particularly in
terms of material capabilities. This study examines the case of South Africa, a notable example
of a state reducing its defense budget and material capabilities within an unbalanced multipolar
order. From a realist perspective, a low threat level is a key variable explaining a state's
decision not to enhance its capabilities. However, this factor alone is insufficient to fully account
for South Africa's behavior. A domestic perspective, focusing on elite decision-making
processes, is also necessary.
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Resumo: Este artigo busca elucidar por que certas poténcias médias com influéncia regional
ndo buscam hegemonia regional, contrariamente as expectativas tedricas. O Realismo
Ofensivo e a Sociologia Histérica postulam que os Estados sdo compelidos a maximizar seu
poder, particularmente em termos de capacidades materiais. Este estudo examina o caso da
Africa do Sul, um exemplo notavel de um Estado que reduz seu orgamento de defesa e suas
capacidades materiais dentro de uma ordem multipolar desequilibrada. De uma perspectiva
realista, um baixo nivel de ameaga € uma variavel-chave que explica a decisdao de um Estado
de ndo aumentar suas capacidades. No entanto, esse fator por si s6 € insuficiente para explicar
completamente o comportamento da Africa do Sul. Uma perspectiva doméstica, com foco nos
processos de tomada de decisao da elite, também é necessaria.

Palavras-chave: Africa do Sul; Hegemonia Regional; Defesa.
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Sudafrica: Hegemonia Regional y Defensa
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Resumen: Este articulo busca dilucidar por qué ciertas potencias intermedias con influencia
regional no buscan la hegemonia regional, contrariamente a las expectativas tedricas. El
Realismo Ofensivo y la Sociologia Histérica postulan que los Estados se ven obligados a
maximizar su poder, particularmente en términos de capacidades materiales. Este estudio
examina el caso de Sudafrica, un ejemplo notable de un Estado que reduce su presupuesto de
defensa y sus capacidades materiales dentro de un orden multipolar desequilibrado. Desde una
perspectiva realista, un bajo nivel de amenaza es una variable clave que explica la decisién de
un Estado de no aumentar sus capacidades. Sin embargo, este factor por si solo no es
suficiente para explicar plenamente el comportamiento de Sudafrica. También es necesaria una
perspectiva nacional, centrada en los procesos de toma de decisiones de las élites.

Palabras clave: Sudafrica; Hegemonia Regional; Defensa.
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Introduction ' 4
The aim of this paper is to examine why certain countries do not strive "'
for regional hegemony despite possessing the material capabilities necessary to ﬁ@i

do so, as predicted by the premises of Offensive Realism. Do such states
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leadership? Is threat level insufficient to motivate the development of greater
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capabilities? Could internal coalitions and the preferences of political elites

explain why these states pursue alternative strategies?
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within this conceptual framework. This study adheres to the neorealist
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perspective, wherein the state is considered the principal actor and inter-state
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international relations. However, the state also comprises various stakeholders,
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leading to decisions ultimately shaped by the country's elite. Several scholars

endorse this coalition-based perspective, but it is important to emphasize that
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and interests are dominant within society (Allison, Halperin, 1972).
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Accordingly, the next two sections investigate state behavior through a

WO, 4
> A
~
\\\ A
R ~
RNAY

N

neorealist lens, beginning with Waltz’'s general theory of international politics
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and extending to Mearsheimer's Offensive Realism, alongside insights from

Historical Sociology. This analysis seeks to provide a neorealist explanation for
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ambitions. However, the central tenet of Mearsheimer’s theory - that states are

compelled to seek regional hegemony - does not hold in South Africa’s case.
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The external environment is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition to explain
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South Africa's reduction in material capabilities and the scaling back of its global

and regional ambitions.
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To address this gap, the third section shifts focus to political elites and ' {
their conception of South Africa’s role in the region. Although the international ',i
system has undoubtedly become multipolar, thus increasing incentives for both e,
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internal and external balancing, we argue that senior decision-makers in South
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African defense and foreign policy have instead opted for multipolarity, regional
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Kenneth Waltz (1959; 1979) argued that the international system

should be viewed as a distinct domain. Otherwise, as he contended in his
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analysis, with its myriad variables. Elman sought to integrate international
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politics and state behavior, whereas Waltz insisted that international politics is
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According to Waltz (1979), there is functional equivalence among these units
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(states), meaning their role in the international system is essentially the same.
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The central rule, in Waltz's view, is the imperative of survival: states must

survive to achieve any of their goals, whether that goal is mere survival or the
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Within this framework, states are free to act as they choose. Drawing
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on a market analogy, Waltz argued that those states choosing not to act may
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among others, argue that there is a latent theory of state behavior implicit in

Waltz's formulation, one that has been further developed by scholars such as
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against the strongest actor in the system (Waltz, 1979). They do this by
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investigation of Waltz's formulation. Rather, it is to understand states that
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choose not to engage in external or, more importantly, internal balancing. This

is significant because, even if a state possesses allies, that does not guarantee
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analysis demonstrates. Although Waltz did not formulate a complete theory of ' {
state behavior, he argued that the international system is governed by the ',i
relative distribution of capabilities, which can be translated into material e,
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resources.
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As argued previously (Dall’Agnol, 2024), this is the most effective way
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faces. In this paper, however, we aim to step back from theoretical

generalization and consider the specific factors that determine state behavior.
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To this end, we draw on insights from Mearsheimer's work (2001; 2018).
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According to Mearsheimer, every state seeks to become the most powerful
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actor in the system - the hegemon. However, in his formulation, no single state

-
0\
W\
3 3
NN N\
RNAY Y

N

can attain this status. This is primarily due to two factors: no state holds an
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absolute advantage in nuclear power, and the “stopping power of water.” To
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dominate a territory, one must invade it with troops, and the stopping power of

water serves as a significant impediment to such efforts, as amphibious
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maneuvers are inherently dangerous and prone to failure. Consequently, being
geographically insulated by water and lacking threatening neighbors affords a

state greater security.

N

\
xS \
3
SN
N
RNAY

. LN
Y

A state’s actions within the international system are strongly related to

N\
N\
A\
AN ~
R\ LS

its position in the relative distribution of power. The level of threat correlates
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such as those previously mentioned. However, there are intervening variables
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that must not be overlooked in analyzing South Africa and its capabilities.

Among these, geography stands out as a crucial intervening variable in
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the British emphasis on naval development, in contrast with Germany’s focus
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on land power. In the case of South Africa, the stopping power of water is a

factor that directly influences its military posture. Internal bureaucratic interests
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and the consensus among major stakeholders regarding defense policy
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constitute additional variables that shape policy and capability development.

Moreover, the country and its firms - whether private or public - must possess
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policy, with or without the collaboration of allies. While imports are an alternative, ' {
they inherently generate dependency. ',i
According to Mearsheimer, land power is essential for a state to become 'c/i

powerful in the international system. His theory further posits that every
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(Mearsheimer, 2001). Any country aspiring to achieve regional hegemon status
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must rely on a strong land force. For this, ground troops are indispensable, as

occupying territory necessitates such forces. As Mearsheimer (2001) asserts:
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Land power is the dominant form of military power in the modern
world. A state’s power is largely embedded in its army and the air and
naval forces that support those ground forces. Simply put, the most
powerful states possess the most formidable armies. Therefore,
measuring the balance of land power by itself should provide a rough
but sound indicator of the relative might of rival great powers. Second,
large bodies of water profoundly limit the power-projection capabilities
of land forces.

N

A W

Y AR Ny

SR\ VSRV
RNAY NN\

N

N
W\
AN
R\

Vol WA ) AN

S S
D )
N
AR\ GO
&Y
RNAY

This implies that geography, alongside the relative distribution of power,

are key variables in explaining state behavior. Given the stopping power of
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water, regional balances of power become essential for understanding power
dynamics related to state-building and the mobilization of resources and

personnel, since threat - as Mearsheimer contends - has a strong regional
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2. The South African case
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If Mearsheimer is correct, states will pursue regional hegemony and the

ultimate goal is to achieve the position of the only regional hegemon in the
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alliances, although these are much more volatile than capacity building. So,
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what is the case with South Africa?
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Graph 1- Military Expenditure as a share of GDP (Constant $2022)
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2.1. Land Power and Threat Level

Since the possibility of a terrestrial invasion is one of the most
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significant factors defining a threat to a country, assessing South Africa’s and its

immediate neighbors’ land forces and personnel is essential for determining
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potential threats along the country’s borders. South Africa shares frontiers with
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a relatively large number of states: Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe,
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South Africa’s land power (1ISS, 2025), in terms of both troop numbers
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not represent a serious risk of land invasion. An analysis of infantry forces, for
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Military expenditure and resource mobilization indicate that South Africa

is not actively pursuing a clear objective of regional hegemony. At the
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expect to be left entirely alone. In practice, the country is forging alliances - )4
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such as IBSA and BRICS - and acting in multilateral forums, exercising a form ' ,;i
of soft balancing>. However, as argued earlier, alliances are volatile; e,
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the state’s organizational, extractive, and material capacities.

N

\
xS \
3
SN
N
RNAY

. LN
Y

N\
N\
A\
AN ~
R\ LS

According to Tilly, war was the main activity of European nation-states

during their five centuries of existence, consuming approximately 80 to 90% of
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national budgets until the 19th century. Some of the main theories in
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International Relations and related fields would thus expect South Africa to
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demands higher levels of defense expenditure. As postulated by this approach,
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2 Soft balancing is a concept first put forward by Robert A. Pape and it refers to other means of
balancing counterposing “hard balancing”. It refers to multilateralism, diplomacy and the use of
international institutions to counter more powerful states (PAPE, 2005.)
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those who do not rise, fall. Potential regional hegemons are expected to expand ' {
7 &
and maximize power and security. We argue that the explanation provided by a ' ,?i
neorealist and historical sociology account is insufficient to explain a e,
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demobilization of a potentially regional hegemon such as South Africa. Low
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level of threat must be combined with an assessment of domestic decision
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making for a more accurate analysis.
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Elman (1996), asserts that foreign policy is analysis, not theory. States are
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3. Domestic Decision-making and South Africa’s defense policy
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We aim to demonstrate how South Africa’s foreign and defense policy ' {
evolved not simply in response to structural changes in its environment, but as ',i
a result of deliberate elite decisions regarding the role the country should play in e,
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the region. We focus on the post-apartheid period, since it is in this time
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framework that the Country’s elites shifted from a military capability resource
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mobilization and a more aggressive foreign policy, towards the demobilization of

its defense capabilities.
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diplomacy, multilateralism, and regional engagement. This transition marked a

clear departure from the confrontational and elite-driven security paradigm that
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had characterized the apartheid era.

Following the end of apartheid, South Africa faced the challenge of
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redefining its international role amidst a rapidly changing regional environment.
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affirm its leadership by military means. Instead, it systematically invested in
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WO, 4
> A
~
\\\ A
R ~
RNAY

N
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as South Africa retained the material capabilities that would have allowed it to

pursue regional dominance by traditional hard power instruments.
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framework not merely as a platform for regional cooperation, but as a strategic
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emphasizing that “the country's national security is inseparable from the stability

and well-being of its neighbors” (South Africa, 1996). This was echoed in the
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eventual compromise between these perspectives allowed South Africa to
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This preference for diplomatic leadership was not only a matter of
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external perception - it was institutionalized in South Africa’s strategic planning.
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(South Africa, 2022). Accordingly, the country’s regional engagement was

framed less as a geopolitical competition than as a process of shared
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not perceive traditional military power as the principal tool for consolidating ' {
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regional influence. ' ,;i
South Africa’s diplomatic interventions were often conducted under '/i

multilateral mandates, particularly within SADC and the African Union. lts role in
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its commitment to rules-based regional governance (Burgess, 2021). The

preference for institutional engagement over unilateralism was reinforced during
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military deployment while other SADC members intervened directly (Burgess,
2021).
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Organ on Politics, Defence and Security in 1996 reflected, in part, an effort to

contain Pretoria’s leadership, particularly by actors such as Zimbabwe and
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Angola. Nonetheless, South Africa remained committed to institutional
mechanisms and refrained from reacting with increased assertiveness (Paul,
2005; Costa, 2025).
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Domestically, successive governments struggled to modernize and

o
P N
D )
N
AR\ GO
RNAY Y

integrate the armed forces, particularly given the budgetary constraints and the

legacy of conscription-era militarization. As a result, the SANDF faced
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networks, and state fragility (South Africa, 2015).
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The security strategy also evolved to include broader regional
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for preventive diplomacy and regional capacity-building (Séderbaum, 1998; ' {
South Africa, 2022). "i
A clear example of the region’s progress in coordinating responses to ﬁ@i

domestic crises occurred in the 2009 political breakdown in Madagascar.
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operation marked a turning point in the legitimacy and unity of SADC’s

interventions, with prior authorization, coordinated planning, and broad support
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This long-term orientation was reinforced by strategic documents such as
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the Framework Document on South Africa’s National Interest and its

Advancement in a Global Environment, which underscored regional stability and
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diplomacy - as evidenced by the prolonged crisis in Zimbabwe or contested
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influence and preserve regional order (Burgess, 2021; Africa, 2013).
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Neither historical sociology nor offensive realism provides an elaborate "'
explanation for countries like South Africa, which don’t pursue expansion of its 'c/i

military capabilities. In Kenneth Waltz’s formulation, foreign policy is analysis
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and not predictive, although, a country which denies the imperative of the
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international system would suffer, as firms who don’t follow the functioning of
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the market, and potentially disappear. However, changes in units are not

relevant for his systemic theory. In order to understand substantially individual
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unit behavior, one must count on other variables.
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Africa does not have developed state capabilities in order to reach regional
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hegemony. However, combining the analysis with country’s elites’ decision-

W\
AN
R\

making, it becomes clear that the post-apartheid South Africa opted for
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multilateralism and regional stability. The elites after the 1990’s attempted to

build a foreign and defense policy in these terms. However, demobilization of
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the state’s defense, in budget and state capacities, might prove itself not worthy

when multipolarity and its perils may pressure the state for enhanced military
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enhanced defense capabilities, resource mobilization and response. Aligning
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realism’s insights towards systemic and state behavior, with elite strategy, one

might argue that a military build-up in South Africa would be feasible if threat
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level increases and the elite’s response to the imperatives of the multipolar
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international system are adequate. For now, South Africa has left aside
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pursuing a strong regional hegemony built on material capabilities.
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