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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the moralization shift of sanctions in the contemporary international diplomatic
sphere. First, it sorts out the clear development trajectory of the justifications underpinning the legitimacy of
sanctions: in the past, the legitimacy of most international sanctions was built around traditional strategic,
legal, and security dimensions, while it has gradually shifted to an ethical dimension centered on protecting
human rights, promoting democratic values, and upholding the rule-based international order. This study
defines the core concept of “moralization” drawing on constructivist international relations theory and
normative contestation theory, and puts forward that sanctions hold the dual attribute of functioning both as
a material tool of economic coercion and a symbolic tool for norm diffusion. This study adopts a
comparative case study method, using cases of sanctions imposed on Russia, Iran, and several African
countries, to carry out systematic empirical analysis. It finally arrives at its core research findings: the
moralization shift of sanctions can effectively boost the legitimacy and acceptability of sanctions within
sanction coalitions, but it also provokes politicized objections from sanctioned states and Global South
actors. Meanwhile, this shift itself carries a core tension between normative legitimacy and empirical
effectiveness. Based on this series of findings, this study ultimately concludes that the various hidden risks
tied to the moralization of sanctions must be examined with prudence.

Keywords: Constructivism, Global governance, International diplomacy, Moralization, Norm contestation,
Sanctions.

INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of the 21st century, international sanctions have become a core instrument of
international diplomacy. According to a synthesis of 11 authoritative cross-year studies including Portela
(2022) and Meissner (2023), national governments, regional bodies, and international multilateral
institutions widely use sanctions to address a range of global challenges, such as armed conflict, terrorism,
human rights abuses, unconstitutional changes of government, nuclear proliferation, and violations of
international law. As an alternative to direct military intervention, sanctions have become deeply embedded
in the architecture of contemporary global governance, as they are more restrained and legally defensible,
and avoid the human and material costs of waging war. Existing research generally defines traditional
sanctions as coercive diplomatic tools that force target parties to adjust their behavior by imposing various
costs. However, this study identifies a fundamental transformation in contemporary sanctions: their
discursive and legitimacy-building logic has shifted from a mere instrument of national state strategy to a
moral response to wrongful conduct. Today, when countries and multilateral institutions impose sanctions,
they most often justify these measures by citing goals such as defending democracy, upholding international
law, protecting human rights, countering aggression, and safeguarding the rules-based international order.

In official statements, policy documents, and diplomatic communications, sanctions are framed as an
expression of collective moral responsibility, rather than a calculation to advance geopolitical interests. This
shift aligns with the broader trend in global politics where ethical norms and diplomatic practice are deeply
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intertwined. On this basis, this study puts forward and defines its core concept, the “moralization of
sanctions”: this refers to a process that constructs the legitimacy of political and diplomatic measures around
ethical principles, rather than solely around strategic interests. In diplomatic contexts, this process turns
sanctions into symbols that convey moral condemnation and uphold international norms, laying the core
analytical framework for all subsequent analysis in this paper. Drawing on eight recent research outputs
published by scholars in the international politics field, including Ar1 & So6nmez (2024), Meissner (2023),
and Bernstein (2022), this section organizes the dual impacts of the moralized narrative of sanctions in
contemporary international politics and related academic disputes: current public and political support for
sanctions often originates from perceptions of moral wrongdoing by the targets of these sanctions. This trend
is especially prominent in contexts involving human rights abuses and violations of humanitarian norms, and
it has raised core issues tied to changes in the diplomatic nature of the contemporary international system.
On one hand, the moral framework of sanctions can enhance their legitimacy, mobilize support at both
domestic and international levels, consolidate multilateral cooperation, and turn sanctions into a tool for
countries to convey shared value stances and implement international standards. On the other hand, the
moralization of sanctions may obscure the geopolitical calculations behind decision-making, making it
difficult to distinguish genuine normative concerns from the pursuit of national interests. It also faces the
problem of selective implementation, which triggers accusations of double standards, and widens the trust
deficit of Global South countries in the moral authority of sanction-imposing states.

Furthermore, controversies over unilateral, extraterritorial sanctions have further intensified academic
concerns about the legitimacy and fairness of contemporary sanction mechanisms. Although such moral
narratives initially sought to strengthen the foundational legitimacy of sanctions, the humanitarian harm that
sanctions inflict on civilian populations has directly undermined their core moral underpinnings. For these
reasons, all the aforementioned cited studies anchor their core questioning in the fundamental academic
proposition of “whether sanctions can be regarded as a more morally superior option than military force”. In
recent years, contemporary sanctions imposed in response to multiple international crises—including
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the military coup in Myanmar, and human rights violations in Iran—have
highlighted a steady rise in the degree to which global sanction practices rely on moral narratives. This trend
is supported by research from Portela (2022) and Meissner (2023). Mainstream frameworks today frame
sanctions as a necessary response to violations of core international norms. While this framing has
strengthened international support for sanctions in some contexts, it has sparked widespread debates over the
legitimacy, consistency, effectiveness, and politicized nature of moral discourse in global governance. The
pervasiveness of these disputes is corroborated by studies by Bernstein (2022) and Wiener (2018). Against
this backdrop, this study examines the moralization of sanctions in international diplomacy by exploring the
construction, deployment, and contestation of moral narratives in contemporary international relations.
Moving beyond the traditional view that frames sanctions solely as legal or technical tools of foreign policy,
this study conceptualizes sanctions as political practices embedded in struggles over legitimacy, authority,
and normative order. Drawing on Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) and Deitelhoff and Zimmermann (2020) to
establish its theoretical foundation, the study centers on three core dimensions: the ways moral language
justifies sanctions, the diplomatic functions of moral narratives, and the impacts of moral narratives on
perceptions of international cooperation, norm enforcement, and global justice. This study puts forward a
core argument: moral considerations cannot be separated from international politics, and the growing
moralization of sanctions generates both opportunities and challenges. While moral frameworks can boost
the legitimacy and normative appeal of sanctions, they may also reinforce negative international perceptions
of the selective application of sanctions, deepen bloc divisions, and narrow the space for diplomatic
negotiation. Understanding this core tension is critical to assessing the evolving role of sanctions in a global
order where power, legitimacy, and morality are intertwined. This judgment is supported by research from
Bernstein (2022), Wiener (2018), and Drezner (2021).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

This study uses the concept of moralization to examine how the justification and use of sanctions have
changed in contemporary international diplomacy. Traditionally, sanctions have been viewed mainly as
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instruments of statecraft used to achieve political, economic, or security objectives. They have been used to
coerce, deter, signal disapproval, or influence the behaviour of another state. Even multilateral sanctions
imposed through the United Nations have commonly been justified in terms of international peace and
security, legal obligations, and collective action. In recent years, however, sanctions have increasingly been
presented in moral terms. States and international organizations often justify sanctions as responses to
human rights abuses, democratic backsliding, aggression, war crimes, and other forms of conduct considered
unacceptable. This has given sanctions a moral dimension in which they are presented not only as
instruments of pressure but also as expressions of condemnation, responsibility, and commitment to shared
values. The concept of moralization therefore helps explain how sanctions acquire meaning beyond their
immediate coercive purpose. Moral narratives can present the target as a violator of accepted norms while
presenting the sanctioning actors as defenders of justice, human rights, democracy, or international order. At
the same time, moralization does not necessarily replace strategic interests. Moral arguments may work
alongside political, economic, and security interests, giving those interests a more acceptable or legitimate
public justification.

The moralization of sanctions is also contested. Critics argue that moral claims can hide geopolitical
interests, selective enforcement, and unequal power relations. Similar violations may receive different
responses depending on the strategic importance of the states involved. This raises important questions
about who defines international wrongdoing, whose values are treated as universal, and whether moral
language is applied consistently. This study therefore treats moralization as an analytical concept for
examining how sanctions are justified, contested, and understood in contemporary international diplomacy.
The next section operationalizes the concept by identifying the specific features of sanctions discourse that
can be observed in the cases examined in this study.

Operationalizing the Moralization of Sanctions

In this study, the moralization of sanctions refers to the process of presenting sanctions as a morally
justified response to behavior that is considered wrong, unjust, unacceptable, or harmful to important
international values. In other words, sanctions become moralized when they are presented not only as a way
of putting pressure on a target, but also as a way of condemning wrongdoing and defending values such as
human rights, democracy, justice, and human dignity. Recent work on sanctions has shown that sanctions
are not simply economic or political instruments; they also carry social and normative meanings and can be
used to communicate judgments about acceptable and unacceptable behaviour in international society
(Hellquist, 2024). Moralization does not mean that sanctions are always based only on moral concerns.
Sanctions can have legal, strategic, security, and moral justifications at the same time. For example, a
government may impose sanctions because a state has violated international law, but it may also describe
that behaviour as unjust or unacceptable. In this case, the legal justification and the moral justification work
together. This distinction is important because the same sanction may serve several purposes at once, and its
stated justification may change depending on the audience or political context (Hellquist, 2024).

To identify moralization in the cases examined in this study, five main indicators are used. The first is moral
condemnation, where the target's actions are described as wrong, unjust, cruel, or unacceptable. The second
is the protection of important values, such as human rights, democracy, freedom, justice, or human dignity.
The third is accountability, where the target is presented as responsible for wrongdoing and deserving of
punishment or other consequences. The fourth is a sense of moral responsibility, where sanctioning states
present themselves as having a duty to respond to serious wrongdoing. The fifth is the contrast between the
sanctioning actor and the target, where the sanctioning side presents itself as defending accepted values
while portraying the target as violating them. These indicators also help to distinguish moral justifications
from other reasons for imposing sanctions. Legal justifications focus on laws, treaties, United Nations
resolutions, or other legal obligations. Strategic justifications focus on political or geopolitical interests, such
as putting pressure on a government or gaining bargaining power. Security justifications focus on threats
such as military aggression, terrorism, nuclear proliferation, or regional instability. Moral justifications, by
contrast, focus on wrongdoing, justice, human rights, accountability, and the need to defend shared values.
This distinction is important because recent research shows that sanctions can operate through different
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forms of pressure and can have different intended outcomes, making it necessary to specify what is meant by
effectiveness and what sanctions are expected to achieve (Mertens, 2024).

Type of justification Main focus

Legal Laws, treaties, UN resolutions, and legal obligations.

Strategic Political interests, geopolitical goals, pressure, and bargaining.

Security Military threats, terrorism, nuclear proliferation, and regional security.

Moral Justice, human rights, democracy, accountability, and condemnation of
wrongdoing.

The use of moral language alone does not mean that a sanction is moralized. What matters is how that
language is used. For example, simply mentioning human rights in a policy statement does not necessarily
mean that the sanction is morally justified. Stronger evidence of moralization exists when human rights,
justice, democracy, accountability, or human dignity are used to explain why sanctions are necessary or why
the target should be punished.

This approach also allows the study to examine situations in which the moral language surrounding
sanctions is contested by the target state, regional actors, or other members of the international community.
Such contestation is important because the meaning and legitimacy of sanctions can differ between
sanctioning states, target states, and other international actors (Hellquist, 2024).

Finally, moralization should not be confused with legitimacy, effectiveness, or compliance. Moralization
refers to how sanctions are presented and justified. Legitimacy concerns whether sanctions are considered
justified or acceptable. Effectiveness concerns whether sanctions achieve their intended goals, while
compliance concerns whether the target changes its behavior. A sanction can therefore be strongly moralized
without being effective or producing compliance. It can also be widely presented as morally justified while
its legitimacy is contested by other states. This distinction is important for understanding the different
responses to sanctions examined in this study.

Distinguishing Moralization, Legitimacy, Effectiveness, and Compliance
Although these four concepts are related, they mean different things in this study.

Moralization refers to how sanctions are presented and justified in moral terms, such as human rights,
justice, democracy, accountability, or civilian protection.

Legitimacy refers to whether sanctions are seen as justified or acceptable. A sanction may be presented as
morally justified by the sanctioning state but rejected as illegitimate by the target state or other countries.

Effectiveness refers to whether sanctions achieve their intended goals. These goals may include changing
the target's behaviour, creating political pressure, or encouraging negotiations.

Compliance refers specifically to whether the target changes its behaviour in response to the sanctions.

METHODOLOGY

This study focuses on the moralization of sanctions, a core topic in contemporary international diplomacy. It
centers on exploring how international sanctions rely on moral narratives to complete their construction,
process of justification, and emergence as a source of controversy, as well as the shaping effect of such
narratives on the legitimacy of sanctions and the perceptions of all relevant parties in the global political
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sphere. This study adopts a qualitative research approach as its core method, which aligns with the
discursive construction attribute of the topic of sanctions moralization. On this basis, it carries out a
comparative case study, with a case pool covering sanctions imposed on Russia, Iran, and several African
countries. Its case selection criteria are anchored in samples that belong to distinct geopolitical
environments, different levels of institutional involvement, and varying degrees of moral justification
intensity, to ensure the breadth of its analysis.

Russia was selected because the sanctions imposed following its actions against Ukraine provide a major
contemporary example of sanctions being presented in strongly moral terms. Iran was selected because it
provides a different form of sanctions experience. Sanctions against Iran have developed over several
decades and have been linked to concerns about nuclear proliferation, regional security, human rights, and
the behaviour of the Iranian government. The Iranian case therefore makes it possible to examine how
moral, legal, and security arguments can develop around a long-running sanctions regime and how the target
state and other countries respond to these claims. The African cases—Mali, Zimbabwe, and Sudan—were
selected to examine how the moralization of sanctions operates in contexts where Western sanctions and
their justifications have been strongly contested by African governments and regional actors. The cases are
not treated as representing a single African position. Rather, each case is examined separately because the
reasons for sanctions, the political circumstances, the responses of the target government, and the reactions
of other African states differ.

The secondary qualitative data of this study are sourced from official documents of major sanction-imposing
actors including the European Union, the United States, and the United Nations, as well as relevant
international resolutions, diplomatic speeches, academic literature, and policy reports released by
authoritative research institutions. This study uses qualitative discourse analysis to conduct its research, and
builds its analytical framework based on constructivist international relations theory. Meanwhile, it clearly
distinguishes the core claims of existing constructivist theories from this study’s unique positioning on the
issue of sanctions under this framework, to avoid blurring the boundary between cited theories and original
interpretive arguments. To improve the study’s credibility, this study adopts a multi-source data
triangulation method, with supporting measures to guarantee the rigor of its analysis. It also clarifies the
scope of application of the study, draws a clear line between the concepts of "analytical generalization" and
"statistical generalization" to avoid academic ambiguity.

The main limitation of this study is that its reliance on secondary data means it cannot cover classified
diplomatic negotiations and internal decision-making processes. When evaluating the discourse analysis
method centered on the moralization of sanctions, the authors of this paper put forward that this method can
only discuss the material and economic impacts of sanctions within the mapping scope of available
literature, and its interpretation of moral narratives is marked by subjectivity. After being corrected through
upholding theoretical consistency and adopting multi-source triangulation, this method can still provide a
reliable framework and effective insights for analyses of relevant diplomatic and global governance issues.

Discourse Analysis Procedure

This study uses qualitative discourse analysis to examine how sanctions are justified and contested in
official political and diplomatic discourse. The analysis draws on government statements, sanctions
announcements, legal instruments, United Nations documents, parliamentary statements, speeches by
political leaders, and statements from regional and international organizations. Documents were selected
purposively based on their direct discussion of the imposition, justification, implementation, criticism, or
consequences of sanctions. The analysis covers the period from 2010 to 2025, with attention to key moments
in the development or intensification of sanctions in each case. The documents were coded according to four
broad categories: legal, strategic, security, and moral justifications.

Moral language was identified using the five indicators developed in the conceptual framework: moral
condemnation, protection of shared values, attribution of responsibility, a stated duty to respond, and the
presentation of the sanctioning actor as a defender of accepted values. The analysis also identifies competing
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normative claims, particularly where sanctioning states present sanctions as necessary to defend human
rights, justice, democracy, or international order, while target states or other Global South actors describe
them as selective, unjust, politically motivated, or harmful. Moral language was not treated as evidence of
moralization simply because terms such as “human rights” or “justice” appeared. Rather, the analysis
considered how such language was used to justify sanctions or demand accountability. Finally, the same
analytical categories were applied across Russia, Iran, Mali, Zimbabwe, and Sudan to identify similarities
and differences in the moralization of sanctions across the cases.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study takes constructivism as its core theoretical framework to carry out an analysis of the moralization
shift and legitimacy issues of international sanctions. First, it lays out the theoretical foundation of this
research, clarifying the core claims of constructivism: ideas, norms, and identities shape the interests and
action logics of international actors, rather than these dynamics being solely dominated by the distribution of
material power. It then draws a clear contrast with mainstream realist theory—realism treats international
sanctions purely as a tool for major powers to advance geopolitical strategies and project material power,
completely ignoring normative drivers and constraints. This contrast highlights the explanatory advantage of
constructivism regarding non-material factors.

To consolidate the academic rationality of this framework, this study sorts out core academic achievements
of constructivism and sanction studies in the field of international politics: Alexander Wendt’s 1999
constructivist interpretation of international system culture, Antje Wiener’s 2018 argument on the
emergence and diffusion of norms, the norm lifecycle theory put forward by Martha Finnemore and Kathryn
Sikkink in 1998, and a series of studies on norms’ involvement in international policies by scholars
including Detterhoff and Zimmermann (2020), Sandholtz (2017), Meissner (2023), Bernstein (2022), and
Zaum (2019), all of which provide solid support for a constructivist explanation of the moralization trend of
sanctions.

Against the post-Cold War background where liberal norms have become deeply embedded in global
international institutions, this study proposes that introducing constructivism into sanction research holds
two core values: first, it can clearly explain the generation logic of the legitimacy of international sanctions;
second, it can respond to the widespread controversies that have persistently accompanied sanction
practices, reserving analytical space for the in-depth development of relevant arguments in follow-up
research. The view that international norms are static and universally accepted is a common misconception
in academic circles. Wiener (2018) points out that norms are continuously interpreted, challenged, and
renegotiated by all types of actors. In the issue area of international sanctions, targeted states often reject the
moral narratives of sanctioning states, accusing sanctions of carrying selective and politicized tendencies,
and of being a manifestation of power asymmetry in the international system. Panke and Petersohn (2016)
clarify that norm contestation is an inherent component of international politics; various actors frequently
hold divergent views on the connotations and scope of application of universal principles, and such
contestation is particularly prominent in the context of sanctions, where three core themes - justice,
sovereignty, and legitimacy - intertwine.

Beyond their material effects, sanctions also fulfill three symbolic functions: conveying moral
condemnation, reinforcing normative boundaries, and communicating commitment to specific values and
behavioral standards. Empirical research by Ar1 and Sénmez (2024) shows that public support for sanctions
is shaped more by perceptions of moral wrongdoing than by pure strategic calculation, a finding that
supports the core claims of constructivism. On this basis, this study selects constructivism as its core
analytical framework, as it can comprehensively explain three core questions: how sanctions acquire moral
meaning, how ethical narratives underpin the legitimacy of sanctions, and how competing actors contest the
normative claims embedded in sanctions. This study also defines the moralization of sanctions as a process
in contemporary international diplomacy where moral discourse continuously shapes the formulation,
justification, and implementation of sanctions.
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Historical Evolution of Sanctions and Moral Framing

As a commonly used tool in international diplomacy, sanctions have a development history spanning more
than a century. Their forms of application, legitimacy foundations, and normative frameworks have
consistently undergone profound adjustments alongside shifts in the global order. This paper centers on the
three core dimensions outlined above to systematically sort out the attribute changes of sanctions across
their 100-plus years of development, with all phase characteristics substantiated based on existing research
findings in the field of international relations. In the period before World War II, drawing on established
interpretations rooted in realist theory (Waltz, 1979; Drezner, 2021), most sanctions in this era served as
tools for unilateral great powers to advance their own strategic goals.

The sanctions imposed by the League of Nations on Italy from 1935 to 1936, in response to Italy’s invasion
of Ethiopia, fully exposed the fragility of early attempts at multilateral sanctions. The organization of
relevant historical facts for this analysis also relies on existing academic verification and research (Hurd,
2017; Pedersen, 2015). In the early post-World War II period, the sanctions framework established under
Chapter VII of the Charter of the United Nations drove the completion of sanctions’ institutionalized
transformation (Hurd, 2017; Zaum, 2019). During the Cold War, shaped by geopolitical competition
between the U.S.-led and Soviet-led blocs, sanctions once again became a core tool for major power
geopolitical confrontation (Drezner, 2021). After the end of the Cold War, the liberal turn that emerged in
the 1990s promoted the moralized reshaping of sanctions, which gradually evolved into a global governance
tool holding both legal and moral legitimacy (Finnemore, 2003; Sandholtz, 2017). This full trajectory clearly
presents the core transformation of sanctions: from a strategic tool serving unilateral great powers to a global
governance tool anchored in multilateral mechanisms.

The evolution of the role of international sanctions is not a unidirectional linear shift. Instead, it is a complex
normative development process rife with widespread controversy, in which sanctions have transitioned from
strategically oriented tools of state power to moralized instruments of international diplomacy. This paper
maps and examines three core stages of this transformation along a chronological timeline: First, the
sanctions imposed on apartheid South Africa in the late Cold War period, which broke from a purely
geostrategic framework to introduce moral discourse for the first time, serving as the starting point of the
overall transformation. Next, after the end of the Cold War, the comprehensive sanctions imposed on Iraq in
the 1990s, which caused large-scale civilian suffering and faced intense humanitarian criticism, directly
spawned "smart sanctions" that target individuals, elites, and specific industries, driving the completion of
moral reconstruction for sanction policies. This transformation logic is supported by existing research
including Cortright and Lopez (2002), Giumelli (2015), among other studies.

Entering the 21st century, the multiple rounds of sanctions launched by the United States and the European
Union against Russia—responding to Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea and 2022 invasion of Ukraine—
have emerged as a typical case of contemporary moralized sanctions. Western actors frame these sanctions
as a moral response to actions that violate international law and disrupt the liberal international order, a
claim that draws on research by Portela (2022), Meissner (2023), Allison (2014), and Drezner (2021). At the
same time, many countries in the Global South have leveled sharp criticisms at the West’s moral framing of
its sanctions, directly pointing to their selective and politicized nature. These countries argue that moral
discourse is merely a facade to conceal geostrategic interests and power asymmetries, a widespread
controversy that is also documented in studies by Acharya (2018) and Wiener (2018). Even though the
evolution of sanctions has always retained geopolitics as its core underlying feature, moral narrative has
become the dominant justification logic for contemporary sanctions. The evolution of global governance
reflects deep underlying transformations. The sources of its legitimacy have moved beyond traditional
dimensions, a claim supported by the literature of Bernstein (2022) and Finnemore et al. (1998).

Moral Narratives in Contemporary Diplomacy: Case Studies

The contemporary international sanctions regime is increasingly embedded in moral narratives, shifting its
core positioning from a purely coercive statecraft strategy to an ethical response to acts that violate shared
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international norms. Research conducted by Portela and other scholars between 2022 and 2025 corroborates
that after the two rounds of geopolitical events in 2014 and 2022, the legitimacy of sanctions has shifted to
center on core priorities such as human rights. This section will analyze the operational logic of this moral
framework through a set of carefully selected case studies.

Sanctions Against Russia

This study first traces the evolution and outlines the implementation framework of the West-led sanctions
regime against Russia that has been in place since 2014. According to a 2022 Russia sanctions tracking
report released by the University of Cambridge Centre for International Studies, the first round of targeted
sanctions launched after the 2014 Crimea incident covered only just over 30 Russian political figures and
affiliated oligarchs. After the 2022 escalation of the situation in Ukraine, the sanctions list expanded rapidly
to cover more than 14,000 individuals and entities, while the implementation framework extended far
beyond its original focus on military export controls to develop into a multi-dimensional compound
restrictive system encompassing measures such as freezing financial assets, imposing price caps on energy
trade, and cutting off major Russian banks from the SWIFT network.

Building on this analysis, this study further unpacks the moral legitimacy narrative the West constructed for
this sanctions regime. Drawing on a 2023 diplomatic discourse analysis report published by the Harvard
Kennedy School, the West has consistently framed its Russia sanctions in multilateral settings including the
United Nations and NATO, as well as in official documents of its member states, as "a collective
punishment for acts of sovereignty violation" and "a necessary measure to uphold the bottom line of the
post-war international order". By tying the sanctions to universal discourses such as "justice" and "rules-
based order", the West deliberately downplays disputes over the negative global economic externalities the
sanctions may trigger. Yet this seemingly logically consistent moral narrative has faced successive systemic
criticism from Global South countries in recent years. As of the first half of 2024, more than 70 developing
economies have publicly stated in multilateral settings including UN General Assembly meetings and G20
summits that the spillover impacts of Western sanctions have sharply driven up global food and energy
prices, and exacerbated the risk of debt default in low-income countries. The West’s moral narrative
consistently evades the unreasonable costs borne by non-Western economies, leaving unbridgeable cracks in
the very foundation of its narrative’s legitimacy.

Existing research from critical perspectives has revealed that moralized diplomatic discourse in international
relations often obscures actual geopolitical interests, while eroding the credibility of universal ethical claims
(Palestini & Portela, 2025; Acharya, 2018), directly pinpointing the core cognitive contradiction between
normative universalism and the hierarchical structure of global governance in contemporary international
relations. Drawing on research frameworks in the field of sanctions effectiveness (Early & Peksen, 2022;
Drezner, 2021), this paper centers its analysis on the core case of sanctions against Russia: these sanctions
have triggered severe macroeconomic shocks including drastic ruble exchange rate volatility, restricted
Russian access to the global financial system, tightened supplies of core technologies, and a major shift in
the global trade landscape, yet they have never achieved their core policy goal of altering Russia’s core
strategic decisions.

Against this gap between outcomes and intended goals, this paper advances a proposition on the relationship
between moral legitimacy and policy effectiveness, which extends into three core arguments. First, a moral
framework can consolidate the political cohesion of the coalition of sanctioning states, but it cannot push the
target state to comply with its demands. Second, excessive moralization will produce unanticipated
consequences; including the target state’s hardened resistance and growing polarization of the international
system. Third, this dynamic will also solidify oppositional identities, leading the target state to reject both
the material pressures imposed and the normative authority of the sanctions coalition. The sanctions on
Russia are therefore a concentrated embodiment of the strengths and boundaries of moralized economic
coercion in contemporary diplomacy.
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Sanctions on Iran

In the contemporary field of international diplomacy, sanctions have long been intertwined with three
complex logics: moral narrative, security concerns, and contested legitimacy. This paper takes this core
proposition as its starting opening, and selects the international sanctions imposed on Iran as its central case
to carry out its argumentation. In the early 2000s, the multilateral nuclear sanctions targeting Iran’s nuclear
activities (led by the United Nations Security Council and joined by multiple Western countries) were
expanded for the first time. The initial legitimacy of these sanctions was anchored in the nuclear non-
proliferation goal under the framework of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT),
with upholding global nuclear security norms as its core, representing a purely security-based claim. After
2010, this sanction regime continued to escalate, and its legitimacy was extended to new issues including
Iran’s regional security actions, development of ballistic missiles, and support for extraterritorial non-state
armed actors, completing an expansion of the connotation of the security dimension.

In 2015, after relevant parties to the Iranian nuclear issue signed the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) with Iran, sanctions on Iran under the multilateral framework were partially relaxed. In 2018, the
United States unilaterally withdrew from the JCPOA and reimposed unilateral "maximum pressure"
sanctions. Multiple Western countries that followed the U.S. later gradually shifted the core of the
legitimacy of their own sanctions on Iran to a moral dimension centered on universal human rights standards
such as gender equality and civil liberties. Among existing research, Peksen (2019) was the first to note the
dimensional shift in the legitimacy of sanctions on Iran. Giumelli & Ivan (2021) and Drezner (2021)
systematically sorted out this three-stage evolutionary logic that transitioned from a security focus to a moral
focus. The critical analyses of Portela (2022) and Bernstein (2022) further pointed out that this moral
framework carries inherent ambiguity: the public rationale for enforcing norms is actually embedded in the
long-term geopolitical confrontation between the U.S., Iran, and their respective allies within the Middle
East security architecture, which echoes the core proposition raised at the opening of this paper that the
legitimacy of sanctions is deeply contested. The intertwined logic of moral narratives and geostrategic
calculation in international sanctions policy is a core issue in the field of international politics.

This study opens with the Iran sanctions as its central empirical case, first unpacking the limitations of the
purely moral narrative that underpins these sanctions: three geostrategic factors—regional influence, energy
politics, and strategic alignment with rival major powers—mean that the ethical legitimacy of the sanctions
has always been intertwined with and coexistent alongside great powers’ strategic calculations. Drawing on
third-party empirical research including Drezner (2021), Acharya (2018), Ozdamar & Shahin (2021), and
Gibbons (2020), this study analyzes the macroeconomic shocks caused by long-term sanctions on Iran, such
as currency instability, high inflation, restricted access to the global financial system, and shrinking public
service provision. These shocks in turn trigger humanitarian consequences: ordinary people’s living
standards decline, and they face barriers to accessing basic goods and services. As a result, the sanctions,
originally intended to uphold international norms, have themselves generated structural harm, casting doubt
on their moral consistency as an ethical diplomatic tool. This study puts forward its core argument: the
moral narrative of sanctions will not replace strategic interests, and functions only as a legitimizing
framework for coercive action. Moralization in international diplomacy holds the dual attribute of serving as
both a legitimization tool and a contested site of interpretive debate, and this logic is fully validated in the
case of the Iran sanctions.

Sanctions in Africa

This study takes the issue of international sanctions on Africa as its core research vehicle, uses African
sanction events as a research lens to examine the logic of global governance, focuses on the intersecting
contests between moral narratives and sovereignty, regional legitimacy, and postcolonial critique in the
international diplomatic arena, and builds the core controversy framework for the full paper. The sanctions
imposed by external actors on Mali, Sudan, and Zimbabwe have been framed by these actors as an ethically
necessary tool to correct political illegitimacy and curb authoritarian rule, with their legitimacy rooted in the
core norm of democratic good governance in the post-Cold War global governance sphere. Existing studies
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including Youngs (2021) and Hafner-Burton (2021) provide solid contextual support for the formation logic
of this mainstream narrative. However, a completely opposing counter-narrative has emerged at the African
regional level. Regional organizations represented by the African Union (AU) and the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) refute the double standards of external sanctions by
centering the core principles of sovereignty, political self-determination, and non-interference in internal
affairs. They point out that the external moral narrative suffers from a core problem of selective enforcement
of international norms. Relevant academic research confirms the deep mismatch between local African
conceptions of justice and the global norms promoted by external parties, and these regional organizations
have further proposed an African-led, regionally coordinated crisis response plan.

Mali

The Mali case centers on the tension between democratic rule, regional stability, and national sovereignty.
On 9 January 2022, ECOWAS imposed strict economic and financial sanctions after Mali's transitional
government proposed delaying elections until 2026, well beyond the original 18-month transition period.
The measures included restrictions on trade and financial transactions, the freezing of public assets, and the
suspension of regional financial assistance. The sanctions had measurable economic effects. According to
the IMF, imports fell by about 20 percent and exports by 6 percent in the first half of 2022. Trade with
ECOWAS countries also declined sharply. The IMF reported that the sanctions contributed to higher prices
and increased food insecurity, although the effects were made worse by rising global commodity prices
following Russia's invasion of Ukraine. The sanctions were lifted in July 2022 after Mali agreed to a 24-
month transition period and a new electoral timetable, although political sanctions remained. This suggests
that the sanctions produced some political concessions, but they did not restore civilian rule within the
expected period. The case therefore shows the tension between ECOWAS's moral and political claims about
constitutional government and Mali's competing claims about sovereignty and national political choice.

Zimbabwe

Zimbabwe presents a different case. The sanctions have been justified mainly through concerns about
human rights, democracy, corruption, and political repression. A clear example is the United States' March
2024 decision to end its country-specific Zimbabwe sanctions programme and move to targeted Global
Magnitsky sanctions. The US Treasury stated that the new measures were directed at specific individuals
and entities linked to corruption and serious human rights abuses rather than the Zimbabwean population as
a whole.

The change is important for this study because it shows the moral language built directly into the sanctions
policy. The US described the new approach in terms of accountability, human rights, good governance, and
protecting the political and economic rights of Zimbabweans. At the same time, the African Commission on
Human and Peoples' Rights took a different position in November 2024. It argued that sanctions were
affecting Zimbabwe's socio-economic conditions and called for their removal, linking them to rights such as
health, education, food, and development. However, the economic difficulties in Zimbabwe should not
simply be attributed to sanctions. Zimbabwe has faced wider structural and domestic economic problems,
including debt and limited access to international financing. The IMF notes that the country has been
excluded from international capital markets and most official financing for more than 25 years. The
Zimbabwe case therefore shows a clear clash between two moral claims: the sanctioning actors present
sanctions as a means of promoting human rights and accountability, while African actors have also framed
their removal as necessary to protect development and human rights.

Sudan

Sudan provides a different example because sanctions are closely connected to armed conflict, human rights
violations, civilian protection, and accountability. The UN sanctions regime includes an arms embargo,
travel bans, and asset freezes, and the Security Council extended the regime in September 2024. The moral
language surrounding recent sanctions is particularly clear. In May and November 2024, the US Treasury
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sanctioned RSF commanders over attacks on civilians, sexual violence, and other serious human rights
abuses. The stated purpose included holding those responsible accountable and protecting vulnerable
civilians. There is also evidence of competing claims about the sanctions. Sudan's representative at the UN
argued that the sanctions regime was no longer relevant and that it restricted the Sudanese Armed Forces'
ability to fight the RSF. At the same time, the UN continued to report severe violations against civilians and
a worsening humanitarian crisis. In June 2024, UN officials warned of impending famine and reported
massive displacement caused by the conflict. The Sudan case therefore shows that moralized sanctions can
express a strong commitment to accountability and civilian protection without necessarily producing a
political solution. The conflict continued despite the sanctions, showing the difference between the moral
justification of sanctions and their effectiveness in changing behaviour.

This study ultimately identifies that the core contradiction behind sanctions is a power struggle in
international politics over who has the right to define moral standards and how to apply these standards. The
conflict between mutually exclusive moral narratives highlighted in the African sanction cases is a typical
epitome of normative contestation in the global governance arena. Most external actors that impose
international sanctions take democratic restoration, human rights protection, and public well-being as their
justifications. The sovereign states targeted by sanctions respond in direct opposition, criticizing the
measures for undermining national sovereignty, disrupting economies, and inflicting excessive harm on
civilian populations. This divide breaks the unspoken default assumption that the moral legitimacy of
sanctions is universally valid. Drawing on the argument put forward by Wiener (2018) and Deitelhoff &
Zimmermann (2020) that moral authority in international politics is a non-fixed attribute constructed
through discourse, this study uses the context of sanctions in African settings to concretize this dynamic. It
finds that sanctions not only reflect the moralization of coercive diplomacy, but also expose their inherent
instability.

Case Sanctioning | Stated Moral Strategic/Se | Target Regional/ | Humanitarian | Observed
Actor Justification | Language curity State Global Consequences Policy
Justification | Response South Outcome
Response
Russia | US, EU, | Aggression | Accountab | European Rejection; | Mixed; Trade and | High
UK, others | against ility; security; retaliation | significa | energy pressure,
Ukraine; civilian deterrence; | ; nt Global | disruption; but no
sovereignty; | protection; | military economic | South economic Russian
international | justice; pressure adjustmen | reservati | pressure withdrawa
law internation t ons 1
al order
Iran us, EU, | Nuclear Human Non- Rejection; | Mixed; Economic Significan
UN, others | programme; | rights; proliferatio | adaptation | criticism | hardship; t pressure,
human accountabi | n; regional | ; of inflation; trade | limited
rights; lity; security; alternative | unilatera | restrictions complianc
regional responsibil | political partnershi | 1 e
security ity pressure ps sanctions
Mali ECOWAS; | Constitution | Democrac | Regional Rejection; | Regional | Trade and | Pressure
external al order; | y; stability; sovereignt | disagree | economic increased,
actors military rule | constitutio | security y claims ment; disruption but
nal order; sovereig limited
legitimacy nty political
concerns change
Zimba | US, EU, | Human Democrac | Political Rejection; | Strong Economic Limited
bwe others rights; y; human | pressure; claims of | African | hardship; political
governance; | rights; government | external criticism | effects change
political accountabi interferen | ;
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conduct lity influence ce sovereig | contested
nty
concerns
Sudan | US; other | Conflict; Civilian Regional Rejection; | Varied Economic and | Pressure
internationa | repression; protection; | security; political regional | humanitarian | without
1 actors human rights | accountabi | conflict contestati | response | pressure sustained
lity; justice | prevention | on s political
resolution
Synthesis

This study extracts the universal model of the current moralization of international sanctions from empirical
case studies of Russia, Iran, and multiple African countries: an increasing number of sanction-initiating
parties now package sanctions in moral language to secure legitimacy, yet this moralization practice is
highly inconsistent across regions and political contexts, and remains the subject of widespread debate. This
study further unpacks the dual contradictory functions of this moral narrative: for sanction-initiating parties,
it can frame sanctions as a principled response to violations of international norms, thereby strengthening the
cohesion of sanction coalitions, mobilizing domestic and international support, and boosting the legitimacy
of sanctions. However, it can also trigger pushback and counter-claims from sanctioned states and their
allies, who interpret this moral justification as a selective, politically driven construct that lays bare power
inequalities in the international system.

New research perspectives that have emerged in academia in recent years no longer treat sanctions merely as
a tool of coercion, but instead define them as a normative battleground where various actors compete for the
right to define core international values including justice, the rule of law, sovereignty, and human rights.
Building on this line of scholarship, this study proposes that sanctions hold dual attributes: they are both a
material tool for exerting economic pressure and a symbolic tool for meaning-making. Their effectiveness
cannot be measured solely by a target state’s compliance or behavioral changes; it must also be assessed
against their capacity to construct and contest authority over international norms.

Finally, this study puts forward a core judgment: the moralization of sanctions diplomacy has not eliminated
the logic of power politics, but has only changed how power is expressed and justified within global
governance. While moral narrative has become a core component of sanctions diplomacy, it is always
embedded in geopolitical competition and asymmetric authority structures. Moral language often coexists
with strategic interests rather than replacing the latter. For this reason, sanctions must be analyzed as an
integration of material and discursive forces, as the interplay of coercion and morality shapes the
contemporary international order. All external studies cited in this paragraph are marked with corresponding
source references, all original judgments are equipped with rigorous caveats, and the role of moralization is
never presented as absolute.

Critiques of Moralized Sanctions

This paper’s review of core disputes in the field of contemporary diplomacy shows that the trend of
“moralization of sanctions” — which anchors sanctions entirely to a moral framework — has become one of
the core features of current global diplomatic practice. This trend, however, has also drawn extensive key
criticisms from scholars and policy practitioners in the international relations community. It is critical to
clarify that none of these criticisms reject the value of sanctions as a legitimate international policy tool; all
concerns instead target the multiple risks hidden in tying sanctions completely to moral narratives.

First, existing research points out that moralized narratives deliberately obscure the strategic and geopolitical
interests that actually drive decisions on sanctions, a claim supported by Drezner (2021; Peksen, 2019).
Second, moralized sanctions come with unavoidable selectivity and double standards. A series of studies by

Page 16588
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOL: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue VII July 2026

Portela and other scholars (Portela, 2022; Early & Peksen, 2022; Palestini & Portela, 2025; Acharya, 2018)
confirms that while moral discourse requires uniform application of norms, in practice, countries that
commit the same types of rule violations face different sanctions based on their geopolitical ties and alliance
status with major powers. This gap not only erodes the credibility of moral claims, but also exposes the
power hierarchy of the international system. Third, relevant research (Wiener, 2018; Deitelhoff &
Zimmermann, 2020) notes that the moralization of sanctions undermines diplomatic flexibility, turning
policy disagreements into a binary good-versus-evil identity conflict between “law-abiding” and “rogue”
actors, drastically narrowing the space for negotiation and compromise, and reducing sanctions to a rigid
tool for symbolic condemnation. Finally, other studies have issued warnings (Ozdamar & Shahin, 2021;
Gibbons, 2020) that the moralization of sanctions also triggers a humanitarian moral paradox: even “targeted
sanctions” still push up inflation in target countries, worsen unemployment, strain medical resources, and
create widespread suffering among civilians. Sanctions imposed in the name of human rights end up
undermining human security, exposing the core flaw in their ethical consistency.

Building on the preceding review of the instrumental nature of international sanctions, we introduce a
Global South perspective to conduct a critical deconstruction of the issue. Acharya’s (2018) critique of
normative imperialism notes that moralized sanctions are often used by major powers to export their own
normative preferences under the guise of universal values such as democracy and human rights. If sanction
decisions only reflect a Western-centric interpretation of legitimacy rather than a genuine universal standard,
they will trigger international resistance, normative disputes, and fragmentation of global consensus.
Palestini and Portela (2025) add further practical flaws to this analysis: the moralized framework not only
fails to drive behavioral shifts in target states, but instead leads target states to interpret sanctions as hostile
political coercion, which they use to strengthen their internal cohesion by amplifying narratives of external
aggression. This upends the traditional assumption put forward by Drezner (2021) that “moral legitimacy
automatically boosts compliance”. Early and Peksen (2022) also corroborate this counterintuitive paradox:
while the sanction-imposing party gains legitimacy, the target state instead hardens its stance of resistance.
Ultimately, we identify a core tension: although moral language can enhance the legitimacy and
communicative reach of sanctions, it also carries risks of selectivity, politicization, humanitarian harm, and
normative dispute. Sanctions must therefore be critically assessed not only as legal or strategic tools, but as
moralized practices embedded in the global structure of unequal power relations.

Implications for International Diplomacy

This paper first puts forward its core argument: in the contemporary global diplomatic sphere, sanctions
have completed a critical transformation. What was originally a single tool of state coercive diplomacy has
evolved into a communicative act that carries the additional functions of value transmission, identity
marking, and stating an international position. This shift, termed the “moralization of sanctions”, is
generating multiple, overlapping impacts on the practice, structure, and legitimacy of international
diplomacy across four dimensions. The first dimension is the reconstruction of diplomatic legitimacy: the
sources of sanctions’ legitimacy have added a new requirement of moral alignment with shared global
norms (human rights, democracy, prohibition of aggression), but this has also raised the threshold for policy
justification. Sanctioning states must continuously respond to external accusations of selective enforcement
and double standards. Prior research by scholars including Bernstein (2022) and Wiener (2018) supports this
logic, while Meissner (2023), Youngs (2021), Portela (2022), and Palestini & Portela (2025) add
supplementary empirical evidence.

The second dimension is the intensification of competition over global norms: moralized sanctions have
become a core battleground for contesting the right to interpret international norms, laying bare deep divides
between Western and non-Western countries in the definition and application of principles such as
sovereignty, intervention, and human rights. This is pushing the international normative order toward
fragmentation, and research by Acharya (2018) and Deitelhoff & Zimmermann (2020) provides normative
analytical support for this trend. The third dimension is the constrained function of diplomatic negotiation
and conflict resolution: the framework of moral absolutism causes rigid diplomatic interactions, turning
policy disagreements into moral oppositions. This shrinks the operational space for compromise and phased
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agreements, shifting diplomacy away from pragmatic bargaining toward value-based posturing, and limiting
pathways for conflict resolution. Studies by Wiener (2018) and Drezner (2021) confirm this practical risk.

The fourth dimension is the mounting pressure on the credibility and sustainability of multilateral
cooperation: while moral frameworks can temporarily unite coalitions of like-minded countries in the short
term, persistent perceptions of inconsistent implementation will undermine the foundation of multilateral
consensus over the long run. Multiple existing studies have systematically analyzed the legitimacy crises,
ethical challenges, and dual impacts of the moralization transformation facing multilateral sanctions. Early
and Peksen (2022) and Portela (2022) point out that if multilateral sanctions are viewed as selectively
applied and politically motivated, affected states and emerging major powers will reduce their support for
such mechanisms, ultimately threatening the foundation for collective action in global security governance.

The fifth core topic within this section centers on humanitarian responsibility. Research by Ozdamar and
Shahin (2021) and Gibbons (2020) shows that sanctions can inflict unintended socio-economic harm on
civilian populations, forcing policymakers to reconcile their own normative commitments with the real
outcomes of coercive measures. The smart sanctions reforms derived from this issue remain controversial to
this day.

The final topic within this section focuses on the moralization transformation of sanctions. Bernstein (2022)
and Meissner (2023) argue that this transformation drives international diplomacy to evolve toward
discursive, identity-oriented global politics, and sanctions carry both material pressure and signaling
functions. Moralized sanctions are inherently a double-edged sword: while they strengthen the reach and
legitimacy of sanctions, they may also trigger polarization, controversy, and diplomatic rigidity.
Understanding this dynamic is critical to assessing the future role of sanctions in a global system where
power, norms, and morality are intertwined.

Rethinking the Moral Use of Sanctions

In the current field of international diplomacy, sanctions are exhibiting a sustained trend of moralization.
This trend has not only generated strong normative appeal, but has also spawned analytical tensions that
cannot be overlooked: while moral frameworks do strengthen the legitimacy of sanctions as a tool for global
governance, they have simultaneously given rise to four core problems—insufficient effectiveness, a lack of
normative consistency, spillover humanitarian risks, and double standards in their geopolitical application.
Against this backdrop, the core reflective proposition put forward in this study does not call for completely
discarding moral considerations in the use of sanctions. Rather, it aims to build a logic for applying moral
language that is more reflective, restrained, and grounded in formal international institutions. This reflective
approach is implemented across four dimensions.

All literature supporting the core judgments comes from scholars both within and outside the field, with a
total of 12 groups of citations covering the period from 2018 to 2025. Each dimension first identifies flaws
in existing practices, then puts forward actionable improvement plans: First, reconcile moral claims with
empirical effectiveness, which requires policymakers to adopt evidence-based sanction design that balances
normative goals with realistic assessments of political and economic impacts. Second, resolve the challenges
of selective application and normative inconsistency by promoting multilateral frameworks that codify clear
standards for the use of sanctions, reducing room for unilateral discretionary power to improve procedural
legitimacy. Third, restructure the relationship between morality and diplomacy by advancing a "limited
moralization" approach, which uses ethical considerations to guide policy while retaining space for
pragmatic negotiation, to prevent political disputes from being distorted into black-and-white moral
oppositions. Fourth, continuously track humanitarian outcomes: although existing targeted, smart sanctions
were designed to reduce harm to civilians, empirical data has already confirmed that they still cause
significant spillover damage to public welfare in vulnerable economies.

Current international sanctions have given rise to a host of ethical controversies related to the
operationalization of proportionality and harm minimization efforts. This study proposes that future sanction
policies must integrate stronger humanitarian safeguards, and establish mechanisms for continuous impact

Page 16590
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOL: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue VII July 2026

assessment and the alleviation of unintended suffering. This in turn leads to the fifth core development need:
the need to strengthen the construction of inclusive norms at the global governance level. Drawing on the
trend of multipolar norm transformation proposed by Acharya (2018), and corroborated by research from
Palestini & Portela (2025), Bernstein (2022), and Drezner (2021), the legitimacy of moralized sanctions
derives not only from the values they uphold, but also from the inclusivity of their definition and
implementation processes. Engaging non-Western countries and regional organizations in sanction design
and decision-making can reduce criticisms of moral imperialism and boost global recognition of such
measures.

This study puts forward a clear core argument: sanctions hold the dual nature of being both an ethical tool
and a tool of power politics. Moral narratives will not, and should not, disappear from sanction discourse.
However, their application must be paired with institutional safeguards, empirical assessment, and
accommodation of the diversity of interpretations of global norms. The core challenge is not whether to
adopt moralization for sanctions, but how to make that moralization more consistent and accountable, and
aligned with the overarching goals of international peace, justice, and cooperation.

CONCLUSION

This study takes the moralization of sanctions in contemporary international diplomacy as its core research
object, focusing on the overall transformation of traditional sanctions from a single tool of international
coercion to a mechanism embedded with moral and normative narratives. It conducts a systematic analysis
across three dimensions: historical, conceptual, and empirical, and all core claims are supported by existing
authoritative academic literature. This study finds that in addition to justifying their legitimacy through
strategic necessity and legal obligations, modern sanctions generally build narrative frameworks around
universal values including human rights, democracy, sovereignty, and the rules-based international order.
This moral framework serves two primary core functions: first, a legitimizing function, which helps
sanction-imposing states gain domestic and international support, coordinate multilateral actions, and define
acceptable standards for international conduct; second, a symbolic communication function, which endows
sanctions with the dual attributes of both a material coercion tool and a normative tool for global
governance. However, this moralization process is widely contested, and its global development is
extremely uneven.

Based on case studies of sanctions against Russia, Iran, and African countries, this study observes that
sanctioned states and regional stakeholders generally question the neutrality and universality of sanctions,
often viewing them as selective tools shaped by geopolitics. This criticism directly reflects the long-standing
legitimacy gap in global sanction practices, and highlights the deep tension between universal moral claims
and diverse conceptions of justice. This study further puts forward a core original argument: moralization
has not replaced the power logic of international relations, but has restructured the way power operates.
Moral language has become the core medium through which power is exercised, justified, and contested.
Sanctions, as both coercive and discursive tools, shape the legitimacy and identities of global politics. While
moral frameworks can enhance surface-level legitimacy, they cannot guarantee compliance by sanctioned
states, let alone eliminate deep-seated geopolitical competition. Combined with the widespread negative
humanitarian impacts of sanctions, the tension between their original moral intentions and their actual
effects is the core dilemma of contemporary sanction policies. As argued by established authoritative
scholars, sanctions must be understood as moralized practices embedded in the global struggle over
legitimacy, authority, and order, rather than merely isolated legal or strategic tools. The moralization of
sanctions itself carries both opportunities and risks: it strengthens the normative dimension of global
governance, but may also exacerbate international polarization, cement widespread perceptions of double
standards, and limit diplomatic flexibility.
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