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Frequent referencing to moral values and ethical principles within foreign policy discourses 
indicates that ethics has a role to play within the topic of international relations, in parallel as well 
as intertwined with legal and political reasoning. I am making this argument based on a case study 
on the foreign policy discourse of South Africa in relation to the country’s engagements in 
peacebuilding missions abroad. The paper contributes both by shedding further light on the 
normative dimensions of foreign policy as well as with the findings from the case study. Foreign 
policy is often centered around the realist paradigm with a focus on national security, sovereignty 
and national interests but regardless of this main focus, ethical principles are continuously being 
used. Within the liberal paradigm, ethical principles have a more natural place even though still a 
limited role. In addition to paradigms of how international relations should be organised, foreign 
policy is also to some extent governed by international law.  

The ethical principles being referred to in foreign policy are here operationalised into what 
I call justification strategies, used in order to justify and create legitimacy for certain decisions and 
initiatives. A crucial distinction that I make in the paper is the difference between justification and 
attempts to justify. This theoretical discussion is enriched by the findings from the case study. The 
analysis of the case study on South African foreign policy shows that three overarching approaches 
can be clustered into a typology of justification strategies. The typology is also a contribution made 
by the paper, which is drawn from the case study but which is also applicable to other cases. The 
analysis is based on reviews of South Africa’s main foreign policy documents as well as interviews 
with decision makers and scholars.  

The first justification strategy is the continuous reference to liberal values such as human 
rights, democracy and multilateralism. The second justification strategy is the African Agenda, or 
the African Renaissance, which is justifying the primary focus on the African continent. The third 
justification strategy is the referencing to south-south cooperation. This is explained as a way of 
taking distance from colonialism and imperialism, and is based on the importance of being in 
solidarity with the south. South Africa has taken on a role as a voice of the African continent in 
for example the UN, and has for example been lobbying for a reform of the UN Security Council 
into a more equal setting. The analysis show that the justification strategies are explained by 
historical, cultural and geographical explanations in each case they are being used. 
The paper contributes to the literature on justification, the ethics of foreign policy and ethics of 
international law. This is done by the case study and also given the specific focus on the 
justification strategies of engagement in peacebuilding initiatives, shedding light to a fairly dark 
corner in previous literature. My analysis is in addition also relevant for the larger discussion on 
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the relationship between international law, moral and international politics in different countries 
across the globe.   
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