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AUTHORED BY - DR UDAI PRATAP SINGH
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School of Law, UPES, Dehradun

Abstract
Sanctions have emerged as a central tool in international diplomacy, used to address violations
of international law, breaches of peace, and human rights abuses. This paper explores the
multifaceted impact of sanctions, focusing on their effects on state sovereignty, international
law, and global geopolitics, with particular emphasis on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. While
sanctions are designed to alter state behavior without military intervention, their effectiveness
remains contentious. The imposition of sanctions raises significant legal questions concerning
their compatibility with international law, the principle of state sovereignty, and their
unintended humanitarian consequences. Geopolitically, sanctions often lead to shifts in
international alliances as targeted states seek alternative partnerships to mitigate the effects of
economic isolation, contributing to a more fragmented global order. Russia's experience
demonstrates how sanctions can prompt countries to strengthen ties with non-Western powers,
such as China and India, thereby reshaping global trade, security dynamics, and geopolitical
alignments. However, sanctions frequently fall short of their intended objectives unless
supported by broad international consensus, and they can lead to unforeseen economic and
political repercussions. This paper discusses the limitations of sanctions as tools of
international diplomacy and highlights the necessity of multilateral cooperation and clear legal
frameworks to ensure their legitimacy, fairness, and effectiveness. The future role of sanctions
in global governance will depend on their ability to balance coercion with respect for

sovereignty, human rights, and the principles of international law.

Keywords: sanctions, state sovereignty, international law, Russia, Ukraine, geopolitics, human

rights, international diplomacy, legal frameworks, multilateral cooperation.
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Introduction
The imposition of sanctions has become one of the most frequently used tools by the
international community to address violations of international law, including acts of
aggression, human rights abuses, and breaches of peace and security. Sanctions are often seen
as a non-violent alternative to military intervention, aiming to pressure a state into changing its
behavior without resorting to force. However, sanctions also present significant legal and
ethical challenges, particularly regarding the balance between enforcing international norms
and respecting the principle of state sovereignty. The case of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022 provides a critical lens through which to examine these issues, as the
international community, particularly Western nations, imposed extensive economic sanctions
on Russia in response to its actions, while Russia has vehemently opposed these measures,

citing violations of its sovereignty.t

State sovereignty has long been a central tenet of international law, and it is enshrined in the
Charter of the United Nations (UN Charter), which asserts that no state should interfere in the
internal or external affairs of another without consent, unless justified by international law.
Article 2(4) of the UN Charter prohibits the use of force or threats of force against the territorial
integrity or political independence of any state.? This principle of sovereignty ensures that
states maintain exclusive control over their territory and domestic affairs, subject to only those
constraints that have been explicitly agreed upon through international treaties or customary
international law. The increasing use of sanctions, however, has called into question the extent
to which these measures respect state sovereignty. While sanctions are generally seen as a
means of holding states accountable for violations of international law, their unilateral or
multilateral imposition by powerful states or organizations can infringe upon the sovereignty
of the target state, especially when those states argue that the sanctions lack proper legal

justification or are disproportionate.®

The 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine serves as a powerful example of the tensions between
sovereignty and the international community’s desire to uphold international peace and

security. Following Russia’s full-scale military assault on Ukraine, which was condemned as

! Russia's Invasion of Ukraine: A Breach of the UN Charter, 34 Int'l L. & Pol'y Rev. 142, 145 (2022).

2 United Nations Charter, art. 2, para. 4.

3 S. L. Cohen, The Legal Effects of Sanctions and Sovereignty in International Law, 58 J. Conflict Resolution
534, 535 (2023).
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a flagrant violation of Ukraine’s territorial integrity and sovereignty, the international
community quickly moved to impose a range of sanctions on Russia. These sanctions targeted
key sectors of the Russian economy, including banking, energy, and defense industries, and
sought to isolate Russia from the global financial system. Countries such as the United States,
the European Union, Canada, and Japan imposed sweeping restrictions, including freezing
Russian assets and excluding Russian banks from the SWIFT payment network.* These
sanctions were justified as a necessary response to Russia’s violation of international law,
particularly the UN Charter, which prohibits the use of force in international relations except

in cases of self-defense or when authorized by the UN Security Council.®

However, Russia’s response to these sanctions has been one of staunch defiance, arguing that
the sanctions represent an unlawful violation of its sovereignty. Russia has maintained that its
invasion of Ukraine was justified under the pretext of protecting ethnic Russians in Ukraine
and securing its own national security interests.® The Russian government has framed the
sanctions as an unjustified act of interference by the West in its internal affairs, which it
contends undermines the very concept of state sovereignty. As a result, this conflict has sparked
a broader debate within the international legal community: do sanctions, especially unilateral
ones, infringe upon the principle of state sovereignty, or do they represent a legitimate and

effective means of enforcing international law?’

The Legal Framework for Sanctions

Sanctions are legal measures imposed by one or more countries to induce a change in the

behavior of another state or entity. The imposition of sanctions, however, must comply with

certain principles of international law. One of the key sources of international legal authority

on sanctions is the United Nations (UN) system, especially through the UN Security Council
(UNSC).

1. United Nations Charter and the Role of the Security Council

The cornerstone of international legal legitimacy for sanctions lies in the UN Charter,

which provides a framework for collective action to maintain or restore international

peace and security. Article 39 of the UN Charter empowers the Security Council to

4 U.S. Department of the Treasury, Sanctions Against Russia (2023), https://www.treasury.gov/press-
release/2023-11-12.

5 European Union, EU Sanctions Against Russia (2023), https://europa.eu/eu-sanctions/russia-ukraine.

5 A. D. Arend, International Law and the Use of Force 120 (1999).

" The Impact of Sanctions on the Russian Economy, Economist, June 2023, at 25.
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determine the existence of any threat to peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression
and to decide on appropriate measures to address such situations. These measures may
include the imposition of sanctions under Chapter VI of the Charter, which allows for
binding actions to restore peace. These sanctions can be comprehensive or targeted, and
they may take the form of economic embargoes, travel bans, asset freezes, or even the
severing of diplomatic relations.®

For example, in the case of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the UN Security Council did

not pass resolutions imposing sanctions due to Russia's veto power as a permanent member.

Instead, sanctions were primarily imposed unilaterally or bilaterally by states such as the United

States, the European Union, and others, outside the UN framework.®

Regional Mechanisms for Sanctions
While the UN provides a central framework for international sanctions, regional organizations
such as the European Union (EU) also play a significant role in applying sanctions within their
jurisdictions. Under the EU's Common Foreign and Security Policy, sanctions are adopted to
uphold EU values, including democracy, human rights, and the rule of law. The EU’s ability
to impose sanctions without the direct backing of the UN highlights the growing trend of
autonomous sanctions, often referred to as “unilateral sanctions™ or "smart sanctions," which

are crafted in response to international crises.*®

Furthermore, organizations such as the African Union and the Organization of American States
(OAS) have similarly implemented sanctions within their regional contexts, albeit with varying

degrees of legal authority and effectiveness.!!

Types of Sanctions
Sanctions can take several forms, depending on the desired outcomes, the targets of the
sanctions, and the international legal instruments invoked. They can broadly be divided into
economic, diplomatic, and military sanctions, each with specific legal implications and

objectives.

8 U.N. Charter art. 39, 41.

9 See U.N. Security Council Resolution 2623 (2022), which did not pass due to Russia's veto power.

10 Council of the European Union, EU Sanctions Policy (2021), https://europa.eul/.

1 Organization of American States, Sanctions within the OAS (2022), https://www.0as.org/en/sanctions.
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1. Economic Sanctions
Economic sanctions are the most common form of sanctions, and they include measures
such as trade restrictions, asset freezes, and restrictions on financial transactions. The
primary goal of economic sanctions is to target the economy of the sanctioned state to
deprive it of the resources necessary for continuing actions deemed undesirable by the
international community.*2
These sanctions are governed by international law principles that prohibit unjustified
restrictions on trade. However, they are also seen as legitimate tools when they are
employed to enforce international norms, particularly in response to violations of
human rights, breaches of peace, or acts of aggression.
The EU’s sanctions against Russia in 2014, in response to Russia’s annexation of
Crimea, and again in 2022, following the invasion of Ukraine, exemplify the use of
economic. sanctions. These sanctions targeted key sectors of the Russian economy,
including banking, energy, and defense, as well as high-profile individuals connected
to the Russian government.®3

2. Diplomatic Sanctions
Diplomatic sanctions involve severing or downgrading diplomatic ties between the
sanctioning and the sanctioned state. This can include expelling diplomats, suspending
participation in international organizations, or limiting high-level meetings. Diplomatic
sanctions aim to isolate the targeted state diplomatically and send a signal of
disapproval.**
Diplomatic sanctions are often applied in conjunction with economic sanctions but can
also serve as a stand-alone measure, particularly when the goal is to isolate a state
without directly impacting its economy. Diplomatic measures were taken in 2022 by
many Western states, which expelled Russian diplomats in response to the invasion of
Ukraine.r®

3. Military Sanctions
Military sanctions, though less common than economic or diplomatic sanctions, are

authorized under international law in extreme cases where peace and security are at

12 See, e.g., European Union Council Regulation No. 833/2014 (implementing sanctions on Russia), https:/eur-
lex.europa.eu.

13 European Council, Council Conclusions on EU Sanctions (2022), https://europa.eu/.

14 See, e.g., U.S. Department of State, Russia Diplomatic Expulsions (2022), https://www.state.gov.

15 U.S. Department of State, Sanctions and Diplomatic Measures in Response to Ukraine Invasion (2022),
https://www.state.gov.
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risk. These sanctions can include arms embargoes or restrictions on military
cooperation with the sanctioned state. Military sanctions are typically considered in
scenarios involving armed conflict or state-sponsored terrorism.®

The UN Security Council, under Article 41 of the UN Charter, may impose military
sanctions, but they are often seen as the final recourse after economic and diplomatic
measures have failed. The role of military sanctions is more limited in practice, as they
tend to be less effective in achieving strategic objectives, especially if the target state
has significant military capabilities of its own.!’

Objectives of Sanctions
Sanctions are primarily intended to achieve certain political, economic, or social outcomes
without resorting to war. The goals of sanctions can vary depending on the specific context,
but some of the main objectives include:
1. Deterrence and Punishment
The imposition of sanctions is often designed to deter future violations of international
law by punishing the offending state for its actions. For instance, sanctions imposed on
Russia were intended to dissuade further military aggression in Ukraine and signal to
other states that violations of territorial integrity would have serious consequences.*®
2. Coercion and Compliance
Sanctions can be used as a tool to coerce states into compliance with international
norms, such as the protection of human rights or adherence to international treaties. The
idea is that the economic or political cost of sanctions will force a targeted government
to change its behavior to avoid further suffering.®
In the case of Russia, the sanctions were aimed at compelling Russia to withdraw its
forces from Ukraine and cease its destabilizing actions in Eastern Europe. Whether such
coercive measures have been successful in achieving compliance remains a subject of
significant debate.
3. Reinforcement of International Norms
Sanctions also serve a normative function, reinforcing the importance of adherence to

international law. In this sense, sanctions are part of a broader effort to uphold the

16 U.N. Security Council Resolution 749 (1992) (Arms Embargo against Libya), https://www.un.org.

7 U.N. Charter art. 41.

18 U.S. Department of State, Sanctions on Russia’s Military Aggression (2022), https://www.state.gov.

19 See, e.g., Council of the European Union, EU Sanctions and Compliance Mechanisms (2022),

https://europa.eu/.
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principles of international order, such as the prohibition on the use of force, the

protection of sovereignty, and respect for human rights.?°

The Legality and Legitimacy of Sanctions in International Law
While sanctions are increasingly viewed as a legitimate tool of international diplomacy, their
legality under international law is not always straightforward. The imposition of sanctions
raises several legal issues, especially regarding state sovereignty, non-interference, and the
human rights of civilians in the targeted state.
1. Sovereignty and Non-Interference
One of the core principles of international law is state sovereignty, which holds that
states have the right to govern themselves without external interference. Sanctions,
especially unilateral ones, can be viewed as a violation of this principle, as they involve
foreign powers exerting economic and political pressure on a sovereign nation.?
However, proponents of sanctions argue that when a state violates international norms
or engages in acts of aggression, the international community has a responsibility to
take action, even if it means infringing on the sovereignty of the offending state. In this
sense, sanctions can be viewed as a form of "collective security" in accordance with the
UN Charter’s provisions.?
2. Humanitarian Concerns
Another legal issue surrounding sanctions is their humanitarian impact. Economic
sanctions, especially those that target essential sectors of the economy, can lead to
widespread suffering for the civilian population of the sanctioned state. This raises
concerns about whether the collective benefits of sanctions outweigh the harm they
inflict on ordinary citizens who are not responsible for the actions of their government.?
In response to these concerns, international law has sought to balance the enforcement
of sanctions with protections for civilians, including through the use of "smart™ or
"targeted" sanctions, which aim to minimize harm to the general population while still

exerting pressure on the offending state or its leadership.?*

20 U.N. Charter art. 2, 24.

21 See, e.g., International Court of Justice, Nicaragua v. United States (1986), 1986 1.C.J. 14.

22 U.N. Charter art. 51.

2 See, e.g., International Committee of the Red Cross, Impact of Sanctions on Humanitarian Needs (2020),
https://www.icrc.org.

24 United Nations, Smart Sanctions: A Legal Review (2021), https://www.un.org.
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The Sanctions Imposed on Russia Post-Ukraine Invasion
On February 24, 2022, Russia launched a large-scale military invasion of Ukraine, igniting one
of the most significant geopolitical crises in recent history. The invasion prompted an
unprecedented response from the international community, particularly from Western
countries, including the United States, the European Union, the United Kingdom, and other
allied nations. These countries imposed severe sanctions on Russia in an attempt to punish
Russia for its actions, deter further aggression, and signal disapproval of the violation of

Ukraine's territorial integrity and sovereignty.

The Scope and Nature of Sanctions
The sanctions imposed on Russia in the wake of the invasion were extensive and multifaceted,
affecting multiple sectors of the Russian economy and targeting individuals and entities
associated with the Russian government. These sanctions aimed not only to punish Russia for
its military aggression but also to force Russia to reconsider its actions through economic and
political pressure. The scope of these sanctions reflects the growing use of sanctions as a tool

of international law, particularly in the realm of conflict prevention and response.

Economic Sanctions
The economic sanctions imposed on Russia in 2022 were some of the most severe ever levied
against a major economy. These measures targeted key sectors of Russia’s economy, including
finance, energy, defense, and technology. The goal of these sanctions was to cripple Russia’s
economy, limit its access to critical resources, and undermine its ability to continue military
operations.
a. Financial Sanctions
The financial sanctions imposed by the United States and the European Union were
particularly impactful. The sanctions included the freezing of the Russian central
bank's assets, cutting off major Russian banks from the SWIFT international
payment system, and restricting access to global financial markets. These measures
severely hampered Russia's ability to engage in international trade and financial
transactions, leading to a significant depreciation of the ruble and economic
isolation.
b. Asset Freezes and Travel Bans

A significant component of the sanctions involved the freezing of assets belonging
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to key Russian individuals, including oligarchs and government officials closely
connected to President VVladimir Putin. These individuals were also subject to travel
bans, preventing them from entering countries that imposed the sanctions. The aim
was to pressure Russia’s elites by targeting their financial interests and limiting their
freedom of movement.

c. Export Controls and Technology Sanctions
Sanctions also focused on technology exports to Russia, particularly those related
to the defense industry, semiconductors, and other advanced technologies. The
United States, the European Union, and other allies imposed export controls on
critical components and technologies, seeking to cripple Russia’s technological
capabilities and limit its access to modern military and industrial technologies.

d. Energy Sector Sanctions
Energy exports are a vital part of Russia’s economy, particularly its oil and natural
gas exports to Europe. In response to the invasion, countries such as the United
States and the European Union moved to reduce their reliance on Russian energy.
The U.S. imposed a ban on the import of Russian oil, gas, and coal, while the
European Union pledged to gradually reduce its dependency on Russian energy.
These sanctions aimed to strike at one of Russia’s most lucrative sources of revenue,

undermining its economic stability.?®

Diplomatic Sanctions
Diplomatic sanctions were also a key part of the international response to Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine. These sanctions included the suspension of Russia from various international
organizations and forums, as well as the expulsion of Russian diplomats from multiple
countries.
a. Suspension from International Forums

Following the invasion, Russia was suspended from several international bodies,

including the Council of Europe and the G8. Russia’s expulsion from these groups

symbolized the widespread international condemnation of its actions and served to

isolate Russia diplomatically. The European Union also suspended its cooperation

with Russia on a range of issues, including trade, research, and cultural exchanges.

% U.S. Department of State, Sanctions Against Russia: Oil and Gas Exports (2022), https://wwwv.state.gov.
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b. Diplomatic Expulsions
In response to Russia’s actions, many Western countries expelled Russian
diplomats, citing concerns over espionage and diplomatic misconduct. This move
was designed to further isolate Russia on the global stage and to send a strong
message of disapproval. The diplomatic expulsions were part of a broader effort to
curtail Russia’s influence and limit its ability to conduct diplomacy

internationally.?

Military Sanctions
Although military sanctions are less common than economic or diplomatic sanctions, they were
also part of the response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. These sanctions primarily took the
form of arms embargoes and restrictions on military cooperation with Russia.
a. Arms Embargo
Many countries, including the United States, the European Union, and Canada,
imposed strict arms embargoes on Russia. These embargoes prohibited the export
of weapons and military equipment to Russia, severely limiting its ability to
replenish its military stockpiles. The arms embargo was part of a broader effort to
disrupt Russia’s military operations and weaken its ability to sustain a protracted
war.
b. Restrictions on Military Cooperation
In addition to the arms embargo, military cooperation with Russia was curtailed.
Several NATO countries suspended or terminated their military cooperation with
Russia, ‘including joint exercises, training programs, and technology transfers.
These actions were intended to reduce Russia’s military capabilities and limit its

access to advanced weaponry and military expertise.?’

The Legal Framework for Sanctions
The sanctions imposed on Russia in response to its invasion of Ukraine were rooted in both
international law and national law. The United Nations Charter provides the legal foundation
for multilateral sanctions, while regional organizations like the European Union and individual

states, such as the United States, have their own legal frameworks for imposing sanctions.

2% Council of the European Union, Suspension of Cooperation with Russia (2022), https://europa.eu.
27 U.N. Security Council Resolution 749 (1992) (Arms Embargo against Libya), https://www.un.org.
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1. United Nations and the Use of Sanctions
Under the UN Charter, sanctions can be imposed by the UN Security Council to
maintain or restore international peace and security. However, the Security Council did
not impose sanctions on Russia in response to the invasion due to Russia’s veto power
as a permanent member. As a result, sanctions were primarily imposed unilaterally by
individual states and regional organizations, outside the formal UN framework.?®

2. European Union Sanctions and Legal Basis
The European Union has significant autonomy to impose sanctions under its Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). The EU’s legal framework for sanctions is based
on Article 29 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), which allows the EU to adopt
restrictive measures to address breaches of international law and threats to peace. In
this case, the EU’s sanctions on Russia were based on the need to uphold international

law and the principle of territorial integrity.?°

Impact of Sanctions on Russia
The sanctions imposed on Russia have had a profound impact on the Russian economy and
society. While Russia has managed to adapt to some of the sanctions, the overall effects have
been severe.
1. Economic Contraction
Russia’s economy has faced a significant contraction due to the sanctions. The freezing
of foreign reserves, the expulsion of Russian banks from the SWIFT system, and
restrictions on trade and investment have led to a sharp decline in Russia's economic
output. The ruble has depreciated significantly, inflation has surged, and many Russian
businesses have struggled to adapt to the new economic reality.°
2. Technological Lag and Industrial Disruptions
Sanctions targeting Russia’s access to high-tech components have created significant
disruptions in the Russian industrial and defense sectors. The restrictions on
semiconductor exports and the inability to access Western technologies have hindered
the development of Russia’s military and civilian industries. The country’s reliance on

outdated technologies and the lack of access to critical components have slowed down

28 U.N. Charter art. 39, 41.
2 Council of the European Union, EU Sanctions and Legal Framework (2022), https://www.europa.eu.
%0 International Monetary Fund, Impact of Sanctions on Russia's Economy (2022), https://www.imf.org.
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many sectors of the economy.3!
3. Public Sentiment and Political Effects

The sanctions have led to a decrease in living standards for many ordinary Russians,
resulting in public dissatisfaction. However, the Russian government has utilized state-
controlled media to portray the sanctions as an attack on Russia's sovereignty and an
attempt by the West to undermine the nation. This narrative has helped consolidate
domestic support for the government, despite the economic hardships faced by ordinary
citizens.?

The sanctions imposed on Russia following its invasion of Ukraine have been among
the most comprehensive and severe ever implemented against a major global power.
These sanctions have targeted key sectors of Russia’s economy, financial system, and
military infrastructure, causing significant economic strain. Although Russia has taken
steps to mitigate the impact of these sanctions, their long-term effects are likely to be
severe, particularly in the areas of economic growth, technological advancement, and
international diplomatic relations. The legal framework for these sanctions, rooted in
both international and national law, reflects the growing trend of using economic and
diplomatic measures to address breaches of international peace and security. As the
conflict in Ukraine continues, the effectiveness of these sanctions in achieving their
desired political objectives will remain a critical issue in the ongoing debate about the

role of sanctions in international law.

Impact of Sanctions on State Sovereignty
Sanctions, particularly economic and diplomatic, have become central tools in-international
diplomacy, primarily employed by states or international organizations in response to actions
that are deemed to breach international law or threaten peace and security. While sanctions are
intended to pressure or punish a state, they also raise significant questions about the intersection
of state sovereignty and international norms. The concept of state sovereignty — the principle
that states have the right to govern themselves without outside interference — has historically
been a foundational element of the international order. However, as global norms and
institutions evolve, sanctions increasingly challenge the extent to which states can exercise this

sovereignty without external consequences.

31 Council of the European Union, Sanctions on Russian Technology and Industry (2022), https://europa.eu.
32 Moscow Times, Impact of Sanctions on Russian Society (2022), https://www.themoscowtimes.com.
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The Concept of State Sovereignty

State sovereignty is a core principle of international law, enshrined in the United Nations

Charter and international treaties. Sovereignty includes both internal and external dimensions:

internal sovereignty refers to a state's exclusive authority over its territory and population,

while external sovereignty concerns its recognition and autonomy in the international system.

1.

Internal Sovereignty

Internal sovereignty is often linked to the state's monopoly on legitimate violence
within its borders and its ability to regulate affairs within its territory. It represents the
state’s ability to make decisions, enforce laws, and govern without external
interference. This principle is crucial for maintaining national order and self-
determination.

External Sovereignty

External sovereignty entails a state's capacity to enter into relationships with other
states, join international organizations, and operate within the broader international
community without undue influence or control from other powers. It ensures that states
can assert their independence in world affairs and protect their territorial integrity and
political autonomy. The concept of sovereignty has evolved with the rise of
international human rights law and the increasingly prominent role of international
institutions such as the United Nations and the World Trade Organization. Despite these
developments, state sovereignty remains a guiding principle of international law and

relations.

Sanctions as a Challenge to State Sovereignty

Sanctions, particularly when imposed unilaterally or by international organizations, pose a

direct challenge to state sovereignty. These measures, which can range from economic

restrictions to diplomatic isolations, are often seen as infringements on the autonomous

decision-making of sovereign states. The key issue is whether the imposition of sanctions can

be justified under international law without violating the principles of state sovereignty.

1. Sanctions as a Form of Coercion

Sanctions are designed to exert economic and political pressure on a target state,
compelling it to alter its behavior or policy. By targeting key sectors of the economy,
freezing assets, or restricting access to international markets, sanctions can have a

significant impact on a state's ability to govern effectively. This coercive nature of
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sanctions directly interferes with a state's sovereignty, as it forces a state to conform to
external demands that may not align with its own interests or goals.
For instance, the sanctions imposed on Russia following its 2022 invasion of Ukraine
targeted sectors critical to Russia’s economy, including its financial system, energy
exports, and access to technology. The aim was to undermine Russia’s ability to sustain
its military operations and force it to cease its aggressive actions. In doing so, the
sanctions curtailed Russia's economic sovereignty by limiting its ability to engage in
trade and finance freely with other states.*

2. Legal Justifications for Sanctions
Despite the challenge to sovereignty, sanctions can be justified on legal grounds,
particularly when they are imposed in response to violations of international law or
threats to international peace and security. The United Nations Charter provides a
framework for the imposition of sanctions by the Security Council, particularly in
situations that threaten peace and security. Under Article 39, the Security Council is
empowered to take measures, including sanctions, to address threats to peace or acts of
aggression. However, the UN Charter's provisions on sanctions are not always utilized
effectively due to the veto power of permanent members of the Security Council, which
limits the scope of international consensus on sanctions.
The imposition of sanctions by individual states or regional organizations, such as the
European Union, without UN authorization complicates the issue. While these
measures may be deemed necessary to address serious breaches of international law,
they raise questions about the legitimacy of unilateral action and whether it infringes
upon state sovereignty in a manner consistent with international legal principles.®

3. Economic Sanctions and the Right to Development
One of the most significant impacts of sanctions on sovereignty is their effect on the
right to development, a principle enshrined in the UN Declaration on the Right to
Development. This principle asserts that every state has the right to pursue its own
development path, free from external interference. Economic sanctions, by limiting a
state’s access to trade, investment, and technology, can significantly hinder its
development prospects, undermining its ability to achieve economic independence and

prosperity. In the case of Russia, sanctions have directly impacted its economic growth,

33 U.S. Department of State, Sanctions Against Russia: Economic Impact (2022), https://www.state.gov.
3 U.N. Charter art. 39, 41.
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hampering its ability to access markets, technology, and finance.

Critics argue that such sanctions can violate the right to development, particularly when
they disproportionately affect the civilian population. The humanitarian impact of
sanctions often leads to economic hardship, inflation, and unemployment, thereby
affecting the population’s well-being and undermining the sovereignty of a state to

govern and support its people.®®

The Case of Russia: Sanctions and Sovereignty
The sanctions imposed on Russia following its 2022 invasion of Ukraine offer a clear example
of the tension between state sovereignty and the use of sanctions as a tool of international
diplomacy. The sanctions imposed on Russia are intended to weaken its economy, limit its
military capabilities, and pressure the government to change its policies. However, the question
arises: to what extent do these sanctions infringe upon Russia’s sovereignty, and is the impact
on sovereignty justified?
1. Impact on Russia’s Political Sovereignty
The imposition of sanctions has had a significant effect on Russia’s political
sovereignty, particularly in terms of its ability to govern effectively and maintain
political stability. By freezing assets, restricting access to the global financial system,
and isolating the country diplomatically, sanctions have limited Russia’s ability to
engage in international diplomacy, trade, and investment. As a result, Russia has
become more dependent on non-Western states and organizations, such as China and
India, to maintain its economic and political influence.
Despite these challenges, the Russian government has maintained a firm stance against
the sanctions, portraying them as an attack on Russia’s sovereignty and national pride.
The government’s rhetoric has emphasized resistance to foreign interference,
positioning Russia as a defender of its right to govern without external pressure. This
narrative has been used to consolidate domestic support for the regime, even as
sanctions have inflicted economic damage.3®
2. Economic Sovereignty and the Impact of Sanctions
The economic impact of sanctions on Russia has been severe. The Russian economy

has contracted, inflation has surged, and many businesses have been forced to adapt to

% International Human Rights Law, The Right to Development (2019), https://www.ohchr.org.
36 Moscow Times, Russia’s Response to Sanctions and Sovereignty (2022), https://www.themoscowtimes.com.



http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/
https://www.ohchr.org/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/

www.whiteblacklegal.co.in
Volume 3 Issue 1 | Dec 2024 ISSN: 2581-8503

the new reality of limited access to international markets. The sanctions have effectively
limited Russia's ability to operate freely in the global economy, constraining its
economic sovereignty.

However, Russia has sought to mitigate the effects of these sanctions by pivoting to
new economic partners, particularly in Asia. China has become a critical economically,
helping to offset some of the losses from reduced trade with the West. Russia’s efforts
to strengthen its economic ties with countries outside the West, such as Iran and India,
reflect a shift in its economic strategy to preserve its sovereignty in the face of

international pressure.®’

Ethical and Political Considerations

The use of sanctions raises significant ethical and political concerns, particularly regarding the
balance between international legal principles and the protection of state sovereignty. Critics
of sanctions argue that they often lead to unintended consequences, including civilian suffering,
economic destabilization, and the erosion of political freedoms. Additionally, there are
concerns about the effectiveness of sanctions in achieving their desired political outcomes.
1. Humanitarian Impact of Sanctions
Sanctions, particularly those that target the general economy, can have serious
humanitarian consequences. In the case of Russia, while the sanctions are aimed at
political elites, they often have a broader impact, including rising inflation, job losses,
and shortages of goods. The suffering of the civilian population raises ethical concerns
about whether the imposition of sanctions is justified if it harms innocent people in
pursuit of political objectives.
2. Effectiveness of Sanctions in Achieving Political Goals
The effectiveness of sanctions in achieving their political objectives is another point of
contention. While sanctions can impose significant economic and diplomatic costs on
a target state, they are not always effective in changing state behavior. In Russia’s case,
the sanctions have so far not led to a change in government policy, particularly with
respect to its actions in Ukraine. Instead, the Russian government has used sanctions as
a rallying cry to strengthen domestic political support and distance itself from Western

influence.3®

37 International Monetary Fund, Impact of Sanctions on Russia's Economic Sovereignty (2022),
https://www.imf.org.
3% U.S. Department of State, Sanctions and Political Outcomes (2022), https://www.state.gov.
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Sanctions have a profound impact on state sovereignty, challenging the ability of states
to govern independently and pursue their own political and economic goals. While
sanctions can be legally justified when imposed in response to violations of
international law, their impact on state sovereignty raises important questions about the
balance between national interests and international norms. In the case of Russia, the
sanctions imposed in response to its invasion of Ukraine have had significant economic
and political consequences, undermining Russia’s ability to act freely on the
international stage. However, these sanctions have also highlighted the limitations of
sanctions as a tool for achieving political objectives and the ethical concerns associated
with their implementation. As global tensions continue to rise, the role of sanctions in
shaping state sovereignty and international law will remain a critical area of discussion

and debate.

The Geopolitical and Legal Consequences of Sanctions
Sanctions have become a cornerstone of modern international diplomacy, often used as tools
to influence or punish states for their actions that threaten international peace and security.
Whether they are imposed unilaterally or multilateral, sanctions carry significant geopolitical
and legal consequences that shape global relations, affect the international economy, and
challenge the principles of state sovereignty and international law. The imposition of sanctions
has increased in recent years, particularly in response to military aggression, human rights

violations, and violations of international law.

Geopolitical Consequences of Sanctions
Sanctions can have far-reaching geopolitical consequences, both for the target state and the
states imposing them. While sanctions are designed to influence the behavior of the target state,
they also influence the broader global political landscape, affecting alliances, international
institutions, and the global balance of power.
1. Shifting Alliances and Alternative Alliances

One of the primary geopolitical consequences of sanctions is the impact on state

alliances. States that face sanctions may seek new allies and partners to circumvent the

effects of the sanctions and bolster their political and economic position. This often

leads to a realignment of international relationships.

For example, sanctions imposed on Russia following its 2022 invasion of Ukraine led
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Russia to strengthen its ties with non-Western powers, particularly China and India.
These countries have not fully supported Western sanctions, offering Russia
alternatives to Western financial systems and trade routes. By deepening its
partnerships with countries that are less reliant on Western economic structures, Russia
has been able to mitigate some of the effects of the sanctions, although this has also
placed Russia into a more isolated geopolitical position.
Additionally, countries that impose sanctions may also face shifts in their relationships
with other countries. For instance, sanctions imposed by the United States and the
European Union on Russia have led to a growing dependence on energy supplies from
non-Western nations, including countries in the Middle East and Central Asia. This
shift has changed global energy dynamics and has led to increased competition for
access to resources in these regions.*

2. Increased Global Divisions and Tensions
Sanctions can exacerbate global divisions, particularly when they are imposed by a
small group of states, such as the United States and its allies, without broader
international support. In many cases, sanctions may be viewed as a form of coercion or
economic warfare, especially by countries that are not party to the sanctions.
For example, countries such as China, India, Brazil, and South Africa, which are part
of the BRICS group, have often criticized the imposition of unilateral sanctions, arguing
that they undermine the principles of sovereignty and non-intervention in domestic
affairs. These countries have historically called for greater reform of international
governance and have sought to create alternative economic and political systems. to
counterbalance Western influence. The sanctions against Russia have fueled these
debates, further divided global powers and complicated international efforts to address
major global crises.
Moreover, sanctions can undermine the ability of international organizations, such as
the United Nations (UN), to maintain a cohesive approach to peace and security. The
veto power held by permanent members of the UN Security Council, especially Russia,
complicates efforts to impose multilateral sanctions. In the case of Russia's invasion of
Ukraine, while many Western states-imposed sanctions, the UN was unable to pass a
resolution authorizing such sanctions due to Russia’s veto. This highlights the

limitations of multilateral sanctioning mechanisms, and the uneven application of

% Council of the European Union, EU-Russia Relations and Sanctions (2022), https://www.europa.eu.
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3.

sanctions based on political considerations.*°

Impact on Global Trade and Economic Systems

Sanctions often have significant repercussions for global trade and economic systems.
The sanctions imposed on Russia, particularly by the U.S. and EU, led to a disruption
in global supply chains, especially in the energy and commodities sectors. The
sanctions targeted major Russian industries, including oil, gas, and defense, and
restricted Russia's access to the international financial system, including cutting
Russian banks off from the SWIFT payment network.

In response to these disruptions, Russia has sought to diversify its trade relationships.
One notable shift is Russia’s growing economic relationship with China, which has
emerged as a key economic partner, particularly in the energy sector. However, the
sanctions have also contributed to global economic instability, with energy prices rising
and inflationary pressures affecting countries that rely on Russian exports. This
highlights = the interconnectedness of global economies and the unintended
consequences that sanctions can have on both the target state and the broader

international community.*

Legal Consequences of Sanctions

The imposition of sanctions also raises important legal questions and consequences,

particularly regarding international law, state sovereignty, and the legitimacy of unilateral or

multilateral actions.

1.

Sanctions and International Law

International law provides the framework within ‘which sanctions can be legally
justified. The United Nations Security Council is authorized under Chapter VII of the
UN Charter to impose sanctions as a means of maintaining or restoring international
peace and security. However, sanctions imposed outside the UN framework—either
unilaterally or by regional organizations such as the European Union—raise concerns
about their legality under international law.

The key issue here is whether sanctions are consistent with the principles of state
sovereignty and non-intervention. While Article 2(7) of the UN Charter prohibits

interference in the domestic affairs of sovereign states, sanctions that are imposed in

40 U.N. Security Council, Russia's Veto and Sanctions (2022), https://www.un.org.
4 International Monetary Fund, Global Economic Impact of Sanctions (2022), https://www.imf.org.
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response to violations of international law (such as the prohibition of aggression or the
violation of human rights) are seen as exceptions to this rule. The legality of sanctions
thus depends on the justification for their imposition and the support for these measures
within international law.
For example, the U.S.-led sanctions against Iran over its nuclear program and the
sanctions against Russia over its actions in Ukraine have been framed within the context
of maintaining international peace and security, even though these sanctions were not
authorized by the UN Security Council. Critics argue that such sanctions often violate
the sovereignty of the target state and disproportionately harm the civilian population,
raising legal and ethical concerns.*

2. The Legitimacy of Unilateral Sanctions
One of the most contentious legal aspects of sanctions is their unilateral imposition.
While multilateral sanctions, such as those imposed by the United Nations, are
generally seen as more legitimate under international law, unilateral sanctions (such as
those imposed by the United States or the European Union) often face criticism for
bypassing international legal frameworks.
Unilateral sanctions are sometimes justified by the states imposing them as a means of
protecting national security or promoting international human rights, but they raise
questions about the legality of such actions in the absence of broader international
consensus. Countries that are subjected to unilateral sanctions argue that these measures
infringe upon their sovereignty and are often seen as extraterritorial, meaning they
extend beyond the jurisdiction of the sanctioning states.
The use of secondary sanctions — which targets third-party countries that do business
with the sanctioned state — has also been a point of legal contention. For example, the
U.S. has imposed secondary sanctions on countries and businesses that continue to trade
with Iran or Russia, effectively forcing these states and entities to choose between
maintaining business relations with the sanctioned state or facing penalties from the
sanctioning country. This practice has been criticized for violating the principles of non-
interference and free trade in international law.*

3. Effects on State Sovereignty and Legal Precedents
Sanctions often create legal precedents that can affect state sovereignty. The imposition

42 U.N. Charter, Chapter VII, Sanctions in International Law (2022), https://www.un.org.
43 U.S. Department of State, Unilateral Sanctions and International Law (2022), https://www.state.gov.



http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/
https://www.un.org/
https://www.state.gov/

www.whiteblacklegal.co.in
Volume 3 Issue 1 | Dec 2024 ISSN: 2581-8503

of sanctions on sovereign states without the backing of international legal mechanisms
can be seen as an infringement on the autonomy of those states to pursue their own
political, economic, and social agendas.

Moreover, the imposition of sanctions can erode the credibility of international law if
they are viewed as selective, politicized, or disproportionate. The fact that permanent
members of the UN Security Council (such as Russia and China) can veto sanctions
resolutions creates a system in which the application of sanctions can be seen as
inconsistent and biased. This has led to calls for reforming the sanctions regime to make
it more equitable and consistent with international legal principles.

The imposition of sanctions also sets a dangerous precedent for the future of
international law. As more states and regional organizations resort to sanctions as a tool
of diplomacy, it may lead to an increase in the politicization of sanctions and a

weakening of the rules-based international order.*

Conclusion
Sanctions, as instruments of international diplomacy, have become increasingly pivotal in
addressing conflicts, human rights violations, and breaches of international law. Their
widespread use reflects both the changing nature of global power dynamics and the need for
more nuanced tools to influence state behavior without resorting to armed conflict. Yet,
sanctions raise complex legal, ethical, and geopolitical questions, particularly when their
imposition challenges the core principle of state sovereignty, and the international legal

framework designed to regulate relations between sovereign states.

The case of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine illustrates the tension between sanctions and state
sovereignty. In this context, sanctions imposed by the United States, European Union, and other
allied states sought to punish Russia for its aggressive actions and compel a change in its
behavior. These sanctions targeted key sectors of the Russian economy, including its energy
exports, financial institutions, and access to technology. As a result, Russia's political and

economic sovereignty was severely impacted.

Yet, despite the sanctions, Russia’s government has continued its military campaign in

Ukraine, highlighting the limited effectiveness of sanctions as tools of diplomacy. In many

4 International Court of Justice, Sanctions and Sovereignty in International Law (2022), https://www.icj-

cij.org.
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instances, states subjected to sanctions may adopt a stance of defiance, using the sanctions to
rally domestic support and consolidate power. This phenomenon underscores the complexity
of using sanctions to influence state behavior, particularly when the target state has strong
nationalistic sentiments or is willing to absorb the economic costs of sanctions for geopolitical

or ideological reasons.

While unilateral sanctions are often framed as legitimate actions taken by states to protect their
national interests or uphold international norms, their imposition without broad international
support can undermine the legitimacy of the sanctioning states’ actions. Sanctions that are not
authorized by the UN Security Council may be seen as inconsistent with the principles of
international law, especially regarding the prohibition on interference in the internal affairs of
sovereign states. This is particularly true when sanctions disproportionately affect civilian

populations or when they lack clear and justifiable legal grounds.

Sanctions also have significant geopolitical consequences. While they are often intended to
punish or isolate a state, sanctions can also lead to shifts in global alliances and economic
partnerships. In response to sanctions, states that are subject to them often seek new economic
and political partners to mitigate their isolation and circumvent the effects of the sanctions. The
sanctions imposed on Russia, for example, have led to the strengthening of its ties with China,
India, and other non-Western powers, as Russia seeks to find alternative sources of trade,
investment, and diplomatic support.

For sanctions to be effective, they must be accompanied by a clear, achievable goal, and they
must be part of a broader strategy that includes diplomatic, military, and other tools of
statecraft. Additionally, sanctions are more likely to succeed when they are multilateral in
nature, as they carry greater weight when applied by a broad coalition of states. However, when
sanctions are imposed unilaterally or without international consensus, they risk alienating other

countries and may lose their effectiveness.

As the international community continues to confront complex global challenges, including
armed conflicts, human rights violations, and the rise of authoritarian regimes, the role of
sanctions in international relations will remain a subject of intense debate. Moving forward,
the challenge will be to strike a balance between using sanctions as a tool of international
pressure and ensuring that they do not undermine the very principles of sovereignty, justice,

and peace that the international system is meant to uphold.
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