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This article examines the role of United Nations sanctions as instruments
for preventing military conflicts, providing a comprehensive analysis of
their legal foundations, effectiveness, and ethical implications within the
framework of international law and international relations. Since the
establishment of the United Nations in 1945, economic sanctions have
emerged as a prominent tool for maintaining international peace and
security, with the Security Council possessing unique authority under
Chapter VII of the UN Charter to impose binding sanctions measures
against states whose actions threaten global stability. This study
investigates three fundamental dimensions of UN sanctions that are
essential for understanding their contemporary role in conflict prevention.
First, the article analyzes the legal architecture underlying UN sanctions,
examining the constitutional foundations in the UN Charter, the evolution
of Security Council practice, the development of various sanctions
regimes, and the obligations imposed upon member states in
implementing these measures. Second, the effectiveness of sanctions in
preventing military conflicts is assessed through empirical analysis of
case studies including lIrag, Iran, and North Korea, drawing upon
theoretical frameworks from the scholarly literature to identify the
determinants of sanctions success or failure. Third, the ethical
implications of sanctions are interrogated, with particular attention to
humanitarian concerns regarding the impact on civilian populations, the
principle of proportionality in calibrating sanctions severity, and human
rights considerations including procedural justice in sanctions
implementation. The findings reveal that while sanctions represent a
significant non-military alternative to the use of force in addressing
threats to international peace, their effectiveness depends on complex
interactions among legal, political, and contextual factors that resist
simple generalization. The analysis concludes that the ethical tensions
inherent in sanctions practice require ongoing attention to balancing
security imperatives against humanitarian considerations, and that future
development of sanctions policy should incorporate more robust
procedural protections, systematic humanitarian impact assessments, and
continued innovation in targeting techniques that maximize pressure on
decision-makers while minimizing civilian harm. This study contributes
to a more nuanced understanding of the role of UN sanctions in conflict
prevention and offers recommendations for enhancing their legitimacy
and effectiveness within the international legal order.

Copyright: © 2026 by the author(s).

This article is an open-access article distributed under the terms and Conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) license.



International Journal of Advanced Research in Humanities and Law (IJREL), 2(4): 27-39, 2026

1. Introduction

The maintenance of international peace and security has long constituted one of the primary objectives
of the United Nations system since its establishment in 1945. Among the various instruments available
to the international community for achieving this goal, economic sanctions have emerged as a prominent
and frequently employed tool for preventing military conflicts, altering the behavior of recalcitrant
states, and enforcing international legal norms. The United Nations Security Council, acting under
Chapter VII of the UN Charter, possesses the unique authority to impose mandatory sanctions regimes
upon member states whose actions threaten international peace and security. This introductory
discussion examines the legal foundations, practical mechanisms, and ethical implications of UN
sanctions as instruments for conflict prevention, providing a comprehensive analytical framework for
understanding their role within the broader architecture of international peace and security [1].

The concept of sanctions as a means of enforcing international law predates the establishment of the
United Nations, with the League of Nations Covenant incorporating provisions for economic sanctions
against aggressor states. However, the ineffective implementation of sanctions during the interwar
period contributed to the failure of the League system and the outbreak of the Second World War. The
drafters of the UN Charter, drawing upon the lessons of this historical failure, sought to create a more
robust and enforceable system of collective security. Chapter VI of the Charter, comprising Articles 39
through 51, establishes a comprehensive framework for the Security Council to respond to threats to the
peace, breaches of the peace, and acts of aggression. Article 41 specifically empowers the Security
Council to decide upon measures not involving the use of armed force, including complete or partial
interruption of economic relations and diplomatic connections, to give effect to its decisions [2].

The legal authority for UN sanctions derives from the principle of collective security embedded in the
Charter's framework. Unlike unilateral sanctions imposed by individual states or regional organizations,
UN sanctions carry binding legal force upon all member states pursuant to Article 25 of the Charter,
which requires them to accept and carry out the Security Council's decisions. This supranational
character distinguishes UN sanctions from other forms of economic coercion and grants them a unique
legitimacy within the international legal order. The Security Council's sanctions regimes have evolved
considerably since the early Cold War period, when comprehensive sanctions were imposed primarily
against Rhodesia and South Africa, to the more targeted and sophisticated approaches developed
following the end of the Cold War. The 1990s witnessed an proliferation of sanctions regimes, including
those against Irag, the former Yugoslavia, Libya, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, reflecting the international
community's increased reliance on this instrument for conflict management and prevention [3].

The legal framework governing UN sanctions raises significant questions regarding the balance between
collective security imperatives and the sovereign rights of member states. The principle of sovereign
equality, enshrined in Article 2(1) of the Charter, establishes the fundamental equality of states
regardless of their political, economic, or military power. UN sanctions, by their very nature, interfere
with the sovereign rights of target states to conduct their own economic affairs and manage their
domestic policies. However, the Charter recognizes that sovereign rights may be limited in pursuit of
the broader objectives of international peace and security. The doctrine of implied powers further
supports the Security Council's authority to adopt sanctions measures necessary for fulfilling its primary
responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security. The International Court of Justice,
in its advisory opinion on the Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied
Palestinian Territory, affirmed that the Security Council possesses broad discretionary powers in
determining the existence of threats to the peace and the measures required to address them [4].

The effectiveness of UN sanctions as instruments for preventing military conflicts has been the subject
of extensive scholarly debate and empirical analysis. Proponents argue that sanctions serve multiple
functions in the conflict prevention continuum, including deterrence, coercion, signaling, and norm
reinforcement. By imposing costs on target states and their populations, sanctions aim to alter the
calculus of decision-makers and encourage compliance with international legal obligations. The threat
or imposition of sanctions may deter potential aggressors from undertaking military actions that would
trigger international retaliation. Moreover, sanctions can serve a symbolic function, demonstrating the
international community's collective resolve and commitment to fundamental principles such as non-
aggression, human rights, and nuclear non-proliferation. The normative dimension of sanctions should
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not be underestimated, as they represent a concrete manifestation of international legal standards and
expectations.

Critics of sanctions, however, point to numerous instances in which sanctions have failed to achieve
their stated objectives while imposing significant humanitarian costs on civilian populations. The
comprehensive sanctions regime against Iraq during the 1990s, for example, has been widely criticized
for failing to remove Saddam Hussein from power while causing severe suffering among the Iraqi
people, particularly children. The humanitarian consequences of sanctions have prompted significant
reconsideration of their design and implementation, leading to the development of more targeted or
smart sanctions approaches that seek to minimize civilian harm while maximizing pressure on decision-
making elites. Smart sanctions, including targeted financial sanctions, arms embargoes, and travel bans,
aim to impose costs on those responsible for problematic behavior while sparing the general population.
Nevertheless, the effectiveness of even targeted sanctions remains contested, with empirical studies
producing mixed results regarding their capacity to alter state behavior and prevent military conflicts
[5].

The ethical implications of UN sanctions constitute a central dimension of contemporary scholarly and
policy debates. The tension between the collective security objectives of the international community
and the humanitarian impact on civilian populations raises profound ethical questions about the
legitimacy and proportionality of sanctions measures. The principle of proportionality, recognized as a
fundamental tenet of international humanitarian law, requires that the use of force and other enforcement
measures be proportionate to the legitimate objective pursued. Some scholars argue that comprehensive
sanctions regimes violate this principle by imposing excessive suffering on civilians while failing to
achieve their stated objectives. The concept of sanctions as a form of collective punishment has been
particularly controversial, as sanctions inevitably affect populations who may have little influence over
their government's policies. The debate over humanitarian exemptions and the design of more humane
sanctions regimes reflects ongoing efforts to reconcile security imperatives with ethical considerations
regarding the protection of civilian populations [6].

Furthermore, questions of procedural justice and accountability arise in the context of UN sanctions
implementation. The Security Council's sanctions committees operate with limited transparency, and
target states often have inadequate opportunities to contest the factual basis for sanctions determinations.
The absence of robust judicial review mechanisms within the UN system has prompted calls for greater
procedural protections and accountability in the sanctions process. The establishment of the Office of
the UN High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change and subsequent reforms to the sanctions
committee structure represent efforts to address some of these concerns, although significant challenges
remain.

The legal and ethical dimensions of UN sanctions are inseparable from broader questions regarding the
evolving nature of international law and the legitimacy of collective enforcement mechanisms. As the
international community continues to grapple with complex security challenges, including nuclear
proliferation, terrorism, and intrastate conflicts, the role of sanctions as an alternative to military force
assumes increasing significance. The challenge confronting the international legal order is to develop
sanctions frameworks that are both effective in achieving their security objectives and consistent with
fundamental principles of international law and human dignity [7].

This article examines the legal framework governing UN sanctions, their practical implementation as
tools for preventing military conflicts, and the ethical considerations that inform contemporary debates
about their legitimacy and effectiveness. The analysis proceeds in several stages. First, the article
provides a detailed examination of the legal foundations of UN sanctions under the UN Charter and
evolving interpretations of the Security Council's authority. Second, it assesses the empirical record of
sanctions effectiveness in preventing military conflicts, drawing upon case studies from various regional
contexts. Third, the article explores the ethical implications of sanctions, with particular attention to
humanitarian considerations, the principle of proportionality, and questions of procedural justice.
Fourth, the analysis considers recent developments in sanctions design and implementation, including
the emergence of smart sanctions and efforts to incorporate human rights protections into the sanctions
regime. Finally, the article concludes with a synthesis of findings and a discussion of implications for
future scholarship and policy development. Through this comprehensive examination, the article aims
to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the role of UN sanctions in the prevention of military
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conflicts and the ongoing challenge of balancing security imperatives with legal and ethical constraints
in international relations [8].

2. The Legal Framework of United Nations Sanctions

The legal architecture underlying United Nations sanctions represents a sophisticated framework of
international law that has evolved significantly since the organization's founding in 1945. Understanding
the legal foundations of sanctions is essential for comprehending their role as instruments for preventing
military conflicts and maintaining international peace and security. The UN Charter establishes a
comprehensive system of collective security that empowers the Security Council to adopt enforcement
measures, including economic sanctions, against states whose actions threaten global stability. This
section examines the constitutional basis for sanctions, the evolution of legal interpretations regarding
the Security Council's authority, the various types of sanctions regimes that have been developed, and
the obligations imposed upon member states in implementing these measures [9].

The primary legal authority for UN sanctions derives from Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which
addresses actions with respect to threats to the peace, breaches of the peace, and acts of aggression.
Article 39 empowers the Security Council to determine the existence of any such threat or breach and
to decide what measures shall be taken in accordance with Articles 41 and 42 to maintain or restore
international peace and security. Article 41 specifically provides that the Security Council may decide
upon measures not involving the use of armed force, including complete or partial interruption of
economic relations and of rail, sea, air, postal, telegraphic, radio, and other means of communication,
and the severance of diplomatic relations. This provision constitutes the explicit textual foundation for
the imposition of economic sanctions by the United Nations [10].

The framers of the UN Charter designed this framework with the lessons of the interwar period firmly
in mind. The League of Nations Covenant had included provisions for economic sanctions against
aggressor states under Article 16, but the system proved ineffective due to inconsistent implementation
and the failure of major powers to commit to collective enforcement. The consequence was the collapse
of the collective security system and the outbreak of the Second World War. The drafters of the UN
Charter sought to create a more robust and reliable mechanism by granting the Security Council, rather
than individual states, the authority to determine when sanctions were warranted and by requiring all
member states to implement them collectively. Article 25 of the Charter reinforces this obligation by
requiring member states to accept and carry out the decisions of the Security Council, thereby creating
a binding legal obligation that distinguishes UN sanctions from voluntary or unilateral measures [11].
The principle of sovereign equality, enshrined in Article 2(1) of the Charter, establishes the fundamental
position of states as legal equals within the international system. This principle traditionally
encompasses the right of states to conduct their own economic affairs free from external interference.
However, the Charter recognizes that this sovereign right may be limited in pursuit of the collective
interest in maintaining international peace and security. The doctrine of implied powers, recognized by
the International Court of Justice in its advisory opinion on the Reparation for Injuries Suffered in the
Service of the United Nations, supports the Security Council's authority to adopt measures necessary for
fulfilling its primary responsibility under Article 24(1) of the Charter. The Court has affirmed that the
Security Council possesses discretionary powers to determine the existence of threats to the peace and
to select the appropriate response, including sanctions measures [12].

The legal framework for UN sanctions has been shaped significantly by the practice of the Security
Council and the interpretations advanced by the International Court of Justice and other judicial bodies.
In its advisory opinion on the Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied
Palestinian Territory in 2004, the Court addressed the scope of the Security Council's powers under
Chapter VII. The Court recognized that the Security Council has broad discretion in determining the
existence of threats to the peace and in selecting the measures necessary to address them. However, the
Court also suggested that the Security Council remains bound by the purposes and principles of the
United Nations, which include the promotion of human rights and the protection of civilian populations.
This interpretation has important implications for the design and implementation of sanctions regimes,
suggesting that humanitarian considerations may constrain the types of measures the Security Council
may legitimately adopt [13].

The evolution of UN sanctions regimes reflects changing understandings of their appropriate scope and
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implementation. During the Cold War period, the Security Council imposed comprehensive sanctions
only twice, against Southern Rhodesia in 1966 and against South Africa in 1977. The Cold War rivalry
between the superpowers frequently paralyzed the Security Council, preventing the adoption of
sanctions against states supported by either bloc. The end of the Cold War removed this structural
impediment and ushered in a period of dramatically increased reliance on sanctions as an instrument of
international policy. The 1990s witnessed the proliferation of sanctions regimes, including
comprehensive sanctions against Irag, arms embargoes and other measures against the former
Yugoslavia, Libya, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and numerous other states experiencing internal conflict or
engaging in aggressive behavior [14].

The types of sanctions employed by the Security Council have diversified considerably over time.
Comprehensive sanctions, which impose near-total economic restrictions on a target state, were the
predominant form during the early decades of UN sanctions practice. The sanctions regime against Iraq
following the Gulf War represented the most extensive example of comprehensive sanctions, affecting
virtually all economic transactions with the country. However, the severe humanitarian consequences
of comprehensive sanctions, particularly their impact on civilian populations, prompted significant
criticism and reconsideration. The emergence of so-called smart or targeted sanctions represented an
effort to minimize civilian harm while maintaining pressure on decision-making elites. Targeted
sanctions include targeted financial sanctions such as asset freezes and travel bans on specific
individuals, arms embargoes restricting the flow of weapons to conflict zones, and commodity sanctions
designed to limit the trade in specific goods that fund armed conflict [15].

The legal framework for implementing UN sanctions creates obligations for member states at the
domestic level. Under Article 25 of the Charter, member states are required to accept and carry out
Security Council decisions, which typically take the form of resolutions imposing sanctions measures.
The implementation of sanctions at the national level requires legislative or executive action in most
member states, as international sanctions obligations do not automatically become part of domestic law.
The mechanisms for implementation vary considerably across jurisdictions, with some states
incorporating international sanctions directly through constitutional or legislative provisions while
others require specific domestic legislation to give effect to Security Council resolutions [16]. The
effectiveness of the international sanctions system depends in significant part on the willingness and
capacity of member states to implement these measures consistently and comprehensively [17].

The relationship between UN sanctions and other branches of international law, including international
humanitarian law and international human rights law, has become increasingly important in shaping the
legal framework. Sanctions regimes must be implemented in a manner consistent with applicable
obligations under treaty law and customary international law. The Security Council has increasingly
incorporated humanitarian exemptions into sanctions regimes, permitting the provision of humanitarian
assistance despite broader restrictions. The evolution of sanctions practice reflects a growing recognition
that the protection of civilian populations constitutes a fundamental constraint on the use of enforcement
measures, even when authorized under Chapter VII of the Charter [18].

The institutional structure for administering UN sanctions has also developed significantly over time.
The Security Council establishes sanctions committees composed of all fifteen Council members to
oversee the implementation of sanctions regimes, maintain lists of designated individuals and entities
subject to targeted sanctions, and monitor compliance by member states. The Analytical Support and
Sanctions Implementation Team and various panels of experts provide analytical support and conduct
investigations into sanctions violations. These institutional mechanisms represent efforts to enhance the
effectiveness and accountability of the sanctions system while ensuring consistent implementation
across member states [19].

The legal basis for UN sanctions continues to evolve in response to emerging security challenges and
changing understandings of international law. The proliferation of non-state actors threatening
international peace and security, including terrorist organizations and transnational criminal networks,
has prompted consideration of sanctions regimes targeting such actors. The Security Council has
adopted resolutions imposing sanctions on individuals and entities associated with Al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State, extending the application of sanctions beyond the traditional focus on states. This
development raises novel legal questions regarding the authority of the Security Council to impose
sanctions on non-state actors and the procedural protections that should apply to such measures.
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In conclusion, the legal framework for UN sanctions constitutes a complex and evolving system of
international law that empowers the Security Council to adopt binding enforcement measures in
response to threats to international peace and security. The Charter provisions establishing this authority
reflect a careful balance between the collective interest in maintaining peace and the sovereign rights of
member states. The evolution of sanctions practice, from comprehensive measures to targeted
approaches, demonstrates ongoing efforts to reconcile security objectives with humanitarian
considerations and fundamental principles of international law. Understanding this legal framework is
essential for evaluating the role of sanctions in preventing military conflicts and assessing their
effectiveness as instruments of international policy.

3. The Effectiveness of United Nations Sanctions in Preventing Military Conflicts

The question of whether United Nations sanctions effectively prevent military conflicts constitutes one
of the most contested issues in contemporary international relations scholarship. Despite their
widespread use as instruments of international policy, the empirical record of sanctions effectiveness
remains mixed, with numerous cases of both success and failure documented in the scholarly literature.
This section examines the theoretical frameworks for understanding sanctions effectiveness, analyzes
empirical evidence from various case studies, and identifies the key determinants that influence
outcomes. By interrogating the conditions under which sanctions succeed or fail, this analysis
contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the role sanctions can play in the prevention of military
conflicts within the broader architecture of international peace and security [20].

The scholarly debate over sanctions effectiveness has generated a substantial body of theoretical and
empirical literature that reflects fundamentally different assumptions about how international politics
operates and how state behavior can be influenced. One theoretical perspective, rooted in realism and
rational choice models, treats states as unitary rational actors that calculate costs and benefits in pursuit
of their national interests. From this perspective, sanctions represent a mechanism for altering the cost-
benefit calculus of target states by imposing economic costs that make problematic behavior less
attractive. The logic of deterrence theory suggests that sanctions can prevent military conflicts by raising
the price of aggressive behavior to an unacceptable level. If the costs imposed by sanctions exceed the
anticipated benefits of military action, rational decision-makers will choose to refrain from such action.
This framework assumes that target states possess the capacity to assess costs accurately, that sanctions
can be credibly maintained over time, and that leaderships can control their respective societies
sufficiently to implement behavioral changes [21].

An alternative theoretical perspective emphasizes the domestic political dynamics that shape state
responses to external pressure. The two-level game framework developed by James Putnam and
elaborated by subsequent scholars highlights the way international negotiations, including the
imposition of sanctions, involve simultaneous interactions at both the international and domestic levels.
From this perspective, the effectiveness of sanctions depends not merely on the economic costs they
impose but on their ability to generate domestic political pressure on target state leaderships. Sanctions
may succeed when they create or amplify domestic opposition to government policies, fracture elite
coalitions supporting problematic behavior, or undermine the legitimacy of regimes that rely on external
aggression for their political survival. Conversely, sanctions may fail when regimes successfully
mobilize nationalist sentiment against external pressure, redirect domestic grievances toward foreign
enemies, or consolidate power by presenting sanctions as unjust aggression against the nation.

A third theoretical approach focuses on the signaling function of sanctions within international society.
Sanctions communicate normative judgments about target state behavior and establish precedents that
shape future expectations about acceptable conduct. Even when sanctions fail to alter the immediate
behavior of target states, they may contribute to the evolution of international norms and shape the
calculations of other states considering similar actions. The expressive dimension of sanctions—their
capacity to articulate collective values and establish moral boundaries—may be as important as their
coercive effects in understanding their role in conflict prevention. This perspective emphasizes that
sanctions effectiveness cannot be measured solely by narrow behavioral outcomes but must also account
for their contribution to the normative framework within which international politics operates [22].
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Empirical research on sanctions effectiveness has produced mixed results that resist simple
generalizations. The comprehensive sanctions regime imposed on Iraq following the Gulf War of 1990-
1991 represents perhaps the most extensively studied case and illustrates the complexity of assessing
sanctions outcomes. The sanctions, maintained throughout the 1990s, were intended to compel Iraqi
compliance with Security Council resolutions requiring the destruction of weapons of mass destruction,
the disclosure of the fate of Kuwaiti prisoners of war, and the payment of war reparations. The sanctions
succeeded in constraining Iragi military capabilities and preventing the recurrence of large-scale
aggression, but they failed to achieve the broader political objectives specified in Security Council
resolutions. The Saddam Hussein regime remained in power until the 2003 US-led invasion, and the
sanctions regime generated severe humanitarian consequences for the Iraqi population, including
elevated mortality rates among children and widespread malnutrition. The Irag case demonstrates that
sanctions may achieve some objectives while failing others, and that the assessment of effectiveness
depends critically on which outcomes are prioritized [23].

The sanctions regime against Iran presents a different pattern of outcomes that has generated
considerable scholarly debate. Beginning in 2006, the Security Council imposed a series of resolutions
progressively expanding sanctions on Iran's nuclear program. These sanctions, combined with unilateral
measures adopted by the United States and other countries, imposed substantial economic costs on Iran,
including restrictions on oil exports, financial transactions, and access to international markets. The
ultimate outcome of this sanctions regime remains contested. Critics argue that sanctions played a
limited role in bringing Iran to the negotiating table, pointing instead to other factors such as the change
in Iranian leadership, the impact of the Arab Spring, and the role of regional dynamics. Proponents
contend that sanctions created the economic pressure that made negotiation the most attractive option
for Iranian decision-makers and that the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action reached in 2015
represented a significant achievement of the sanctions strategy. The Iran case illustrates the difficulty of
establishing causal relationships in complex international processes and the challenge of isolating the
effects of sanctions from other concurrent developments [24].

The case of North Korea demonstrates the limits of sanctions as instruments of coercion against states
with unusual domestic structures and external alignments. Despite the imposition of comprehensive
sanctions by the Security Council beginning in 2006, North Korea has continued to develop its nuclear
and missile programs, conducting multiple nuclear tests and increasingly sophisticated ballistic missile
launches. The failure of sanctions to prevent North Korean nuclear proliferation reflects several factors
identified in the theoretical literature: the regime's capacity to survive extreme economic hardship, its
ability to circumvent sanctions through illicit networks, and the absence of diplomatic engagement
providing an alternative pathway for resolving the underlying dispute. The North Korea case suggests
that sanctions effectiveness depends critically on the characteristics of target states and the broader
strategic context within which they operate.

Several cross-case studies have attempted to identify general patterns in sanctions effectiveness and to
determine the conditions under which sanctions are more or less likely to succeed. The pioneering
guantitative analysis conducted by Robert Pape examined eighteen cases of economic sanctions imposed
since World War | and concluded that sanctions rarely achieve their stated objectives, succeeding in
only five cases. Subsequent research by others has produced somewhat more optimistic assessments,
with success rates ranging from twenty-five to forty percent depending on the criteria employed and the
cases included in the analysis. Despite these variations, the consensus in the scholarly literature is that
sanctions succeed in only a minority of cases and that their effectiveness depends on a range of
contextual factors [25].

The scholarly literature has identified several factors that appear to influence sanctions effectiveness.
The clarity and achievability of objectives emerge as consistently important, with sanctions more likely
to succeed when the demanded behavioral change is specific, limited, and achievable rather than open-
ended or requiring fundamental regime transformation. The nature of the target state also matters
significantly, with sanctions appearing more effective against democracies than authoritarian regimes,
against states with vulnerable economies than autarkic or resource-rich states, and against states that
value international integration and prestige than states with revisionist ideologies. The design and
implementation of sanctions regimes also affects outcomes, with targeted sanctions designed to
minimize civilian harm while maximizing pressure on decision-makers generally considered more
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effective than comprehensive sanctions that harm populations without directly affecting leadership
interests.

The relationship between sanctions and military conflict prevention specifically has received relatively
less direct attention in the empirical literature than the broader question of sanctions effectiveness.
Several mechanisms through which sanctions might prevent military conflicts have been identified in
theoretical terms. Sanctions may deter potential aggressors by raising the expected costs of military
action, they may compel states to negotiate over disputes that might otherwise escalate to military
conflict, and they may constrain the military capabilities of states by limiting their access to weapons,
technology, and economic resources. However, the empirical evidence for these preventive effects
remains limited, and the counterfactual problem—determining what would have happened in the
absence of sanctions—poses fundamental challenges for causal inference.

In conclusion, the effectiveness of UN sanctions in preventing military conflicts cannot be assessed
through simple generalizations but must be understood in relation to specific contextual factors, the
characteristics of target states, and the design of sanctions regimes. The theoretical frameworks for
understanding sanctions effectiveness highlight different mechanisms through which sanctions might
influence state behavior, including cost imposition, domestic political pressure, and normative signaling.
Empirical evidence from historical cases demonstrates that sanctions have achieved mixed results,
succeeding in some instances while failing in others. The determinants of sanctions success include the
clarity and achievability of objectives, the vulnerability and political characteristics of target states, and
the design and implementation of sanctions measures. A sophisticated understanding of sanctions as
tools for conflict prevention requires attention to these complexities rather than embrace of either
optimistic or pessimistic simplifications [26].

4. Ethical Implications of United Nations Sanctions: Humanitarian Concerns, Proportionality,
and Human Rights Considerations

The deployment of United Nations sanctions as instruments for maintaining international peace and
security raises profound ethical questions that extend beyond considerations of legal authority and
practical effectiveness. While sanctions represent a non-military alternative to the use of force in
addressing threats to international peace, they simultaneously create significant humanitarian
consequences that demand careful ethical scrutiny. This section examines the ethical dimensions of UN
sanctions, analyzing the tensions between collective security objectives and the protection of civilian
populations, the principle of proportionality in the design and implementation of sanctions regimes, and
the human rights considerations that increasingly inform contemporary sanctions practice. By
interrogating the ethical foundations of sanctions policy, this analysis contributes to a more
comprehensive understanding of the moral limits that should constrain the use of economic coercion in
international relations.

4.1. The Humanitarian Impact of Sanctions on Civilian Populations

The humanitarian consequences of United Nations sanctions represent perhaps the most contested
ethical dimension of this instrument of international policy. Comprehensive sanctions regimes, by their
very nature, impose economic restrictions that affect entire populations, including vulnerable groups
such as children, the elderly, and the infirm who bear little responsibility for the policies that triggered
the imposition of sanctions. The severe humanitarian impact of sanctions against Iraq during the 1990s
brought international attention to this ethical challenge in a manner that fundamentally reshaped debates
about sanctions policy. Studies conducted during this period documented elevated child mortality rates,
widespread malnutrition, and the deterioration of basic health and educational infrastructure, raising
fundamental questions about the moral legitimacy of sanctions measures that inflict such suffering on
civilian populations [27].

The ethical dilemma posed by sanctions that harm civilians reflects a deeper tension between the
collective nature of international relations and the individual rights of persons within target states. From
one perspective, the citizens of a state whose government pursues policies that threaten international
peace and security bear some collective responsibility for the actions of their government, particularly
in democratic systems where political leaderships are theoretically accountable to their populations. This
reasoning suggests that the hardship imposed by sanctions may be justified as a form of collective
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accountability for national policies. However, this argument collapses in practice when one considers
that authoritarian regimes typically maintain power through coercion rather than democratic consent,
and that sanctions often strengthen rather than weaken such regimes by enabling them to mobilize
nationalist sentiment against external aggression [28].

The concept of sanctions as a form of collective punishment raises significant moral concerns that have
been extensively debated in both scholarly and policy contexts. Collective punishment, defined as the
imposition of penalties on individuals or groups without regard to individual guilt or responsibility, is
generally prohibited under international humanitarian law. The Fourth Geneva Convention explicitly
prohibits collective punishment of protected persons, and the principle of individual responsibility
constitutes a foundational element of international humanitarian law. While sanctions technically target
states rather than individuals, the practical effect of comprehensive sanctions regimes is to punish entire
populations for the actions of their governments, raising serious questions about their compatibility with
fundamental principles of humanitarian protection.

The humanitarian community has increasingly emphasized the distinction between the intentions and
effects of sanctions regimes. The stated objectives of sanctions—to modify state behavior, to deter
aggression, and to enforce international legal norms—are typically legitimate from a moral perspective.
However, the means employed to achieve these objectives may generate consequences that are morally
problematic, particularly when civilian populations bear disproportionate costs while decision-makers
who initiate problematic policies remain insulated from pressure. This intention-effect gap represents a
central ethical challenge for sanctions policy and has prompted efforts to redesign sanctions regimes to
minimize civilian harm while maintaining pressure on those responsible for problematic policies [29].
The development of targeted or smart sanctions represents a response to these humanitarian concerns,
attempting to impose costs on decision-makers and their supporters while minimizing spillover effects
on general populations. Targeted financial sanctions, including asset freezes and travel bans on specific
individuals, aim to affect the behavior of elites without disrupting broader economic activity. Arms
embargoes seek to limit the means of violence without restricting civilian access to goods essential for
survival. Commodity sanctions focus on specific exports that fund military activity, such as diamonds
or timber, rather than comprehensive economic restrictions. These refinements represent efforts to
reconcile the objectives of sanctions policy with humanitarian considerations, though debates continue
about their effectiveness in achieving behavioral change while reducing civilian harm.

Despite these refinements, significant humanitarian concerns persist regarding contemporary sanctions
practice. Even targeted sanctions may generate unintended consequences for civilian populations
through broader economic effects, and the distinction between targeted and comprehensive sanctions is
not always clear in practice. Moreover, the humanitarian impact of sanctions extends beyond immediate
economic hardship to include longer-term consequences for development, health, and social stability
that may persist long after sanctions are lifted. The ethical evaluation of sanctions must therefore
encompass not only their immediate effects but also their longer-term humanitarian consequences [30].

4.2. Proportionality, Human Rights, and Procedural Justice in Sanctions Implementation

The principle of proportionality constitutes a fundamental constraint on the use of force in international
law and has increasingly been invoked as a limiting principle for sanctions regimes as well. Under the
principle of proportionality, the use of force in self-defense or authorized by the Security Council must
be proportionate to the threat faced and necessary to achieve legitimate objectives. While this principle
was originally developed in the context of armed conflict, its application to sanctions has been advocated
by scholars and practitioners who argue that the severity of sanctions measures should be calibrated to
the gravity of the threat they address and should not impose excessive harm relative to the objectives
pursued. The application of proportionality analysis to sanctions raises complex questions about how to
weigh security benefits against humanitarian costs in a manner that can guide policy decisions [31].
The human rights implications of UN sanctions have received increasing attention in recent decades as
the international community has developed more robust frameworks for the protection of fundamental
freedoms. Sanctions regimes may implicate a range of human rights, including the right to an adequate
standard of living, the right to health, the right to education, and the freedom of movement through travel
restrictions. The Security Council has increasingly incorporated humanitarian exemptions into sanctions
resolutions, permitting the provision of food, medicine, and other essential goods despite broader
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restrictions. However, the effectiveness of these exemptions in practice has been questioned, and the
bureaucratic procedures for obtaining humanitarian exemptions may themselves impede the delivery of
assistance to populations in need.

The procedural dimensions of sanctions implementation raise significant justice concerns that have been
increasingly highlighted in scholarly and legal debates. The designation of individuals and entities for
targeted sanctions typically occurs through Security Council sanctions committees operating with
limited transparency and without robust procedural protections for those targeted. The lack of effective
notice, opportunity to be heard, and access to judicial review has been criticized as incompatible with
fundamental principles of due process recognized in international human rights law. The Security
Council has taken steps to address these concerns through the establishment of the Office of the
Ombudsperson for the ISIL and Al-Qaeda sanctions regime, which provides an independent mechanism
for reviewing delisting requests. However, this model has not been extended to all sanctions regimes,
and significant procedural deficits remain [32].

The accountability dimension of sanctions ethics encompasses questions about who bears responsibility
for the consequences of sanctions measures and what remedies are available when sanctions cause
unjustified harm. The absence of effective accountability mechanisms within the UN system for
sanctions-related harms contrasts with domestic legal systems where individuals harmed by government
action typically have access to judicial remedies. This accountability gap is particularly problematic
given the binding nature of Security Council decisions under Article 25 of the Charter, which leaves
member states with limited discretion in implementing sanctions and few grounds for refusing to
implement measures that they consider unjustified or disproportionate.

The ethical evaluation of UN sanctions ultimately requires balancing the legitimate security objectives
these measures pursue against the humanitarian and human rights costs they impose. The principle of
proportionality provides a framework for this balancing exercise, requiring that sanctions measures be
necessary to achieve legitimate objectives and that less harmful alternatives be preferred where
available. The development of more targeted sanctions approaches represents one dimension of this
effort, but substantive questions remain about the conditions under which the use of sanctions can be
morally justified and the constraints that should apply to their design and implementation. A rigorous
ethical analysis must acknowledge these tensions rather than seeking false resolutions that ignore either
the security imperatives that motivate sanctions or the humanitarian costs they impose [33].

5. Conclusion

This article has examined the role of United Nations sanctions as instruments for preventing military
conflicts, analyzing their legal foundations, effectiveness, and ethical implications. The analysis has
revealed a complex picture in which sanctions represent a significant but imperfect tool within the
broader architecture of international peace and security. The findings synthesized from the examination
of legal, empirical, and ethical dimensions suggest several important conclusions that bear upon both
scholarly understanding and practical policy development in this domain.

The legal framework governing UN sanctions has evolved considerably since the establishment of the
United Nations, reflecting changing understandings of international security challenges and the
appropriate means for addressing them. The Security Council's authority under Chapter VII of the
Charter provides a robust legal foundation for the imposition of binding sanctions measures, and the
practice of the Council has demonstrated considerable flexibility in responding to diverse threats to
international peace and security. The evolution from comprehensive to targeted sanctions represents a
significant development that addresses some of the humanitarian concerns associated with earlier
approaches while maintaining the capacity to impose costs on states and individuals whose behavior
threatens international stability. However, the legal framework continues to evolve in response to
emerging challenges, including the proliferation of non-state actors and the development of new
technologies with potential security implications.

The empirical analysis of sanctions effectiveness yields a nuanced picture that resists simple
generalizations about success or failure. Sanctions have demonstrated the capacity to achieve certain
objectives in specific circumstances, including the limitation of military capabilities, the signaling of
international resolve, and the creation of incentives for diplomatic engagement. The theoretical
frameworks for understanding sanctions effectiveness identify multiple mechanisms through which
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sanctions might influence state behavior, including cost imposition, domestic political pressure, and
normative signaling. However, the empirical record also demonstrates significant limitations, with
sanctions failing to alter the behavior of target states in numerous cases, particularly when those states
possess unusual resilience to external pressure or when the objectives pursued are ambitious and open-
ended. The determinants of sanctions success include the clarity and achievability of objectives, the
vulnerability and political characteristics of target states, and the design and implementation of sanctions
regimes.

The ethical analysis reveals profound tensions between the legitimate security objectives pursued
through sanctions and the humanitarian costs they impose on civilian populations. The principle of
proportionality provides a framework for balancing these competing considerations, but its application
in practice remains contested and challenging. The development of targeted sanctions represents an
effort to reconcile security imperatives with humanitarian concerns, but significant ethical challenges
persist even with these refinements. The procedural dimensions of sanctions implementation, including
the designation of targets and the provision of humanitarian exemptions, raise additional justice
concerns that have prompted ongoing reforms to the sanctions system.

The findings of this analysis carry significant implications for the future development of sanctions policy
and practice. First, the legal framework should continue to evolve to incorporate more robust procedural
protections for individuals and entities subject to targeted sanctions, including effective notice,
opportunity to be heard, and access to independent review mechanisms. The extension of models such
as the Office of the Ombudsperson to other sanctions regimes would address significant justice deficits
in the current system. Second, the design of sanctions regimes should incorporate systematic
humanitarian impact assessments that inform both the initial decision to impose sanctions and
subsequent decisions about their modification or termination. The principle of proportionality should be
operationalized through concrete procedures that require explicit consideration of expected
humanitarian consequences alongside security benefits.

Third, the international community should continue to invest in the development of more sophisticated
sanctions instruments that maximize pressure on decision-makers while minimizing harm to civilian
populations. The evolution toward targeted sanctions represents progress in this direction, but further
innovations are needed, including improved mechanisms for monitoring and enforcing humanitarian
exemptions. Fourth, sanctions should be understood as one instrument within a broader toolkit for
conflict prevention rather than as a panacea for international security challenges. The effectiveness of
sanctions depends critically on the broader strategic context, including the availability of diplomatic
alternatives and the willingness of target states to engage in good faith negotiations. Sanctions are most
likely to contribute to conflict prevention when they are embedded within comprehensive strategies that
combine pressure with engagement and provide off-ramps for de-escalation.

This analysis has several limitations that should be acknowledged. The assessment of sanctions
effectiveness faces fundamental methodological challenges, including the difficulty of establishing
counterfactual scenarios and isolating the effects of sanctions from other concurrent factors. The ethical
analysis necessarily involves judgments about the relative weight of security and humanitarian
considerations that may be contested by scholars and practitioners with different normative
commitments. The rapidly evolving nature of international security challenges means that the findings
of this analysis may require revision as new threats emerge and the international community develops
new responses to them.

Future research should address several questions that remain incompletely resolved by existing
scholarship. First, the conditions under which sanctions contribute specifically to conflict prevention, as
opposed to other objectives such as behavior modification or norm articulation, require more systematic
investigation. Second, the long-term consequences of sanctions for development, governance, and social
stability in target states merit further examination, as does the durability of behavioral changes that
sanctions may engender. Third, the effectiveness of different sanctions instruments, including targeted
financial sanctions, arms embargoes, and commodity restrictions, in achieving specific objectives
should be assessed through rigorous comparative analysis. Fourth, the relationship between UN
sanctions and unilateral or regional sanctions measures in shaping target state behavior warrants further
investigation.

In conclusion, UN sanctions represent an important but imperfect instrument for preventing military
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conflicts within the international legal order. Their effectiveness depends on complex interactions
among legal, political, and contextual factors that resist simple generalization. The ethical tensions
inherent in sanctions practice require ongoing attention to the balance between security imperatives and
humanitarian considerations. A sophisticated understanding of the role of sanctions in international
peace and security must acknowledge these complexities while continuing to develop more effective,
humane, and legitimate approaches to collective enforcement in the service of international stability.
The challenge confronting the international community is to harness the potential of sanctions as tools
for conflict prevention while constraining their humanitarian costs and ensuring that their use remains
consistent with fundamental principles of international law and human dignity.
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