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SANCTIONS: WHEN THEY DON'T 
WORK, KEEP DOING THE SAME 

 
Sidney Weintraub 

 
I long ago realized that one way for the CEO of a large corporation to get a big bonus was to get fired. For a top 
government official, a well-trodden path for moving up is to thoroughly mess up the current job. The sure-fire way 
for unilateral sanctions to endure is to fail in their primary objective. If they haven't worked, that proves they are still 
needed, even if sometimes the implicit objective has to be revised.  

The poster case demonstrating this point on the durability of sanctions is Cuba. Relations between Cuba and the 
United States deteriorated rapidly after Castro seized power and the United States put a trade embargo in place in 
early 1962. The original rationale was to safeguard national security, which we learned during the missile crisis 
with the Soviet Union in 1962, had some merit. The operational purpose was to punish Cuba so severely as to 
lead to Castro's overthrow. The national security basis for the embargo has since disappeared, but the embargo 
continues with a variety of modifications, some easing the restrictions and others tightening them. 

The most prominent aspect of the current version of sanctions is contained in the Helms-Burton or Libertad Act 
(formally the Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity Act of 1996). Title III of this legislation permits lawsuits in 
U.S. courts against foreign companies that traffic in property confiscated by Cuba from U.S. citizens and from 
others who were not then U.S. citizens, but have since become so. It is this title that President Bush recently 
waived, as President Clinton had many times before. The purpose of the embargo is still punishment-but 
apparently for its own sake. 

The U.S. economic sanctions against Cuba are not unique, even if the durability is. Other examples of unilateral 
sanctions-of the United States acting alone without the support of allies-are in place against Iran, Libya, North 
Korea, Sudan, and Burma. The sanctions against Iraq started multilaterally, but have since lost the support of 
many other countries. It was this failure to obtain the continued cooperation of other countries that stimulated Colin 
Powell to suggest a new approach, and try to sell it by using alliterative exaggeration-namely, the idea of "smart 
sanctions." The "smart" aspect of the proposal was to target the punishment more directly at offensive policies 
adopted by Iraq's leaders rather than at the Iraqi people. 

There is general agreement that comprehensive, unilateral sanctions have the following shortcomings: 

• Their main accomplishment is punishment.  

• The punishment, as Pope John Paul II said when he visited Cuba in 1998, hurts the general population 
rather than the leaders who devise the offending policies.  

• Business with the target country is turned over to foreign competitors, mostly in other industrial countries, 
and this may have long-term consequences because non-U.S. trading and investment relationships are 
established.  

• The extraterritorial application of many U.S. sanctions laws leads to quarrels with the very countries with 
which cooperation is most desired on other issues.  
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• The economic interests of friendly, bystander countries are hurt by their inability to facilitate or carry on 
trade with the sanctioned country.  

• U.S. prestige is diminished because its policies are unsuccessful.  

• Incentives for smuggling prohibited goods are created.  
If there is general acceptance of these shortcomings of comprehensive, unilateral sanctions, why then is the 
United States so persistent in pursuing them? Supporters of unilateral sanctions surely do not wish to punish 
people in target countries just for the sake of punishment. One must assume, also, that supporters of economic 
sanctions are just as rational as the opponents. Why, then, the deep differences in outlook? 
There are four categories of explanations for the positions of the supporters of unilateral sanctions. The first is that 
domestic politics trumps foreign policy. This is particularly germane for Cuba. But this explanation has more 
widespread application, in that politicians prefer to be seen doing something rather than standing by when the 
actions of other countries are seen as reprehensible. The second is that U.S. economic sanctions, which may 
deprive Iran and Libya of resources, limit their ability to export terrorism. Perhaps, but this argument loses force as 
long as the two countries are recipients of non-U.S. investment and are able to earn ample resources from oil 
exports. The third contention of sanctions advocates is that the refusal to grant access to the U.S. market may 
push target countries to improve the human rights of its nationals. This was the basis for the opposition to granting 
permanent normal trading relations to China. In the end, the opposition did not carry the day. This was not a 
glorious victory for principle; denying U.S. exporters and investors access to the small Cuban market was 
acceptable, but not to the potentially immense Chinese market. 
The fourth and main argument of the proponents of unilateral sanctions is that there is no better way for the United 
States to express its distaste for the behavior of target countries. It would be preferable if all sanctions could be 
carried out multilaterally, but other industrial countries will not normally cooperate in this action. Economic 
sanctions were devised initially as a superior alternative to military action-although, in Cuba, the failed Bay of Pigs 
invasion preceded the economic embargo. 
If one strips away the rhetoric-and if the United States is unable to persuade other countries to join in the 
economic sanctions-there are essentially only two other options to unilateral sanctions. The first is smart 
sanctions, namely, to pinpoint the sanctions against the leaders of the target country or against some specific 
action, such as when the target country sells technology that enables a third country to produce weapons of mass 
destruction. A targeted sanction removes the comprehensive aspect of the U.S. action. There are examples of 
successful targeted sanctions, although the record overall is not illustrious. For that matter, the success record of 
multilateral sanctions is limited-perhaps to the South African case in the international struggle to end apartheid; 
and even there, the sanctions did not stand alone. As we are now witnessing, the multilateral sanctions against 
Iraq are breaking down. 
The second alternative is engagement-or to add a desirable adjective, constructive engagement. The proponents 
of unilateral sanctions argue that engagement does not work-or does not work any better than do comprehensive, 
unilateral sanctions. This, however, is unknowable, unless pursued for a long enough time. Authoritarian 
governments with which the United States was engaged in East Asia have become democracies, such as South 
Korea and Taiwan. Economic-political engagement is now under way with Vietnam. It will take time to assess 
whether U.S. economic engagement will improve China's human rights behavior. 
The United States both engaged with the Soviet Union and its satellites and practiced targeted sanctions-behavior 
quite distinct from that employed against Cuba since the embargo-and, over time, there were profound changes. 
These changes surely were not the result of engagement alone, but there is no gainsaying that engagement was 
part of U.S. policy. 
The record of engagement leading to significant changes in the policies of countries that might also be targets of 
comprehensive, unilateral sanctions is mixed. By contrast, the record of unilateral, comprehensive sanctions in 
changing the behavior of target countries is uniformly negative.  

 


