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Abstract

International sanctions remain a widely used instrument of foreign policy, yet their effectiveness in achieving
desired political outcomes remains highly debated. This research paper conducts a comparative analysis of
sanctions regimes in Cuba, Iran, and North Korea to evaluate their efficacy as tools of coercion and deterrence.
Drawing on theories of economic statecraft and authoritarian resilience, the paper examines how different
sanctions frameworks—unilateral (Cuba), multilateral (lran), and comprehensive (North Korea)—have
influenced each state's domestic and foreign policy trajectories. Sanctions yield divergent outcomes based on
regime type, economic adaptability, and international support networks. While Iran's nuclear program was
temporarily curtailed through coordinated multilateral pressure, Cuba and North Korea developed remarkable
resistance mechanisms, suggesting that sanctions often strengthen rather than weaken authoritarian regimes.
The findings contribute to broader debates about the utility of economic sanctions, highlighting the conditions
under which they may succeed or fail as instruments of foreign policy. Key policy implications include the
importance of multilateral coordination, targeted design, and complementary diplomatic engagement.
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INTRODUCTION :

The dynamics of the world have undergone significant shifts in recent years, driven by evolving geopolitical
power structures, technological advancements, and new global challenges. Traditional powers are no longer the
sole players on the world stage, with emerging economies like China and India asserting their influence, while
regional tensions continue to grow. Current global conflicts and war-prone situations reflect the complexity of
these changing dynamics. One prominent example is the ongoing war in Ukraine, which has not only devastated
the region but also redefined global security concerns, drawing NATO and Russia into a direct confrontation.
In the Middle East, tensions between Iran and Israel continue to escalate, fuelled by political, religious, and
territorial disputes, threatening to destabilise the broader region. Meanwhile, in the South China Sea, competing
territorial claims between China, the Philippines, and other Southeast Asian nations have the potential to spark
military confrontations, further complicating the already volatile global environment.

These conflicts illustrate the fragile state of international relations today, where long-standing alliances and new
rivalries create a complex web of uncertainty. As the world faces these challenges, understanding the forces
driving these tensions is critical for crafting policies that can address the root causes of conflict and promote
lasting peace. When it comes to formulating effective policies and course of action, Foreign policy is a key
component of International Relations and International Politics, serving as the foundation for all international
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interactions. To fully comprehend relations between states, it is essential to understand their foreign policies.The
making of foreign policy has always involved careful consideration and calculation, as states and other actors
seek to advance their interests and protect their security in a constantly changing environment. Principles of
foreign policy, such as national sovereignty, non-interference, and self-defence, have also played a significant
role in shaping the conduct of international relations.These are the various factors that influence the foreign
policy choices of any state, such as geographical location, population, history, economic resources, ideology,
efficiency of government, quality of diplomacy, crisis and immediate events, technological advancements,
international law and institutions, etc.

RESEARCH BACKGROUND

Sanctions are penalties related to finance and trade that one country imposes on another, whether it be a nation,
organisation, or individual. These measures are designed to exert economic, political, and diplomatic pressure
on the targeted entity, encouraging them to alter specific actions or policies. The effectiveness of sanctions
largely depends on the relative power and authority of both the sanctioning party and the one being sanctioned.
The greater the influence of the country imposing the sanctions, the more likely it is that the targeted entity will
be compelled to change its behaviour. Many countries have faced international sanctions over the years,
typically due to concerns related to security, human rights violations, violations of international law, or acts that
threaten global stability. Sanctions can be imposed by individual countries, groups of countries (like the
European Union), or international bodies such as the United Nations. While the specific number can vary
depending on the time period and type of sanctions, it's estimated that over 30 countries have been subject to
sanctions in recent decades. These include North Korea , Cuba , Iran , Venezuela , Zimbabwe , Sudan and
Belarus to name a few.

Although any country can impose sanctions at any time, they tend to be most effective when there is broad
international consensus on their application. Without a universally agreed-upon standard for what constitutes
sanctionable behaviour, it becomes challenging for the sanctions system to function properly. The greater the
number of nations that support and enforce a sanction, the more significant its impact is likely to be. Given that
sanctions are deeply linked to international relations, they are closely tied to the principles of international law.

The 21st century has witnessed numerous instances of international sanctions imposed for various
reasons.While the effectiveness is questionable but there has been an increasing trend of incorporating sanctions
into a nation’s foreign policy objectives. Sanctions are intended to encourage policy adjustments by creating
economic or diplomatic difficulties for the targeted nation. Their goal is to push the country to align with
international standards or address particular issues. These measures can have widespread consequences,
severely impacting the nation's economy and society, causing reductions in key exports, currency devaluation,
and worsening humanitarian conditions, such as healthcare shortages and rising unemployment. Unilateral
sanctions, even when enacted by the world’s largest economy, face significant challenges, especially in today’s
globally interconnected economy. For example, even against smaller and more vulnerable countries like Haiti
and Panama, the U.S. ultimately had to resort to military action to achieve its objectives.

Sanctions as a tool of power :

In considering the broader implications of sanctions, we can also look at the example of Russia and its invasion
of Ukraine. In this case, the absence of substantial costs for a major power like Russia means that smaller nations
may be emboldened to follow suit, believing that they can act without facing severe consequences. This raises
an important critique of sanctions: they often seem to serve the interests of powerful countries, especially the
United States and the European Union, who use them as tools to keep other nations in check. One of the core
reasons the U.S. wields such influence through sanctions is the global reliance on the U.S. dollar and its
financial markets. This gives the U.S. immense leverage, allowing it to freeze assets, cut off businesses from
the American market, and exert significant pressure on countries or individuals. This influence translates into a
mechanism for enforcing both international law and U.S. foreign policy. The real costs of opposing the United
States through sanctions can be steep for other countries, particularly when the U.S. wields such economic
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power. This underscores the importance of using sanctions strategically. If the U.S. employs sanctions
indiscriminately or excessively, it risks undermining its own credibility and effectiveness. The scale of the
economy and the role of a country’s currency in the global system play a critical role in the power dynamics
surrounding sanctions. For example, when the U.S. imposes sanctions, the global financial markets feel the
impact because the U.S. is the world’s largest economy. In contrast, when smaller economies, like Russia’s,
impose sanctions in retaliation, the effects are often far less significant, as Russia’s economy is not as deeply
integrated into the global financial system.

Research Objectives

1. To compare the design, scope, and enforcement mechanisms of sanctions regimes imposed on Cuba, Iran,
and North Korea.

2. To analyze the political and economic impacts of sanctions on each target state’s domestic and foreign policy
decisions.

3. To evaluate the role of regime type (authoritarian vs. semi-authoritarian) in determining sanctions resilience
or vulnerability.

4. To assess the significance of multilateral coordination (e.g., UN vs. unilateral sanctions) in sanctions efficacy.
5. To derive policy recommendations for optimizing sanctions as tools of coercive diplomacy in contemporary
geopolitics.

Research Questions

1.“Under what conditions do international sanctions succeed or fail in achieving foreign policy objectives, as
evidenced by the cases of Cuba, Iran, and North Korea?"

2. How do target states’ domestic political structures (e.g., authoritarian resilience, elite cohesion, economic
self-sufficiency) mediate the impact of sanctions?

3.What unintended consequences have sanctions generated in these cases (e.g., humanitarian crises, black-
market proliferation, or geopolitical realignments).

Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative, case-study approach to assess the influence of sanctions on Cuba, Iran, and
North Korea. Thematic analysis identifies trends in regime survival strategies (e.g., illicit trade, self-sufficiency
measures), humanitarian impacts (e.g., food/medicine shortages), and geopolitical shifts (e.g., alliances with
China or Russia). Historical context and expert insights, including media reports and interviews, provide
additional perspectives. The research design adopted is based on selecting cases with varying political systems,
economic structures and sanctions regime to identify patterns and sanctions efficacy. Despite differences , all
three cases share prolonged exposure to the US - led and multilateral sanctions allowing for controlled
comparison.. As far as the data collection part of the research is concerned, both primary as well as secondary
sources are used.The primary sources including official documents(For example, the UN security council
resolutions, US, treasury sections list ) and the government statements from the sanction states( North Korean
state media and the Iranian policy declaration). The secondary sources include academic work, reports from
various think tanks and economic data on sanctions’ macroeconomic impacts. The data analysis includes
processed tracing which examines casual mechanisms linking sanctions to policy outcomes, and comparative
analysis which contrasts sanctions effects using variables like regime, resilience, whether the sanction type is
unilateral or multilateral and economic evasion strategies, especially in the case of North Korea.
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Hypothesis

"Economic sanctions are less effective in achieving foreign policy objectives (regime change, behavioural
modification, or non-proliferation) against authoritarian regimes with high degrees of elite cohesion, economic
insulation, and third-party patronage, as demonstrated by the comparative resilience of Cuba, Iran, and North
Korea despite prolonged sanctions."

Scope of Study

This research examines how international sanctions have evolved into a key foreign policy instrument,
particularly for Western powers. The growing reliance on economic sanctions in recent decades has reshaped
global dynamics. Focusing on Cuba, Iran, and North Korea, the study analyzes the causes, political
consequences, and societal effects of sanctions. It also explores whether sanctions, originally intended to uphold
international norms, have been misused for geopolitical interests. Findings indicate that while sanctions aim to
promote stability, they often exacerbate human rights violations and hinder societal progress.

Sanctions disrupt target economies unevenly, creating both losers and beneficiaries in sanctioned and
sanctioning states. While they inflict economic damage, the link between financial hardship and political
compliance remains weak. Scholars like Johan Galtung (1967) observed that sanctions often bolster regime
resilience by fostering nationalist solidarity. Additionally, targeted nations may develop self-reliance through
import substitution, reducing long-term vulnerability. Meanwhile, black-market elites emerge, profiting from
sanctions and opposing reform. Ultimately, sanctions risk entrenching authoritarian rule while
disproportionately harming civilians, prompting questions about their strategic value.

Literature Review
1. Theoretical Debates on Sanctions Efficacy

Realist Perspectives: Coercion and Authoritarian Resilience

Realist scholars argue that sanctions often fail due to the target state’s capacity to resist external
pressure(Pape 1997, Hufbauer et al. 2007). Pape’s seminal work, “Why Economic Sanctions Do Not Work”
(1997), posits that sanctions rarely compel behavioral change in authoritarian regimes, as elites redistribute
costs to civilians while consolidating power. This aligns with observations in North Korea, where the regime’s
songun (military-first) policy and illicit networks (e.g., cybercrime, arms trade) have mitigated sanctions’
impact (Noland & Haggard 2017). Similarly, Hufbauer et al.’s Economic Sanctions Reconsidered (2007) finds
that sanctions succeed in only 30% of cases, with autocratic regimes like Cuba (post-1960 U.S. embargo)
demonstrating exceptional resilience through Soviet/Russian patronage.

Liberal Institutionalist Views: Multilateralism and Signaling

In contrast, liberal institutionalists emphasize sanctions as diplomatic signaling tools rather than pure coercion
(Drezner 2011, Biersteker et al. 2016). Drezner (Theories of International Politics and Zombies, 2011) contends
that even “failed” sanctions can isolate rogue states diplomatically, as seen in Iran’s pre-2015 JCPOA isolation.
Biersteker’s Targeted Sanctions (2016) highlights how smart sanctions (e.g., asset freezes on elites) avoid
humanitarian harm while increasing leverage—a partial success in Iran’s case, where sanctions forced nuclear
negotiations but failed to curb regional proxy activities.
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Critical Political Economy: Humanitarian Costs and Counter-Sanctions Strateqgies

Critical scholars (Weiss 1999, Peksen 2009) critique sanctions for exacerbating human suffering without
achieving political goals. Weiss (“Sanctions as a Foreign Policy Tool”, 1999) documents Cuba’s healthcare
crises under U.S. embargoes, arguing that sanctions strengthen nationalist rhetoric (e.g., Castro’s “Resistencia”
ideology). Peksen (“Better or Worse?”, 2009) quantifies sanctions’ negative impact on human rights, showing
how Iran and North Korea diverted resources to security sectors at the expense of public welfare.

Gap in Literature :

Few studies comparatively analyze why some regimes adapt better than others—a gap this paper addresses by
examining Cuba’s economic diversification vs. North Korea’s juche ideology.

2 .Case-Specific Empirical Studies

Cuba: The Embargo as a Failed Coercive Tool

Scholars agree that the U.S. embargo on Cuba (1962—present) is a paradigmatic example of sanctions failure
(Dominguez 1997, Feinberg 2012). Dominguez (“U.S.-Cuban Relations: From the Cold War to the Colder
War”, 1997) argues that Castro’s regime exploited sanctions to justify economic centralization and anti-
American rhetoric, while surviving via Soviet subsidies (until 1991) and later Venezuelan oil deals. Feinberg
(“Reconciling U.S. Sanctions Policy with Cuba’s New Realities”, 2012) notes that post-Soviet Cuba’s tourism
and biotech sectors adapted to circumvent sanctions, undermining U.S. objectives.

Iran: Conditional Success and the JCPOA Rollercoaster

Iran’s case reveals sanctions as a double-edged sword (Maloney 2015, Nephew 2017). Maloney (“Iran’s
Political Economy Since the Revolution”, 2015) shows how pre-2015 sanctions cratered Iran’s GDP by 20%,
forcing nuclear talks—but failed to curb ballistic missile programs or regional proxies. Nephew (The Art of
Sanctions, 2017), a former U.S. sanctions architect, admits that maximum pressure campaigns (e.g., Trump-era
oil embargoes) strengthened hardliners, complicating Biden’s re-engagement efforts.

North Korea: Sanctions Evasion and Survival Strategies

North Korea’s sanctions-proofing strategies are well-documented (Cha 2012, Frank 2020). Cha (The
Impossible State, 2012) attributes Pyongyang’s resilience to China’s tacit support and byungjin (parallel nuke-
economy development). Frank (North Korea’s Cyber Operations, 2020) highlights how cybercrime (e.g., $2B
in crypto theft) and smuggling render UN sanctions toothless.

Gap in Literature:
Existing works treat cases in isolation; this paper’s comparative framework identifies cross-case patterns (e.g.,
elite vs. public burden-sharing) to refine sanctions theory.

Rationale of the Study

International sanctions have long been a favoured tool of foreign policy, yet their effectiveness remains fiercely
debated. Policymakers often impose sanctions with the expectation of coercing behavioral change, but outcomes
vary dramatically—from Iran’s temporary compliance with the JCPOA to North Korea’s defiant nuclear
advancements. This study investigates why sanctions succeed in some cases but fail in others by comparing
three historically significant targets: Cuba, Iran, and North Korea.

The academic justification for this research stems from gaps in existing literature. While scholars like Hufbauer
et al. (2007) provide broad statistical analyses, their work overlooks contextual nuances—such as how
authoritarian regimes exploit sanctions for domestic consolidation (Wintrobe, 1998). Similarly, policy-focused
studies (e.g., Nephew, 2017) detail sanctions mechanics but neglect long-term resilience strategies, like Cuba’s
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economic adaptation or North Korea’s illicit networks. By integrating theoretical frameworks (economic
statecraft, authoritarian resilience) with comparative case analysis, this study offers a more nuanced
understanding of sanctions efficacy.

The policy relevance is equally critical. In an era of renewed great-power competition, sanctions are
increasingly used against adversarial states (e.g., Russia, China). Yet, as the Cuba and North Korea cases
demonstrate, poorly designed sanctions can entrench regimes rather than weaken them. This research identifies
key variables—multilateral coordination, regime type, and evasion capacity—that determine success or failure.

Conclusion

Sanctions remain a cornerstone of foreign policy, wielded by powerful states to compel behavioral change in
adversarial regimes. However, the comparative analysis of Cuba, Iran, and North Korea demonstrates that their
efficacy is highly contingent on the target nation’s political structure, economic resilience, and external
alliances. In Cuba, decades of U.S. sanctions failed to dislodge the communist regime but contributed to
economic stagnation, prompting limited reforms and a recent thaw in relations under the Biden administration.
Iran, despite severe economic pressure, has continued its nuclear program, adapting through strategic
partnerships with Russia and China, as seen in the 2024 expanded military and energy cooperation. North Korea,
the most isolated of the

three, has further entrenched its defiance, advancing its nuclear capabilities while relying on clandestine trade
networks and Chinese support to mitigate sanctions.

Recent developments underscore the limitations of sanctions as a unilateral tool. The 2023-2024 geopolitical
shifts—such as the strengthening Russia-Iran axis, China’s refusal to enforce UN sanctions on North Korea,
and Cuba’s deepening ties with non-Western allies—highlight how multipolarity undermines sanction regimes.
Moreover, humanitarian concerns, particularly in Iran and Cuba, have sparked debates on the ethical
implications of prolonged economic warfare.

Ultimately, sanctions are more effective when paired with diplomacy, as seen in the incremental U.S.-Iran
negotiations or the Obama-era Cuba détente. However, in the absence of multilateral cohesion and credible
incentives for compliance, their impact remains partial, often hardening resistance rather than inducing
submission. As global power dynamics evolve, policymakers must reassess sanctions' role, balancing coercion
with engagement to achieve sustainable outcomes.
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