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Global Concerns Policy Briefs 

Economic sanctions are often presented as a nonviolent 
alternative to military action by governments seeking 
to influence or coerce foreign leaders. Far from nonvi-
olent, however, many sanctions target non-combat-
ants and result in death on a scale comparable to 
war. There are many forms of sanctions, targeting dif-
ferent kinds of economic activity, from freezing a cor-
rupt leader’s assets to imposing broad trade embargos. 
Both their effectiveness and their impact on civilians 
vary widely. 

Economic sanctions became a popular tool of foreign 
policy during the 1970s and ‘80s when an internation-
al program of boycott, divestment, and sanctions was 
employed against the apartheid regime in South Africa. 
But the potential of sanctions to devastate vulnerable 
civilian populations – especially women and children 
– became evident when U.S.-led United Nations sanc-
tions in Iraq in the 1990s and early 2000s reportedly led 
to the deaths of over 250,000 Iraqi children. 

When sanctions are solely punitive and too broad, 
civilians pay the price. Under current U.S. sanctions 
in Iran, for example, essential items such as medical 
goods are exempt, but by targeting institutions such 
as national banks, shipping, and currency exchanges, 
sanctions make it exceedingly difficult for hospitals to 
import needed equipment and medicines. Risk-averse 
financial institutions are unable to secure assurances 
that they will not run afoul of sanctions, so they either 
refuse to do business in sanctioned countries, or charge 
exorbitant fees to do so, thus driving inflation and mak-
ing food and medicine unaffordable.  

 Inspired by the Gospel and Maryknoll missioners’ commitment to stand with vulnerable communities around the world, we 
offer these two-page briefs as resources on the intersection of global policy and Catholic social thought. 

Sanctions: Nonviolent Tool or Lethal Weapon?

See
The impact of sanctions on civilians depends upon a 
combination of financial, political, and diplomatic 
factors. After the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan 
in August 2021, the United States chose to recognize 
the Taliban as an international terrorist organization 
subject to sanctions rathar than a legitimate govern-
ment. As a consequence, desperately needed Afghan 
government funds were frozen as millions of Afghans 
faced food insecurity and impending starvation. De-
spite U.S. efforts to license humanitarian activities, 
lack of clarity over what activities fall under Taliban 
rule might violate sanctions inhibited relief efforts.  

The United States has increasingly employed sanc-
tions with the express goal of regime change, often 
explicitly seeking to inflict suffering on civilian pop-
ulations to provoke them into rising up against their 
own leaders. Studies have repeatedly found that this 
strategy has the opposite effect, leading populations 
to rally around otherwise-unpopular governments in 
the face of foreign economic aggression.  

Experts suggest sanctions are most effective when 
employed by international coalitions, in conjunction 
with other diplomatic efforts, and with a combination 
of “carrots and sticks” offering the target country a 
clear path toward having them lifted. Instead, U.S. 
sanctions have too often been leveled unilaterally, as 
punishment alone, without accompanying diplomat-
ic efforts. The Iran nuclear agreement exemplified 
the kind of multifaceted approach most likely to 
succeed, but the U.S. withdrew from this internation-
al agreement in 2017.   

https://www.globalwitness.org/en/blog/its-the-end-of-the-year-the-global-magnitsky-sanctions-are-here/
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/blog/its-the-end-of-the-year-the-global-magnitsky-sanctions-are-here/
https://charityandsecurity.org/issue-areas/sanctions/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2019-04-29/sanctions-cant-spark-regime-change
https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/hard-look-iraq-sanctions/
https://www.justsecurity.org/79974/sanctions-policy-humane-limit-food-medicine-inflation/
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/financial-sanctions/sanctions-programs-and-country-information/counter-terrorism-sanctions
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/financial-sanctions/sanctions-programs-and-country-information/counter-terrorism-sanctions
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2019-04-29/sanctions-cant-spark-regime-change
https://thehill.com/opinion/international/400533-the-iran-sanctions-are-bound-to-fail
https://theconversation.com/us-is-already-fighting-a-conflict-with-iran-an-economic-war-that-is-hurting-the-wrong-people-117568
https://thehill.com/opinion/international/388757-america-should-be-cautious-with-maximum-pressure-iran-sanctions
https://www.brookings.edu/research/economic-sanctions-too-much-of-a-bad-thing/
https://maryknollogc.org/sites/default/files/article/attachment/Catholic_Coalition_NKorea_Iran_10_12_17 (2).pdf
https://maryknollogc.org/sites/default/files/article/attachment/Catholic_Coalition_NKorea_Iran_10_12_17 (2).pdf
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Judge Maryknoll Experience 

Maryknoll Father Gerard Hammond has 
made over 50 humanitarian trips to North 
Korea.“Ordinary people are suffering a 
lot because of sanctions,” he says. ”They 
are tightening their belts; they need rice.” 
He sees compassion, not punishment, as 
the pathway to peace on the peninsula. 
“We act as a bridge between the two Ko-
reas, so we try to create a climate of trust 
that can facilitate the work of those who 
will come after us.” 

Sanctions are a complicated tool of international re-
lations, taking myriad forms and functioning within 
a wider framework of diplomatic or military action. 
Faithful citizens must:  

•	 Discern whether sanctions are being employed 
strategically and nonviolently, according to the 
criteria listed above; 

•	 Listen to the voices of ordinary citizens and those 
who accompany them on the ground in targeted 
countries; and 

•	 Urge leaders to ease or lift sanctions that threaten 
civilians either directly or indirectly, especially in 
response to disasters such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic.  

 Act 

Pray
“May the risen Jesus grant hope to all the 
poor… May these, the most vulnerable of our 
brothers and sisters… not be abandoned… In 
light of the present circumstances, may in-
ternational sanctions be relaxed, since these 
make it difficult for countries on which they 
have been imposed to provide adequate sup-
port to their citizens.” 
– Pope Francis, Ubi et Orbi message, Easter 
2020

   Facts: U.S. Sanctions Today
•	 The U.S. Department of the Treasury maintains various forms of sanctions on over 35 targets around the 

world, and the Department of State lists over 20 sanctions programs it helps to oversee.  
•	 Most notable among these are broad-reaching sanctions on Iran, North Korea, Venezuela, Syria, and Cuba, all 

of which have been condemned by faith groups and human rights organizations for harming civilians.

Too often, the use of sanctions violates Catholic 
values of nonviolence and just peace by failing 
both to protect the vulnerable and to effectively 
advance the cause of reconciliation and sustain-
able peace. 

Even when employed with legitimate objectives 
such as halting corruption, human rights viola-
tions, or preparations for war, Catholic social 
teaching requires that sanctions “be used with 
great discernment and must be subjected to strict 
legal and ethical criteria.”  They should be ap-
plied: 

•	 Multilaterally, 
•	 In conjunction with other diplomatic tools and 

ongoing dialogue,  
•	 With a timetable and clear incentives for pos-

itive action,  
•	 And must not result in harm to civilians.

https://www.maryknollmagazine.org/2017/01/mission-love-korea/
http://www.heraldmalaysia.com/news/fr-hammond-north-koreans-exhausted-by-sanctions-famine-and-disease/48137/1
https://www.umcjustice.org/who-we-are/social-principles-and-resolutions/guidelines-for-the-imposition-of-sanctions-6043
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/urbi/documents/papa-francesco_20200412_urbi-et-orbi-pasqua.html
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/programs/pages/programs.aspx
https://www.state.gov/economic-sanctions-programs/
https://theconversation.com/us-is-already-fighting-a-conflict-with-iran-an-economic-war-that-is-hurting-the-wrong-people-117568
https://maryknollogc.org/article/north-korea-human-cost-sanctions
https://www.dw.com/en/the-human-cost-of-the-us-sanctions-on-venezuela/a-50647399
https://maryknollogc.org/statements/covid-19-and-middle-east-sanctions
https://theconversation.com/pope-francis-and-cuba-replacing-embargo-with-encounter-35649
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/peace/documents/papa-francesco_20161208_messaggio-l-giornata-mondiale-pace-2017.html
https://nonviolencejustpeace.net/who-we-are/frequently-asked-questions/#justpeace
http://vcnv.org/
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/justpeace/documents/rc_pc_justpeace_doc_20060526_compendio-dott-soc_en.html#Measures%20against%20those%20who%20threaten%20peace
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/justpeace/documents/rc_pc_justpeace_doc_20060526_compendio-dott-soc_en.html#Measures%20against%20those%20who%20threaten%20peace

