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Abstract

The research was aimed at axiological analysis of economic sanctions and 
their impact on fundamental legal values, in particular, human rights and 
state sovereignty. The study was conducted based on a comprehensive 
combination of general scientific and special legal methods. A set of methods 
was used, in particular comparative legal, formal legal methods within 
the framework of a systematic approach, which allowed comprehensively 
assessing the impact of sanctions on legal systems, international norms, 
and state sovereignty. The study found that sanctions, as an instrument 
of international pressure, have a serious impact on state sovereignty and 
human rights. Their application often jeopardises the fundamental rights 

https://environmentalscience.com.ua/en
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-7837-1918
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0150-1571


26
Economic sanctions as a challenge to legal theory...

Law. Human. Environment. 2025. Vol. 16, No. 4

of citizens, in particular, economic rights such as access to work, social security, and essential goods 
and services. Sanctions can lead to violations of the rights to life, dignity, and development, especially 
when restrictions on access to resources affect the general population, including the most vulnerable 
social groups. It was also found that the selectivity of the application of sanctions and their unequal 
implementation often lead to double standards in international relations, which undermines confidence 
in international legal mechanisms. In addition, sanctions can undermine state sovereignty, creating 
prerequisites for external interference in the internal affairs of the state, which further complicates 
the protection of citizens’ rights. Therefore, sanctions not only increase political isolation, but also call 
into question the principles of human rights and the international rule of law. The results obtained 
indicate the need to harmonise international standards of sanctions policy, develop mechanisms for 
monitoring the effectiveness of sanctions, and introduce humanitarian exceptions to minimise their 
negative impact

Keywords: global security; democratic values; public order; international politics; countermeasures

Introduction

The relevance of the study of economic sanctions 
as an instrument of international policy is condi-
tioned by their growing role in resolving inter-
national conflicts, deterring states that violate 
international norms, and ensuring global securi-
ty. Sanctions are imposed both by leading inter-
national organisations (the United Nations, the 
European Union,  etc.) and by individual states, 
which raises questions about their legitimacy, ef-
fectiveness, and compliance with legal principles. 
Despite the fact that sanctions are often present-
ed as a means of protecting democratic values 
and human rights, their consequences can be 
contradictory, in particular, leading to violations 
of the socio-economic rights of the civilian pop-
ulation and restrictions on state sovereignty. The 
problem of the study is that the application of eco-
nomic sanctions often goes beyond international 
legal norms, which raises questions about their 
legal nature and compliance with the principles 
of equality and sovereignty of states. In particular, 
the principle of sovereign equality of states, con-
solidated in Article 2 of the United Nations Char-
ter (1945), provides that no state can interfere in 
the internal affairs of another. However, economic 

sanctions, as an instrument of external pressure, 
often contribute to limiting the sovereignty of 
states, which can violate this principle. In addi-
tion, the application of sanctions sometimes vi-
olates the principles of equality between states, 
since unilateral sanctions can be applied with-
out a corresponding decision of the UN Security 
Council, which is a violation of the requirements 
of Article 24 of the Charter.

The analysis of the scientific literature on 
economic sanctions indicates that researchers 
pay considerable attention to the legal, politi-
cal, and economic aspects of this phenomenon. 
Research by A.A.  Gonchar  (2024) focused on 
the mechanisms of legal regulation of European 
Union sanctions, covering the processes of their 
initiation and implementation. The researcher 
emphasised the need for clear legal regulation of 
sanctions procedures.

A separate area of research is the assess-
ment of the effectiveness of sanctions in the in-
ternational legal aspect. K.V. Gromovenko (2021) 
considered economic sanctions as a means of 
international pressure, concluding that their ef-
fectiveness is limited due to the contradiction 
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between the declared goals and the actual hu-
manitarian consequences, and due to ambiguous 
compliance with international law. The paper 
examined in detail the cases of circumvention of 
sanctions and their consequences, but does not 
sufficiently consider the social aspects of sanc-
tions influence, in particular, the protection of 
human rights.

An important addition to the topic is the 
study by A.O. Gnitii et al. (2024), which analysed 
the mechanisms for ensuring the implementation 
of sanctions measures in the EU. The researchers 
concluded that the effectiveness of the sanctions 
policy largely depends on the level of control over 
its compliance, especially in the financial sector, 
which is critical in the context of protecting hu-
man rights and ensuring state sovereignty un-
der external pressure. However, the study main-
ly focused on European experience and did not 
consider the sanctions mechanisms of other in-
ternational organisations, such as the UN or the Or-
ganisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe.

Considerable attention was also paid to the 
use of sanctions as a means of foreign policy in-
fluence. The study by O.M.  Sokolovska  (2022) 
considered economic sanctions as one of the key 
instruments of foreign policy influence of states. 
She stressed that sanctions are often used not 
only to change the behaviour of the object of 
sanctions, but also to demonstrate the political 
position of the initiator. In the context of the axi-
ological analysis proposed in this paper, the find-
ings by O.M.  Sokolovska  (2022) are particularly 
important because they point to a potential con-
flict between the strategic interests of states and 
fundamental legal values  – in particular, respect 
for human rights and respect for sovereignty. This 
helps to better understand the moral and legal di-
lemma that arises when applying sanctions as a 
means of pressure.

The study by K. Flissak (2019) analysed the 
evolution of sanctions policy in the context of 

changes in the international legal order. The re-
searcher noted that economic sanctions, although 
positioned as an instrument of diplomatic influ-
ence, often violate the principles of sovereign 
equality of states, and can also create dispropor-
tionate pressure on the population of the target 
country, which, in turn, calls into question their 
compliance with the basic norms of international 
humanitarian law.

The study by T.S.  Yarovoy  (2024) consid-
ered sanctions as a component of national pol-
icy that can promote or, conversely, hinder the 
development of civil society, depending on the 
nature of their application. The researcher noted 
that excessive or politically motivated sanctions 
pressure can have the opposite effect  – lead to 
the curtailment of democratic freedoms and the 
strengthening of authoritarian practices in target 
states, which directly affects the observance of 
human rights. It is also emphasised that the le-
gality of sanctions should be assessed not only on 
the formal grounds of adoption, but also on the 
consequences for the sovereignty of states that 
fall under restrictive measures.

Research has largely focused on the impact 
of sanctions on the socio-economic rights of the 
population. R. Akter and R. Hossain (2021) found 
that economic sanctions significantly affect the 
implementation of socio-economic rights in re-
cipient countries of sanctions pressure, in par-
ticular, restrict access to basic services, worsen 
living conditions of the population, and cause an 
increase in humanitarian crises. The researchers 
concluded that sanctions, especially those of a 
sectoral nature, may run counter to international 
human rights obligations. This underscores the 
need for their legal assessment not only in view 
of their political relevance, but also in the context 
of international humanitarian law and the princi-
ples of proportionality and non-discrimination.

T.C.  Morgan  et al.  (2023) investigated the 
evolution and impact of sanctions, in particular, 
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their role in current international challenges. The 
researchers noted the growing role of sanctions 
in world politics, but left open the question of the 
long-term effectiveness of these measures. D. Lek-
tzian and G. Mkrtchian (2021) analysed the impact 
of sanctions on economic freedom, noting that 
economic pressures can lead to increased gov-
ernment control and reduced market freedoms. 
The paper highlighted an important aspect of the 
sanctions policy, but did not offer mechanisms to 
minimise the negative impact of sanctions on eco-
nomic freedom in sanctioned countries.

Thus, the analysis of scientific sources shows 
that despite the widespread attention to the legal 
and economic aspects of sanctions, the axiological 
dimensions of this phenomenon remain insuffi-
ciently developed. In particular, there is a lack of 
thorough research that would assess the legality of 
sanctions through the prism of respect for human 
rights and respect for state sovereignty. In this 
context, it is relevant to further investigate how 
sanctions relate to the fundamental values of inter-
national law and whether they undermine the axi-
ological foundations of contemporary legal theory.

The purpose of the study was to conduct an 
axiological analysis of economic sanctions in the 
context of their impact on fundamental legal val-
ues, in particular, human rights and state sover-
eignty. To achieve this goal, the study performed 
the following tasks: analysed the legal nature of 
economic sanctions and their compliance with in-
ternational law; assessed the impact of sanctions 
on human rights, in particular, the socio-econom-
ic rights of citizens in sanctioned states; investi-
gated the problem of balance between the right of 
states to sovereignty and the right of the interna-
tional community to apply sanctions.

Materials and Methods

The study of economic sanctions as a challenge 
to legal theory was conducted based on a com-
prehensive combination of general scientific and  

special legal methods. This approach has facili-
tated a systematic investigation of the axiological 
impact of sanctions on human rights and state 
sovereignty in an international legal context. The 
main method of research was comparative legal 
analysis, which was used to assess the impact of 
economic sanctions on the legal systems of var-
ious states and their compliance with interna-
tional legal norms. Within the framework of this 
method, the norms of international law regulating 
sanctions mechanisms were compared with the 
regulatory legal acts of the EU and the UN. In par-
ticular, such documents as Charter of the United 
Nations (1945), Treaty on European Union (1992), 
Regulation of the Council of European Union 
No.  2580/2001 “On Specific Restrictive Meas-
ures Directed Against Certain Persons and Enti-
ties with a View to Combating Terrorism” (2001), 
Regulation of the Council of European Union 
No.  833/2014 “On the Restrictive Measures in 
View of Russiaʼs Actions Destabilising the Situation 
in Ukraine” (2014), Resolution the General Assem-
bly No. 2019A/RES/74/200 “Unilateral Economic 
Measures as a Means of Political and Economic 
Coercion Against Developing Countries”  (2019).

The formal legal method was used to analyse 
the structure and content of legal acts regulating 
the sanctions policy, in particular, to determine 
the legal grounds for imposing sanctions, pro-
cedures for their adoption, and mechanisms for 
monitoring their compliance. Special attention 
was paid to the compliance of sanctions with the 
principles of international law, such as the prin-
ciple of sovereign equality of states, the inad-
missibility of collective punishment and respect 
for fundamental human rights. The method of a 
systematic approach helped to comprehensively 
study the relationship of economic sanctions with 
political, legal and economic processes in the in-
ternational arena. Within the framework of this 
approach, the multi-level consequences of sanc-
tions policies were analysed both for the states 
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subject to sanctions and for the countries that im-
pose them, considering the global redistribution 
of geopolitical forces. Special attention was paid 
to the structural impact of sanctions on domestic 
political processes, changes in the course of for-
eign policy, the reaction of financial markets and 
socio-economic indicators.

To assess the impact of sanctions on human 
rights, an analysis was used that included studies 
of real cases, in particular, sanctions against Syr-
ia, Iran, and North Korea. The study was based on 
a number of international legal documents and 
reports of international organisations, including 
reports of the UN Special Rapporteur  (2018), 
OHCHR (2019), and Human Rights Watch (2019; 
2020). The analysis focused on such socio-eco-
nomic rights as the right to work, education, 
health and social security, and the humanitarian 
consequences of sanctions – access to food, med-
ical services, international assistance, and the 
impact on migration processes. Special emphasis 
was placed on the data of the report of the Inde-
pendent International Commission of Inquiry on 
the Syrian Arab Republic  (2023), which records 
large-scale human rights violations in conditions 
of increased isolation. The study of these sources 
allowed covering a broad picture of the legal con-
sequences of sanctions, including in the context of 
international humanitarian law, and the principle 
of state sovereignty.

Results

Essence and classification of economic sanc-
tions. Economic sanctions are an important in-
strument of international policy used to respond 
to threats to international peace and security, vi-
olations of international law, or non-compliance 
with the norms and principles of international 
relations. Sanctions mechanisms provide for the 
introduction of restrictive measures by individual 
states, international organisations or coalitions 
of countries to influence the policy, economy, and  

security situation in a particular state or in relation 
to individuals and institutions. Charter of the Unit-
ed Nations (1945) provides for the possibility of 
applying sanctions as one of the means of support-
ing international security, contributing to the pre-
vention of conflicts, stopping aggressive actions, 
combating human rights violations, countering 
terrorism, and supporting democratic processes.

During 2000-2024, there is a tendency to in-
crease the number of sanctions regimes, which 
is conditioned by the globalisation of economic 
processes, the deepening interdependence of na-
tional economies, and the internationalisation of 
financial flows. In such circumstances, sanctions 
become more effective as an instrument of influ-
ence, since violations or restrictions on economic 
ties can cause significant negative consequences 
for the states subject to sanctions. This is especially 
true for developing countries, as their economies 
are more dependent on external factors, financial 
assistance, international trade and investment.

It is generally accepted that modern threats 
to international peace and security are no longer 
limited to conventional interstate wars. Recent 
threats include terrorism, transnational organ-
ised crime, proliferation of weapons of mass de-
struction, human rights violations, environmental 
disasters, and economic instability. Considering 
these factors, sanctions mechanisms have become 
more developed and diverse, aimed at eliminating 
specific threats or punishing the entities respon-
sible for their occurrence, which, according to 
S.  Kang  et al.  (2023), leads to a deterioration of 
human rights in sanctioned countries.

Economic sanctions are divided into unilater-
al (imposed by individual states) and multilateral 
(approved by international organisations such 
as the UN). There is also a distinction between 
general sanctions that cover entire sectors of the 
economy and targeted sanctions that target spe-
cific individuals or institutions. A separate type 
is financial sanctions, which include asset freezes 
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and restrictions on financial transactions (Mey-
er  et al.,  2023). One of the key aspects of inter-
national sanctions is the difference between the 
sanctions mechanisms used by the UN and the EU. 
Although both regimes are aimed at ensuring the 
international rule of law, their legal basis, adop-
tion procedure, binding enforcement and moni-
toring mechanisms differ significantly (Table  1). 
The sanctions imposed by the United Nations are 
based on Article 41 of Title VII of the Charter of 
the United Nations (1945), which provides for the 
possibility of using coercive measures that are 
not related to the use of armed force to maintain 
or restore international peace and security. EU  

sanctions are an instrument of the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), based on ar-
ticles  21 and 29 of the Treaty on European Un-
ion (2012) and are adopted by a decision of the 
EU Council. In accordance with articles 42 (4) and 
43 (2) of the Treaty on European Union (2012), 
the council adopts the legal framework for civil-
ian missions of the Common Security and Defence 
Policy (CSDP). Based on Article 28, member states 
may decide to initiate operational activities, such 
as stabilisation missions. With regard to actions 
in the field of non-proliferation and disarmament, 
the Council shall take decisions based on articles 
28(1) and 31(1) of this Treaty.

Source: compiled by the authors

UN sanctions regime EU sanctions regime

Legal framework
Chapter VII, Article 41 of the Charter of the United 

Nations (1945)
Treaty on European Union (2012)  

(Articles 29, 215)
Decision-making body

UN Security Council Council of the European Union  
(unanimous decision of the member states)

Mandatory execution

Binding on all UN member states Mandatory only for EU member states

Types of sanctions
Trade, financial, transport, arms embargo,  

travel restrictions
Economic, diplomatic, visa restrictions,  

asset freezes, arms embargoes
Possibility of appeal

Limited, revision is possible only  
by a decision of the Security Council

Individuals and legal entities can challenge sanctions  
in the EU Court of Justice

Table 1. Comparative characteristics of the UN and EU sanctions regimes

The legal mechanism for imposing UN sanc-
tions is unified and covers all UN member states. 
According to Article 25 of the UN Charter (1945), 
all member states are required to comply with de-
cisions of the UN Security Council that provide for 
sanctions. Thus, they are binding on all subjects 
of international law, regardless of their position 
on a specific sanctions regime. The main forms of 
UN sanctions are economic and trade restrictions, 
asset freezes, travel bans, arms embargoes, etc. 

An important aspect is that UN sanctions can be 
directed against both states and non-state actors, 
including terrorist organisations and persons in-
volved in violations of international law.

EU sanctions, in turn, can be initiated both 
independently and for the implementation of 
UN Security Council resolutions. However, their 
specificity is that they are not automatic: even if 
the Security Council adopts a corresponding res-
olution, its implementation in the EU requires a  
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separate decision by the EU Council. EU sanctions 
fall into three main categories: UN sanctions, 
which the EU implements in its legislation; au-
tonomous sanctions, which are imposed inde-
pendently of the UN; and sanctions against spe-
cific countries or individuals based on national 
policy decisions (Farzanegan, 2022).

From the standpoint of legal regulation, the 
EU sanctions policy is determined by a number 
of legal acts, among which the EU Council regu-
lations and decisions of the EU Council play a key 
role. For example, Regulation of the Council of 
European Union No.  2580/2001  (2001) defines 
the mechanism for combating terrorism through 
financial restrictions, and Regulation of the Coun-
cil of European Union No.  833/2014  (2014) es-
tablishes economic sanctions against Russia in 
connection with the events in Ukraine. It is im-
portant to note that unlike UN sanctions, which 
apply globally, EU sanctions are applied only on 
the territory of the member states of the Europe-
an Union and in relation to its residents.

Another significant difference is the proce-
dure for adopting sanctions. At the UN, the deci-
sion to impose sanctions is made by the Security 
Council on the basis of a consensus of five perma-
nent members (the United States, Great Britain, 
France, China and Russia), who have the right of 
veto. This often makes it difficult to adopt sanctions 
regimes, especially when the interests of the per-
manent members of the Security Council diverge. 
In the EU, sanctions measures are taken by the EU 
Council with the unanimous approval of member 
states, although in the event of an extension or 
modification of sanctions, decisions by a quali-
fied majority can be applied (Zhou & Wang, 2022)

The practical application of sanctions also 
differs. UN sanctions, being universal, require 
national implementation through the legisla-
tion of member states, which sometimes leads 
to delays or incomplete implementation of sanc-
tions regimes. Moreover, EU sanctions, after the  

adoption of relevant regulations and decisions, 
are binding on all member states and have a direct 
effect that ensures their effectiveness and unified 
implementation. Unilateral sanctions imposed by 
individual states or regional associations, such as 
the European Union or the United States, often 
cause controversy over their legality (Alhassan et 
al., 2023). There is no general mechanism in in-
ternational law that explicitly authorises or pro-
hibits the use of unilateral restrictive measures 
outside of UN Security Council sanctions. This 
creates a legal gap that is interpreted differently 
by different states and legal schools.

In particular, the UN General Assembly has 
repeatedly criticised unilateral sanctions that 
may violate the sovereignty of states, the prin-
ciples of non-interference in internal affairs 
and human rights (Gutmann  et al.,  2021). The 
Resolution the General Assembly No.  2019a/
RES/74/200 (2019) notes that unilateral restric-
tive measures are incompatible with internation-
al law when they are introduced bypassing UN 
mechanisms. The UN International Law Commis-
sion has also repeatedly drawn attention to the 
need for a clear distinction between legitimate 
means of coercion and measures that may quali-
fy as disproportionate or discriminatory (Early & 
Peksen, 2022).

From a legal standpoint, the imposition of 
sanctions by states or regional organisations can 
only be justified under certain conditions, in par-
ticular, as countermeasures in response to viola-
tions of jus cogens norms or to ensure compliance 
with international law. However, even in such cas-
es, these measures must meet the criteria of pro-
portionality, temporality and non-selectivity, as 
stated in the decisions of the International Court 
of Justice, in particular in the case of “Nicaragua 
v. United States of America”  (1986). The legiti-
macy of sanctions in contemporary internation-
al law is closely linked to their source, adoption 
procedure, and compliance with fundamental  
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principles. Unilateral sanctions remain the sub-
ject of scientific and political debate, especially 
given their impact on civilians and the potential 
abuse of economic leverage in global politics.

Axiological analysis of the impact of eco-
nomic sanctions on human rights. Economic 
sanctions have a mixed impact on the system of 
values of society, the economic stability of the 
state and the well-being of citizens, which re-
quires an in-depth analysis of their effectiveness 
and compliance with the fundamental principles 
of human rights. One of the main arguments in 
favour of sanctions is their role in protecting hu-
man rights by putting pressure on authoritarian 
regimes that violate democratic principles and re-
press the population. In particular, in such cases, 
sanctions become a catalyst for political change, 
encouraging governments to reform the political 
system and comply with international human 
rights standards. However, the practical appli-
cation of economic sanctions demonstrates that 
they often lead to negative humanitarian conse-
quences, affecting primarily the most vulnerable 
segments of the population. For example, in the 
case of Iran, sanctions had serious humanitarian 
consequences, despite the fact that medicines 
and humanitarian aid were not formally subject 
to sanctions restrictions. According to a report 
by Human Rights Watch (2019), restrictions im-
posed by the United States have significantly com-
plicated financial transactions, making it impossi-
ble to purchase important medicines and medical 
equipment. This has had a particularly acute im-
pact on patients with rare diseases, cancer, and 
blood disorders, who have become almost impos-
sible to receive treatment. The report notes that 
as a result of the sanctions, a significant part of 
the population was deprived of the basic right to 
health care, which is contrary to international hu-
man rights obligations.

In the case of Venezuela, in 2019, UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights Michelle  

Bachelet expressed concern about new sanctions 
imposed by the United States of America against 
the regime of Nicolas Maduro. She noted that 
these restrictions, which were intended to put 
pressure on the country’s authorities, can cause 
serious harm to the population and lead to vio-
lations of basic human rights. Bachelet stressed 
that the sanctions are “extremely large-scale” and 
do not provide sufficient safeguards to minimise 
their negative impact on the delivery of humani-
tarian aid and public access to basic needs (Kole-
snichenko, 2019).

In 2019, the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights published 
a report highlighting the human rights situation 
in North Korea (OHCHR, 2020). According to this 
report, the country has recorded an increase in 
cases of human rights violations, including crimes 
against humanity. In particular, increased securi-
ty tensions have led to increased control over the 
movement of people and new violations of free-
dom of speech and political rights. The UN has re-
ceived reports of the tragic fate of those returned 
to North Korea, including cases of torture, beat-
ings, food deprivation, and sexual violence.

In international legal doctrine, the question 
of the relationship between sanctions and human 
rights remains the subject of heated discussions. 
For example, according to the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights  (1948), everyone has the 
right to an adequate standard of living, including 
food, health care, and social security (Article 25). 
In addition, the International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) guaran-
tees the right to work and social protection (arti-
cles 6-9). Thus, economic sanctions that lead to a 
significant deterioration in the well-being of the 
population may run counter to the fundamental 
principles of international law. Among the most il-
lustrative examples of countries under long-term 
sanctions regimes, it is worth considering Syria, 
Iran, Russia, and North Korea (Table 2).
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A separate area of axiological analysis is the 
impact of sanctions on social justice and econom-
ic stability of a state subject to sanctions regimes. 
There is an opinion that sanctions that restrict a 
country’s access to world markets can strengthen 
the position of authoritarian regimes, since they 
create prerequisites for reinforcing state control 
over the economy and society (Felbermayr  et 
al.,  2020). In this aspect, it is worth mentioning 
the sanctions regimes against Iran and North Ko-
rea, which did not lead to drastic political changes, 
but caused significant socio-economic difficulties.

In particular, in Syria, according to the Office 
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights (OHCHR), long-term US and EU sanc-
tions combined with internal conflict have led to 
a sharp decline in living standards, a shortage of 
medical supplies and food, which disproportion-
ately hit the civilian population. The report of the 
Independent International Commission of Inquiry 
on the Syrian Arab Republic (2023) notes that re-
strictions in the field of banking operations make 
international humanitarian transfers impossible, 
which is particularly harmful to the implemen-
tation of Health and education programmes. In 
addition, in the case of Iran, according to Human 

Rights Watch (2020), restrictions imposed by the 
United States after withdrawing from the nuclear 
deal led to a significant reduction in imports of vi-
tal medicines and medical equipment. Despite the 
fact that medical products were not formally sanc-
tioned, indirect consequences – blocking financial 
transactions and insurance services  – made it 
difficult to access them. This directly affected the 
exercise of the right to health care enshrined in 
international law.

An important aspect of the sanctions policy is 
the development of mechanisms for humanitari-
an exceptions that allow providing the population 
with vital goods. UN Security Council Resolution 
No.  2615  (2021) provides for the possibility of 
providing humanitarian assistance to Afghani-
stan, despite sanctions against representatives of 
the Taliban government. Such exceptions apply in 
the EU sanctions policy, for example, in relation to 
Belarus, where the sanctions regime does not re-
strict humanitarian aid. Economic sanctions have 
a contradictory impact: on the one hand, they are 
an effective tool of international pressure, on the 
other – they can violate human rights, especially 
of vulnerable groups of the population. Optimis-
ing sanctions mechanisms, targeting them, and 

Country, period Reason for imposition Consequences

Syria 
(2011-present)

The repression of the 
Bashar al-Assad regime 

against civilians during the 
civil war.

Decline in GDP. Hyperinflation, depreciation of the national 
currency. Shortage of basic goods, in particular, medicines and 
food. Rising unemployment and poverty levels. Humanitarian 

crisis.

Iran 
(2018-present)

Restoration of US sanctions 
due to withdrawal from 

the nuclear deal (JCPOA).

Reduction of oil exports, which is a key source of foreign 
exchange earnings. Decline in living standards of the population, 

rise in unemployment. Shortage of medicines and medical 
equipment. Increased protest movements due to economic 

difficulties.

Russia 
(2014-present)

Annexation of Crimea, 
military aggression against 

Ukraine.

Shortage of Western technologies and imported goods. 
Inflation and decline in the purchasing power of the population. 

Deterioration of living standards due to rising prices. Mass 
relocation of highly qualified personnel and businesses.

North Korea 
(2004-present) 

Nuclear tests and 
violations of UN 

resolutions.

Lack of access to advanced technologies. Weak economy, 
dependence on contraband supplies. Massive human rights 

violations through centralised resource allocation. Spread of the 
shadow economy as a means of survival.

Table 1. Consequences of the impact of economic sanctions on the well-being of the population

Source: compiled by authors based on the EU Sanctions Map (2025)
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continuously monitoring humanitarian conse-
quences are key challenges for the international 
community to ensure a balance between global 
security and human rights.

Sanctions and state sovereignty. State 
sovereignty is a fundamental principle of inter-
national law that determines the independence 
and equality of states in international relations. 
According to the UN Charter, all states, regardless 
of their political, economic or military character-
istics, have equal rights and obligations, includ-
ing the right to non-interference in their internal 
affairs. However, the introduction of sanctions, 
especially in the form of unilateral economic or 
political restrictions, raises discussions about 
their compliance with the principle of sovereign 
equality of states and international legal norms.

On the one hand, sanctions are justified by 
the need to respond to violations of internation-
al law, prevent aggression or fight terrorism and 
human rights violations. On the other hand, their 
effectiveness and legitimacy depend on the objec-
tivity and transparency of their implementation 
mechanisms. In this context, the problem of “dou-
ble standards” arises, when sanctions are applied 
selectively depending on the political or economic 
interests of key global actors. For example, in the 
case of the annexation of Crimea in 2014, a num-
ber of Western countries imposed large-scale 
sanctions against Russia, while in similar situa-
tions in other regions, in particular in the Middle 
East, such a harsh reaction was absent or limited 
to symbolic measures. 

In the practice of international relations, uni-
lateral sanctions imposed without a UN Security 
Council mandate often cause criticism about their 
compliance with the principle of state sovereign-
ty. The Declaration on Principles of International 
law concerning Friendly Relations and Coopera-
tion Among States in Accordance with the Charter 
of the United Nations (1970) emphasises the duty 
of states to refrain from any interference in the 

internal affairs of other countries, including eco-
nomic pressure. Thus, unilateral sanctions that 
are not approved by multilateral mechanisms can 
be seen as a form of coercion that undermines the 
principle of sovereign equality.

In particular, UN Special Rapporteur (2018) 
points out that unilateral sanctions applied out-
side the framework of international law can vi-
olate the right to development and undermine 
the stability of the countries that are subject 
to them. The report notes that the frequent use 
of such measures undermines the authority of 
the international legal order and sets dangerous 
precedents. For example, Iran has repeatedly ap-
pealed to international institutions to criticise US 
sanctions as violating both its sovereign right to 
economic development and the basic principles 
of international justice. The report of the Secre-
tary-General (A/73/331,  2018) states that the 
sanctions imposed on the Iranian government are 
directed not only against the political authorities, 
but against the entire nation, undermining its fun-
damental rights and development opportunities. 
Similarly, in the case of “Islamic Republic of Iran 
v. United States of America” (2018), Iran’s right to 
trade in humanitarian products was recognised, 
despite the restrictions imposed. In addition, the 
example of Cuba shows the long-term impact of 
unilateral US sanctions on the country’s economic 
system and international relations. In UN Gener-
al Assembly Resolution No. A/RES/77/7 (2022), 
187 states supported the lifting of restrictions, 
emphasising their negative impact on the coun-
try’s socio-economic development and violation 
of its sovereignty.

Thus, sanctions, especially unilateral ones 
imposed without the consent of the internation-
al community, are not only an instrument of ge-
opolitical pressure, but also a factor that directly 
affects the sovereignty of states. They can contrib-
ute to the fragmentation of the international legal 
system and increase conflicts between the norms 
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of force and the norms of law. To ensure the legit-
imacy of the sanctions mechanism, it is necessary 
to strengthen the role of international institutions, 
primarily the UN Security Council, and develop 
a clear legal framework that takes into account 
the balance between protecting the internation-
al legal order and respecting state sovereignty.

Discussion

During 2000-2024, there was a steady trend to-
wards an increase in the number of sanctions 
regimes, which is largely conditioned by the 
strengthening of global interdependence and the 
spread of the concept of state responsibility for 
compliance with international law. As noted by 
G. Moteng et al. (2023), sanctions imposed on de-
veloping countries, in particular, in the form of re-
strictions on financial flows and energy transac-
tions, lead to an increase in energy poverty and a 
decrease in investment attractiveness. These find-
ings are supported by the results of the current 
study, according to which countries with a high 
level of dependence on foreign capital (in par-
ticular, foreign direct investment and credit pro-
grammes of international financial institutions) 
show increased vulnerability to the consequences 
of sanctions that go beyond the energy sector.

In countries with low levels of economic di-
versification, such as Venezuela or Iran, there is 
a clear link between sanctions pressure and sys-
temic economic destabilisation, including declin-
ing industrial production, inflation, and the de-
cline of healthcare and education. In this context, 
it is important to emphasise that sanctions have a 
complex impact: restricting access to internation-
al payment systems and capital markets causes a 
chain reaction that exacerbates fiscal imbalances, 
slows down the development of infrastructure 
projects, and reduces the level of social well-being.

As part of the study, it was revealed that 
sanctions pressure, especially in its unilateral 
format, has a complex and ambiguous impact on 

the implementation of human rights and sover-
eign opportunities of states. This correlates with 
the critical approach proposed by B. Korf (2023), 
which saw sanctions as part of a broader paradox-
ical development logic: on the one hand, they can 
increase pressure on power regimes, and on the 
other, they create conditions in which the popu-
lation suffers from restrictions on access to ba-
sic resources, services and guarantees. A similar 
situation can be traced in this study, which found 
that the effects of sanctions significantly affect 
social groups that are not directly related to po-
litical elites or sanctions decisions, in particular, 
women, children, and people with disabilities. 
Special attention should be paid to the remark by 
B. Korf (2023) regarding the cynicism of the inter-
national development regime, in which sanctions 
are often disguised as instruments of humani-
tarian influence, although in fact they lead to in-
creased instability and violations of basic rights. 
The results of this analysis partially confirm this 
thesis: sanctions, which are declared as a human 
rights or democratic tool, in practice often lead 
to the erosion of sovereignty, increasing depend-
ence on external actors and narrowing the ability 
of the national legal system to exercise its powers 
independently.

In turn, Q. Fu et al. (2023) examined the re-
lationship between international sanctions and 
environmental innovation, emphasising that 
sanctions slow down innovation processes due to 
restrictions on access to technology and financial 
resources. Although this study did not focus on 
environmental aspects, the results confirm a sim-
ilar trend: sanctions create significant difficulties 
for modernising institutional and economic infra-
structure, limiting the ability of states to perform 
social functions that directly affect the level of re-
spect for human rights. However, unlike Q. Fu et 
al. (2023), the current study noted that the nega-
tive impact is not limited to the technology sector, 
but also covers the political system as a whole, 
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increasing the risks of losing state control over 
domestic politics and economic independence.

The issue of selectivity in the application of 
sanctions is also extremely relevant in interna-
tional relations. Despite the fact that sanctions are 
positioned as a universal mechanism of responsi-
bility for violations of international law, their appli-
cation often depends on the political and strategic 
interests of influential states. This creates a situ-
ation of “double standards”, when some countries 
are subject to strict restrictions, while others, de-
spite such violations, avoid sanctions or face only 
minor restrictions. This situation undermines the 
credibility of the international sanctions mecha-
nism and calls into question its effectiveness as 
an instrument for ensuring the international rule 
of law. In this context, the analysis by H. Veltmey-
er  (2020) of the impact of imperialist trends on 
global economic processes pointed out that sanc-
tions policies are often used as a mechanism for 
controlling the economic development of indi-
vidual countries, rather than as a means of sup-
porting international law. Similar critical views in 
the context of international criminal justice were 
expressed by H.  Wang and D.  Tatarinov  (2024).

The difference between the sanctions applied 
by the UN and the EU is determined separately. 
UN sanctions are based on the UN Charter, while 
EU sanctions are part of a common foreign and se-
curity policy. This is confirmed by the analysis of 
T.C. Nguyen et al. (2022), which noted the differ-
ence in approaches to sanctions between interna-
tional organisations. The results of the study also 
confirm this difference, highlighting the impor-
tance of international coordination to maximise 
the impact of sanctions.

M.  Prasad and M.  Zaloznaya  (2021) empha-
sised that the effectiveness of responding to ex-
ternal pressure largely depends on the level of 
institutional organisation and the ability of state 
structures. This study also shows that states with 
lower levels of administrative autonomy and weak 

state infrastructure are more vulnerable to sanc-
tions, which complicates the implementation of in-
ternationally recognised human rights, in particu-
lar, access to basic services, health, and education.

The study by M. Splinter and J. Klomp (2022) 
examined the macroeconomic consequences 
of sanctions, in particular, the potential risk of 
economic destabilisation in target countries. 
Although the present study did not consider in-
dicators of economic growth, the results of the 
analysis indicate significant social consequences 
of sanctions, which indirectly confirms the as-
sumption of their destructive role. In particular, 
economic pressures have been found to impede 
access to vital resources, such as health, food, and 
energy, which directly affects the exercise of hu-
man rights. Thus, in comparison with the authors’ 
approach, the focus of this study was mainly on 
the humanitarian dimension of sanctions policy, 
and not on purely economic indicators.

The paper by O.  Zveriev  (2024) considered 
economic sanctions as an instrument of politi-
cal influence with ambiguous consequences, in 
particular in terms of long-term social effects. 
Although the political consolidation of the popu-
lation around the authorities was not the subject 
of the analysis of this study, the results confirm 
another opinion of the author – about significant 
negative socio-economic pressure, which is not 
accompanied by the achievement of the stated 
political goals. This can be seen in countries such 
as Iran and North Korea, where sanctions have re-
stricted access to basic resources and exacerbat-
ed social imbalances without ensuring democra-
tisation or reducing authoritarianism.

On the one hand, sanctions can play the role 
of a deterrent tool that encourages the target state 
to comply with international norms and stand-
ards. On the other hand, their impact on state sov-
ereignty can be ambiguous, since sanctions often 
limit the state’s ability to freely determine its own 
economic, political and social policies.
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Research by K.V.  Gromovenko  (2021) em-
phasised the importance of international legal 
aspects of economic sanctions, in particular, their 
effective application in the context of ensuring hu-
man rights. The researcher noted that sanctions, 
although used as an instrument of pressure on 
offending states, are often of limited effectiveness 
due to the complexity of ensuring compliance 
with international norms and the instability of le-
gal control. The results are consistent with these 
findings, as they show that sanctions pressure on 
countries that violate international obligations 
does not always lead to the desired changes in 
their policies. In particular, when sanctions are 
applied to states with low levels of legal and insti-
tutional capacity, they can only deepen socio-eco-
nomic problems without significantly affecting 
the political situation.

Summing up the results of the study, it can 
be noted that economic sanctions are a complex 
and contradictory instrument of international 
pressure, which has both positive and negative 
consequences for the states on which they are im-
posed. Literature analysis showed that sanctions 
can serve the function of protecting human rights, 
but their impact is often limited by socio-econom-
ic difficulties for the population living in the coun-
tries to which they are applied. Accordingly, the 
effectiveness of sanctions does not always meet 
their goals, especially in conditions of low insti-
tutional capacity and political instability in the 
target countries.

Conclusions

As a result of the study, the legal nature of eco-
nomic sanctions and their compliance with in-
ternational law was comprehensively analysed; 
the impact of sanctions policy on human rights, 
in particular socio-economic rights of citizens in 
sanctioned states, was assessed; and the problem 
of balance between the sovereignty of states and 
the right of the international community to apply 

sanctions was investigated. Regarding the legal 
nature of economic sanctions, it was established 
that they are a complex instrument of interna-
tional regulation, combining economic, political 
and legal aspects. Although international law al-
lows the use of sanctions as a measure of coercion 
in response to violations of international norms, 
the lack of uniform international standards for 
their implementation creates conditions for their 
arbitrary use by individual states or international 
organisations. As part of the study, it was found 
that sanctions imposed unilaterally without the 
appropriate approval of the UN Security Council 
may contradict the principles of international law, 
in particular, the principle of non-interference in 
the internal affairs of states and the principle of 
sovereign equality. However, it should be noted 
that even multilateral sanctions, supported by a 
majority of international actors, can cause legal 
contradictions, especially if their impact extends 
to the basic rights of citizens who are not involved 
in the political decisions of the government of 
their country. This situation often occurs when 
sanctions result in restrictions on access to essen-
tial goods and services, such as medical supplies, 
food or energy, which directly violates states’ ob-
ligations to respect economic, social, and cultural 
rights consolidated in international agreements, 
such as the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights. However, it calls into 
question the principles of sovereignty and rela-
tions between states, where some actors try to 
influence the domestic policies of others through 
economic mechanisms, which does not always 
meet international human rights standards.

Assessing the impact of sanctions on human 
rights, it was found that, despite their focus on 
correcting the political behaviour of states, they 
can have negative consequences for the socio-eco-
nomic rights of citizens. In particular, restrictions 
on financial transactions, blocking assets, ban-
ning exports and imports, and other economic 
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restrictions lead to a decline in living standards, 
violations of the right to work, and restrictions 
on access to critical goods, in particular, medical 
products and food. In addition, it was noted that 
in the context of sanctions pressure, there is often 
a centralisation of power and an increase in au-
thoritarian tendencies in sanctioned states, which 
further restricts civil rights. The best approach to 
resolving this contradiction is to develop univer-
sal standards of sanctions policy under the aus-
pices of the UN or other reputable international 
institutions, which would allow for a more fair and 
transparent mechanism for sanctions regulation.

Further research in this area may be aimed 
at developing new approaches to assessing the 
effectiveness of sanctions measures, considering 
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Анотація

Дослідження було спрямоване на аксіологічний аналіз економічних санкцій та їхнього впливу на 
фундаментальні правові цінності, зокрема права людини й державний суверенітет. Дослідження 
проводилося на основі комплексного поєднання загальнонаукових і спеціальних юридичних 
методів. Для дослідження було використано комплекс методів, зокрема порівняльно-правовий, 
формально-юридичний методи у межах системного підходу, що дозволило всебічно оцінити 
вплив санкцій на правові системи, міжнародні норми та державний суверенітет. У ході 
дослідження встановлено, що санкції, як інструмент міжнародного тиску, мають серйозний вплив 
на державний суверенітет і права людини. Їх застосування часто ставить під загрозу основні 
права громадян, зокрема економічні права, такі як доступ до праці, соціального забезпечення та 
необхідних товарів і послуг. Санкції можуть призводити до порушення прав на життя, гідність 
та розвиток, особливо в умовах, коли обмеження доступу до ресурсів торкаються широких 
верств населення, включаючи найбільш вразливі соціальні групи. Також було зʼясовано, що 
вибірковість застосування санкцій і нерівне їхнє виконання часто призводять до виникнення 
подвійних стандартів у міжнародних відносинах, що підриває довіру до міжнародних правових 
механізмів. Крім того, санкції можуть підривати державний суверенітет, створюючи передумови 
для зовнішнього втручання у внутрішні справи держави, що ще більше ускладнює захист прав 
громадян. Відтак санкції не тільки посилюють політичну ізоляцію, але й ставлять під питання 
принципи прав людини та міжнародного правопорядку. Отримані результати засвідчили 
необхідність гармонізації міжнародних стандартів санкційної політики, розробки механізмів 
моніторингу ефективності санкцій та запровадження гуманітарних винятків для мінімізації 
їхнього негативного впливу

Ключові слова: глобальна безпека; демократичні цінності; публічний порядок; міжнародна 
політика; контрзаходи
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