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ver the years, sanctions have emerged as a preferred foreign-policy tool for many States, 

especially in the West. Sanctions serve a number of  purposes, including the application of  

economic and political pressure on specific governments with a view to change their stance O
on a particular issue. Many developing States, including India and China, have been uncomfortable 

with the growing use of  sanctions by the West since the end of  the Cold War. This paper reviews 

India's attitude towards international sanctions and, in particular, its own history of  imposing 

sanctions on “recalcitrant entities”.

Introduction

Sanctions are one of  the most popular tools of  statecraft. Defined as an instrument, employed by one 

or more international actors against another, with a view to influencing the target's foreign and/or 
1security policy behaviour,  the use of  sanctions as an instrument of  foreign policy is not new. The 

Megarian Decree imposed by the Athenian Empire on Megara in 432 B.C is the oldest documented 

example of  peace-time economic sanctions. The decree, primarily a response to Megara's cultivation 

of  sacred land, was directed against the citizens of  Megara—barring them from trading in the 

Athenian Empire. Since then many States over the centuries have used sanctions to arm-twist and 

change the behaviour of  target countries. International organisations, throughout the 20th century, 

used sanctions to impose their positions. The League of  Nations first imposed sanctions in 1921 

against Yugoslavia when the latter invaded Albania. The organisation imposed or threatened to 
2impose economic sanctions only four times during its existence.  Under Chapter VII of  the United 

Nations Charter, the United Nations (UN) can impose sanctions in the event of  any “threat to peace, 

breach of  peace or act of  aggression”. The 1990s was called the 'Sanction's Decade' in the UN as the 

ISSUE BRIEF # 58SEPTEMBER 2013

Abstract

Rishika Chauhan

India and International Sanctions:
Delhi's Role as a Sanctioner



2 | www.orfonline.org | September 2013

number of  sanction cases increased from two in the Cold War period (against Rhodesia and South 

Africa) to 50 between 1990 and 2000. 

UN sanctions evolved after the end of  Cold War, acquiring a more focused outlook by targeting 
3

individuals and organisations.  Post-Cold War, the nature of  issues that sparked sanctions also 

changed significantly. As UN cases involving conflicts within the States increased from 25 per cent to 

53 per cent post-Cold War, sanctions started to be used to strengthen the UN's efforts to contain these 

intra-state conflicts. Other cases usually dealt with states with terrorist links or regimes pursuing 
4weapons of  mass destruction–particularly Iraq, Libya, Iran and North Korea.  Currently, the UN has 

10 sanction regimes in place against the following states: Eritrea and Somalia, Iraq, Liberia, the 

Democratic Republic of  the Congo, Cote d'Ivoire, Sudan, Syria, the Democratic People's Republic of  
5

Korea, Iran, and against Al Qaeda members.  

Among States, the US has imposed the highest number of  unilateral sanctions in the world. Over the 

years, sanctions have emerged as a favoured policy tool of  the US and served a number of  purposes, 
6ranging from signalling disapproval, pleasing domestic constituencies, to meaning actual harm.  The 

US has a well-laid and articulate policy on international sanctions: Primary sanctions that directly aim 

the target and secondary sanctions which are enforced on the bodies that do not conform to 

established sanction regimes are both enacted through US domestic laws or presidential executive 

orders. 

The idea of  economic sanctions as an instrument of  policy was introduced by President Woodrow 

Wilson in 1919. While making a case for the League of  Nations, Wilson discussed sanctions, arguing, 
7“apply this economic, peaceful, silent, deadly remedy and there will be no need for force.”  Through 

the past century, the US imposed a number of  economic sanctions. According to Peterson's Institute 

of  International Economics, the US imposed economic sanctions more than 101 times in the 20th 

century. Acknowledging this fact, in 1998 President Bill Clinton asserted that the US had become 
8

“sanctions happy”.  Later, George W. Bush and Barack Obama would carry on with this legacy and 

place a number of  sanctions on various entities. The US has also imposed sanctions on members of  

terrorist organisations to check the proliferation of  weapons of  mass destruction. Currently, the US 

has a number of  sanction regimes in place, including against Cuba, Iran, North Korea, Cote d'Ivoire, 
9Syria and Sudan; drug traffickers and terrorist organisations are also under US sanctions.  

Sanctions today have not only gained acceptability but also popularity among a number of  Western 

States. However, China, Russia and various developing states have raised their objections to sanctions, 

especially unilateral ones. On March 15, 2012, India—along with Russia, China and 32 other 

States—voted in favour of  a UN Human Rights Council resolution (A/HRC/19/L.12) that lucidly 
10

discussed human rights and unilateral coercive measures.  According to the resolution: 

“Unilateral coercive measures in the form of  economic sanctions can have far-reaching 

implications for the human rights of  the general population of  targeted States, 

disproportionately affecting the poor and the most vulnerable classes. Long-term unilateral 
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coercive measures may result in social problems and raise humanitarian concerns in the States 
11targeted”.  

Most of  the European Union member States and the US voted against the resolution. The 

Developing States have often argued that sanctions infringe upon sovereignty. Though Developing 

States cannot be taken as a monolithic entity while exploring their perspectives on sanctions, in 

general, academics in many Developing States seem sceptical of  the true intentions of  the 
12sanctioner.

The UN General Assembly has taken a keen interest on the issue of  sanctions. At the 2005 World 

Summit, the UN General Assembly called upon the Security Council thus: “To ensure that fair and 

clear procedures exist for placing individuals and entities on sanctions lists and for removing them, as 
13

well as for granting humanitarian exemptions”.  

However, specialists have pointed out that what constitutes “fair and clear procedures” is contested, 

and its determination depends on both legal and political arguments. The final judgement always rests 
14with the Security Council.

Sanctions in the Indian Context

It has been argued that, traditionally, India has viewed sanctions as a diplomatic tool that “does not 
15

serve any purpose.”  However, India's support for various multilateral sanctions regimes is evident, 
16especially the ones against terrorist groups.  With the opening up of  the Indian economy, the State has 

become a pertinent player in the arena of  economic statecraft. India's views are given sufficient 

consideration at the international level, but unlike the permanent members of  the UNSC, its stand on 

sanctions cases does not carry much weight in the UN. Yet, studying Indian foreign policy and 

discourse closely reveals that the subject of  international sanctions has been amply discussed and 

debated by Indian leaders, policymakers and economists.

17India has not shied away from using economic tools to further its foreign policy goals.  Nonetheless, it 

is one of  the few States in the world with a unique position, having played the roles of  both sanctioner 

and sanctionee. As the Indian economy grows and becomes more connected with the world economy, 

it finds itself  potent enough to use economic coercion and connected enough to face the same. An 

emerging power, India's international interests are growing; simultaneously, it has had difficulties 

dealing with the growing frequency and intensity of  international sanctions. Of  late, the issue of  

Iranian sanctions has come to light, and consequently India has had to manage the tension between 

the international approach to the issue and its own foreign-policy interests. Hence, the question of  

international sanctions has begun to acquire some salience in the conduct of  India's foreign policy. As 

we examine the future challenges confronting India, it is important to take a step back and study the 

instances when India imposed sanctions on other states and entities. This paper attempts to study 

India's perception, understanding and formulation of  policy towards economic coercion in general 
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and sanctions in particular. The main purpose of  the paper is to evaluate India's past policies as a 

sanctioner while tracing its history and attitude towards international sanctions.

Sanctions in India's Foreign Policy Tradition

India's foreign-policy makers have been prudent enough to recognise the importance of  economic 

coercion as an instrument of  foreign policy. Economic sanctions were discussed as early as in 1936, 

when the foreign policy discourse was beginning to take shape. Highlighting the broad outline of  

Indian National Congress's foreign policy, Ram Manohar Lohia, the first secretary of  the party's 

foreign affairs department, announced that India would not hesitate to use economic sanctions 
18

against an aggressor, to support “national, democratic and socialist forces” around the world.  Soon 

after, in May 1938 the architect of  Indian foreign policy, Jawaharlal Nehru, discussed sanctions 

elaborately while elucidating the Congress's attitude towards collective security. Emphasising Indian 

foreign policy's leaning towards peaceful methods to solve international problems, he declared: 

“In a world full of  war and preparations for war India stands significantly as a country which has 

deliberately based its policy on peace and non-violence. How far it is possible to apply these 

methods in the international sphere today is difficult to say. But it must be remembered that the 

nonviolence of  the Indian struggle is not a weak, passive and ineffective pacifism. It is a dynamic 

thing with sanctions behind it and if  the world is to progress in culture and civilization, it will 
19

have to adopt peaceful methods of  solving its problems.”  

Nehru believed that for any system of  collective security to be successful it had to be backed by 

sanctions. Stressing that the failure to invoke sanctions would mean allowing complete freedom to the 

aggressor, he said: “To have no sanctions is to allow free play to the aggressor, and ultimately to bow to 

his will. That cannot be agreed to for that means no collective security. It means the law of  the 
20jungle.”

Moreover, Nehru explained that among various types of  sanctions, the economic ones were most 

effective and had the advantage of  being both powerful and peaceful, at the same time. Though he 

acknowledged that the effect of  sanctions might not be immediate, he had full faith in its “far-

reaching” nature and its ability to change the behaviour of  the aggressor. Nehru did not rule out the 
21

use of  military sanctions.  Later, A. Appadorai, a renowned political scientist of  that time, examined 

three fundamental ideas of  India's foreign policy. He listed “whole-hearted co-operation with the 

United Nations and unreserved adherence in both spirit and letter to the Charter governing it” as the 
22primary element of  India's foreign policy.  He also believed that India had cooperated sincerely with 

the system of  collective security enshrined in the UN charter, implying its adherence to sanctions.

Even before India's independence, economic coercion in the form of  sanctions was used by the 

Indian National Congress and the British government to pursue their foreign policy objectives. In 

1939, the Indian National Congress, the party which formed the government post-independence, 

initiated a boycott of  Japanese goods throughout India as a protest against Japan's invasion of  China. 
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It was a gesture extended by the leaders of  the party to show sympathy to China. Assistance was sent 

to China in the form of  men, money, materials, and medical missions. This decision of  the Indian 
23National Congress was also an attempt to show that the party had its own foreign policy.  Although it 

was executed more with the purpose of  signalling displeasure over Japan's actions than actually 

meaning economic harm on the target, the episode had significant implications for future policies. 

After all, this happened at a time when India's international consciousness was growing, though its 

worldview was still in its infancy. 

Another sanctions case that can be said to have been initiated at the time of  India's independence was 

the economic boycott of  Israel. Being a sympathiser of  the Palestinian cause and dependent on the 
24Arabs, India supported the Arab trade and oil boycott of  Israel.  As a consequence, India limited its 

economic transactions with Israel right upto January 1992, when it established full and normal 

diplomatic relations with the State. To examine how this tradition influenced India's policies post-

independence, it is important to delve further and analyse India's policies and positions towards 

sanctions after 1947.

India as Sanctioner

Seven years after the Japanese trade boycott, another instance of  sanctions came to light. On this 

occasion, however, political will and might were both channelised to undertake a formal decision 

which was driven by a strong cause. In 1946, though still under the jurisdiction of  the British crown, 

the Government of  India imposed economic and political sanctions on South Africa by initiating the 

termination of  trade agreement and withdrawing its high commissioner. The sanctions were enforced 
25

to protest against the discrimination of  the Indian community living in South Africa.  The Viceroy's 

executive council member, Dr Narayan Bhaskar Khare, played an instrumental role in bringing about 
26the sanctions.  The sanctions were launched to object to the segregatory Areas Reservation and 

Immigration and Registration Bill of  1925, which was further “pegged” by the Trading and 
27

Occupation of  Land Restriction Act of  April 1943.  These sanctions did not only have a symbolic 

purpose (disapproval of  South African policies towards Indians) but were also meant to have an 

economic impact on the State, which in turn came at an economic cost for India. 

On May 1, 1948 there followed a sanctions episode of  a different nature. After India's independence, 
28

the Nizam of  Hyderabad expressed his intention to stay independent. To coerce the largest princely  

state to join the Indian Union, the government of  India imposed a series of  financial and trade 

sanctions on Hyderabad beginning in July 1948. Through a cablegram dated August 20, 1948, the 

Nizam of  Hyderabad took the issue to the UN Security Council. Addressing the President of  the 

UNSC, the cablegram stated: 

“The Government of  Hyderabad, in reliance on Article 35, paragraph 2, of  the Charter of  the 

United Nations, requests you to bring to the attention of  the Security Council the grave dispute 

which has arisen between Hyderabad and India, and which, unless settled in accordance with 

international law and justice, is likely to endanger the maintenance of  international peace and 
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security. Hyderabad has been exposed in recent months to violent intimidation, to threats of  

invasion, and to crippling economic blockade which has inflicted cruel hard-ship upon the 

people of  Hyderabad and which is intended to coerce it into a renunciation of  its 
29

independence”

              

However, the imposition of  sanctions was short-lived and on September 16, 1948, the Indian Army 

moved in and occupied Hyderabad. In November, 1949, the Nizam signed the Instrument of  

Accession to the Indian Union. The efficacy of  sanctions is highly debated in this case. Robert A. Pape 
30considers it a case of  “military conquest”  and not of  economic coercion. Nevertheless, this was the 

first time when sanctions were used by the Indian state for the purpose of  political unification. It was 

the peaceful nature of  this tool of  foreign policy that made the Indian state choose sanctions before 

turning to other options. It was also in 1949 when India imposed a trade embargo on Pakistan as it 

refused to devalue its currency with respect to the US dollar. In 1948-49, before the imposition of  

sanctions, about 70 per cent of  Pakistan's trading transactions were with India and 63 per cent of  

India's exports went to Pakistan. Economists believe that these sanctions made Pakistan seek new and 

distant markets in Japan and the US. It is also said to be a “transformational experience” for Pakistan, 
31

as after facing the sanctions it intensely tried to acquire an industrial base.  

The government of  India again used sanctions in 1954, this time for the purpose of  assimilating a 

province into Indian territory: the target was Goa, a colony of  the Portuguese since 1505. In 1954, 

when tensions and protests started growing in Goa, the government of  India imposed a trade 

embargo against the territories of  Portuguese Goa and closed its consulate in Panjim, which had been 

operating since 1947. The government's decision was in accordance with its policy of  following 

peaceful methods for political integration. On July 26, 1955, speaking in the Lok Sabha, Prime 

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru said: 

“There is no one in this House who requires any argument in justification of  India's claim to 

Goa. It is obvious. There is hardly any question that has come before this House which had such 

unanimous approval or agreement. The only questions that have arisen are as to the steps that 

might be taken to give effect to India's claim. Even there, so far as I can understand, it is by and 
32

large the opinion of  this House that the methods should be peaceful.”

Nevertheless, it was again the military which occupied Goa in 1961 and helped in its incorporation 

into the Indian territory. Later, India used sanctions as a signal of  disapproval on November 12, 1965, 

as it imposed diplomatic sanctions in the form of  non-recognition against the government of  

Rhodesia. In this case India was following suit and supporting the UN's condemnation of  the “illegal 
33racist minority regime” of  Rhodesia.  Germany, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Israel, Japan and Turkey 

34
also imposed similar sanctions on Rhodesia.  

In 1987, India again took a firm stand and reached out for the protection of  the rights of  the people of  

Indian descent, this time in Fiji. On September 25, 1987, a coup d'état installed Lieutenant Colonel 

Sitiveni Rabuka, as the head of  the country. One of  the reasons behind the coup was to keep the Indo-
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Fijians from gaining political power. The annulment of  the Constitution was a subsequent step to 
35

marginalise the Indo-Fijian population of  Fiji.  Understanding the situation, India immediately 

imposed trade sanctions on Fiji and also checked its diplomatic ties with the State. Like in the South 

African case, India lobbied in the UN and the Commonwealth of  Nations for sanctions against Fiji. 

The sanctions continued till 2001 as there was another coup in 2000. However, in 2006 when a third 

coup took place, India did not impose sanctions on Fiji. This time, Ajay Singh, the Indian High 
36Commissioner in Fiji, claimed that India believed in “engagement rather than isolation”.

Sanctions and Contemporary Issues

In 1989, India imposed unilateral trade sanctions on Nepal to check its growing tilt towards China. 

Responding to Nepal's purchase of  anti-aircraft guns from China, India partially closed its borders 

with Nepal for thirteen months. This was a peculiar case, as the subject of  security was linked to 

economic and transit issues. The overall stand taken by India was that if  Nepal sought a special 

economic relationship and privileges from India it had to accept a special security relationship as 
37

well.  The spokesperson of  the External Affairs Ministry then stated: 

“India has always valued the special relationship with Nepal as embodied in the 1950 Treaty of  

Peace and Friendship.... For the last four decades India has done everything possible to live up to 

the letter and spirit of  the treaty. Good neighbourliness implies a degree of  mutual sensitivity 

and concern for the interests of  both countries. This is particularly necessary if  the special 
38

relationship between India and Nepal is to be maintained.”

To a great extent the sanctions succeeded in changing Nepal’s behaviour, leading to the suspension of  
39its arms purchase from China.  As a consequence of  the sanctions, discontentment among the people 

grew, and over time the public became disillusioned with their King. In 1990, the Nepali Congress 

called for strikes. Thirteen months after India sanctioned Nepal, King Birendra had to give way to a 

democratically elected government and assume the position of  a constitutional monarch. The new 

government agreed to consult India while deciding on defence issues. Sanctions were lifted on July 1, 
40

1990.  It is believed that the monarchy in Nepal collapsed under the impact of  Indian sanctions. This 
41case is regarded as an example of  efficient economic statecraft.

Responding primarily to Pakistan's inaction against two militant groups, Jaish-e-Mohammed and 

Lashkar-e-Taiba, blamed for a suicide attack on the Indian Parliament, India imposed sanctions on 

Pakistan. The Indian High Commissioner was withdrawn from Islamabad, the strength of  its mission 

was reduced, and overhead-flights were banned. The Lahore-New Delhi bus and train services were 
42

also suspended.  Announcing the sanctions in a statement issued on December 27, 2001 Jaswant 

Singh, then the External Affairs Minister, explained: 

“Regrettably India's serious concerns about all the ramifications of  the 13th December attack on 

our Parliament have not been fully grasped in Pakistan. The depth of  concern in India, the 

totality of  rejection by the entire cross-section of  our country's opinion of  Pakistan's continued 
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sponsorship of  cross-border terrorism, and its promotion of  terrorism as an instrument of  state 

policy has also not been sufficiently appreciated. That is why it is doubly regrettable that 

attempts to dupe the international community with cosmetic half  measures, non-measures, or 

even fictitious incidents are still being made. This is not acceptable. Terrorism can simply not be 

justified on any grounds, or under any name. It must be eradicated fully. The Government of  
43

India therefore has no option but to take the following further steps.”

44As soon as India announced the sanctions, Pakistan counter-scored with its reciprocal measures.  
45

Thereafter, Pakistan banned the two groups in January 2002.  This decision was welcomed in India, 

and on January 13, 2002, the External Affairs Minister announced: 

“We welcome the now declared commitment of  the Government of  Pakistan not to support or 

permit any more the use of  its territory for terrorism anywhere in the world, including in the 

Indian State of  Jammu and Kashmir. This commitment must extend to the use of  all territories 
46under Pakistan's control today. ”

Conclusion

Sanctions always come at a cost, not only for the target but also the entity that imposes them. At the 

end of  the day, sanctions are a political tool, entailing costs that are not only economic in nature. 

Today, sanctions are understood in different ways especially in the discipline of  International 

Relations. According to Robert Gilpin, a renowned International Political Economy scholar, 
47sanctions constitute a rigorous manipulation of  economic relations to achieve political aims.  

Meanwhile, David Baldwin, an eminent political scientist, believes that sanctions are merely a part of  a 
48

larger set of  policy instruments available to foreign policy makers.  Sceptics argue that sanctions or 

threats of  sanctions can send messages of  fear, anxiety, and resentment, rather than of  a serious 

attempt at solving the issue at hand. The efficacy and impact of  sanctions is also highly debated across 
49various academic disciplines.  Nevertheless, the general view about sanctions is that their use is likely 

to increase in the future. 

Table 1. Major sanctions imposed by India

Target Issue Year

1.  Japan (sanctioned by Indian  National Congress) China invasion 1939

2.  South Africa (sanctioned by  the Government of India) Discrimination against Indians 1946

3. Israel Pro-Arab/Palestine 1947

4. *Hyderabad Integration into Indian Union 1948

5. Pakistan Currency devaluation 1949

6. *Portuguese Goa Integration into Indian Union 1954

7. Rhodesia Against minority white rule 1965

8. Fiji Restore democracy and modify Constitution 1987

9. Nepal China  proximity 1989 

10. Pakistan Action against militants 2001
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While examining India's attitude towards international sanctions, its considerations for interests and 

responsibilities both are visible. Over the years India has emerged as an important player in the arena 

of  global politics. Domestically, foreign policy is an important issue for India's electorate and the 

Indian government has spent substantial time and effort in developing its policies and relations with 

the rest of  the world. With the development of  its economy and expansion of  its relations, India is 

more interconnected and relevant than ever before. Its acceptance in the global nuclear order has also 

made it attentive to new responsibilities and obligations. In the past, India has used sanctions for 

various purposes with varying degrees of  impact and efficacy. Sanctions seem to have aided India 

while seeking various policy objectives, including political integration, national security, signalling 

disapproval, pursuing economic gains, showing support to international organisations, and upholding 

the principles of  collective security.

India has underlined its normative stands and values through sanctions as in the case of  Japan, South 

Africa, Israel and Rhodesia; it has also focused on tangible returns in Hyderabad, Portuguese Goa, 

Pakistan, and Nepal. It has reached out for the protection of  its people in South Africa and Fiji by the 

same means and pursued economic ends in Pakistan. India has acknowledged its role as a responsible 

international actor by not only accepting multilateral sanctions, but also endorsing them as in the case 

of  South Africa and Fiji. Yet, India's stand on unilateral sanctions has often aligned more with the 

Eastern part of  the world than the West. 

In the past India has been sceptical of  the use of  unilateral sanctions; recent events, however, have 

called for adaptation rather than an outright rejection of  unilateral sanctions. In the case of  Iran, India 

has been constantly trying to deal with the issue of  sanctions, though it has not succeeded completely. 

In the coming months, if  the frequency and intensity of  sanctions increase, India will have to walk a 

tightrope. There will be a constant need to balance interests and responsibilities by making sensible 

choices. It cannot be overlooked that this instrument of  statecraft has been employed by the Indian 

State in the past and is still available to it. With growing external and internal pressures, it remains to be 

seen what kind of  policy India adopts with respect to economic coercion in general, and sanctions in 

particular: assertive and vocal, or reserved yet strong.
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