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Abstract In this article I argue that non-state actors (NSAs) can play an 
important role in international sanctions politics, which has been under-
estimated due to the state-centred view of international sanctions theory. 
Even though NSAs do not have access to the decision making process and, 
until the beginning of the 1990s, the politics of international sanctions were 
dominated by Cold War oppositions, I will explore the different ways in 
which NSAs work towards the implementation of international sanctions 
by using examples from the sanctions regime against apartheid South Afri-
ca and Burma (Myanmar). Throughout the apartheid regime in South Afri-
ca, NSAs in the West organised a boycott movement that forced companies 
to withdraw from the country. During sanctions against Burma (Myan-
mar), human rights organisations and the opposition network controlled 
the critical flow of information between Burma (Myanmar) and the West 
regarding the Burmese Government and provided evidence of human rights 
violations. With Barber (1979), I will show that NSAs promote sanctions for 
achieving three different objectives and that the success of these sanctions 
could not be measured on the policy outcome alone. The case study of Bur-
ma (Myanmar) is based on semi-structured interviews held with members 
of the opposition network and NGOs in Brussels, Thailand and Burma 
(Myanmar) in 2010 and 2012.
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The Theory of International Sanctions

Even though sanctions are often criticised for having counterproduc-
tive effects, sanctions can be an instrument to coerce political conces-
sions, strengthen international norms and promote peace. Sanctions 
are often defined as a bargaining tool and therefore as an alternative 
to military intervention. Generally, sanctions are not viewed by schol-
ars as an instrument of punishment, but in order to be successful, 
sanctions have to induce political changes in the target state.1 Con-
sequently, the research on international sanctions is focused on ques-
tions about how to make them (more) successful. Whereas, at an early 
stage of sanctions’ research, their effectiveness was generally rated as 
negative, scholars later paid attention to the conditions of success and 
to possible ways to circumvent negative effects.2 In what is probably 
the most frequently cited empirical study on international sanctions, 
the authors Hufbauer, Schott and Elliott rated as successful 34% of the 
116 cases analysed.3 Even though the research was criticised the study 
provides empirical evidence for the common understanding that sanc-
tions can achieve foreign policy goals.4 In their third edition, the au-
thors reach the same conclusion: of 204 documented cases, sanctions 
were successful in 34%.5 Sanctions are most likely to be effective if they 
aim to achieve moderate political change, the target state is an ally of 
the states initiating sanctions,6 sanctions were implemented compre-
hensively7 or they primarily affect local elites8 or, in democracies, the 
average middle class voter.9 

But despite the potential of sanctions to achieve political change and 
compliance with international norms, they have often worsened the 
conditions of the population in the target country.10 Wood argues that 
in order to stabilise their regime, leaders in targeted countries increase 
their level of repression in response to sanctions; in autocracies the 
negative consequences of sanctions are much higher than in democ-
racies.11 Hence sanctions are not a panacea and not always a peaceful 
alternative. To measure the effectiveness of sanctions, Giumelli argues 
that they should be evaluated according to alternative measures.12 

In the general logic of international sanctions it is assumed that 
economic losses lead to political compliance because the issue at stake 
is not worth the price, therefore sanctions must exact maximum eco-
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nomic harshness. From this perspective it is not obvious that non-state 
actors (NSAs) in the target state pressure for sanctions, but sanctions 
‘need not bite in order to work.’13 Therefore NSAs can call for smart 
sanctions that focus on the governing elite. When NSAs call for com-
prehensive sanctions they perceive these measures to be the best op-
tion according to its alternatives. 

Although there are reasons for NSAs to demand international sanc-
tions, the research has largely neglected NSAs as actors in relation to 
international sanctions. The research is mainly focused on interna-
tional sanctions as an instrument of foreign policy, whereby states and 
Intergovernmental Organisations (IGOs) are the main actors. Kaemp-
fer and Lowenberg belong to the few scholars who consider NSAs as 
important for the decision making process of international sanctions. 
They regard the decision making process in the initiating state as a 
process of negotiation with the involvement of various actors. Because, 
within the initiator state, sanctions could appear as protective tariffs 
that increase the supply of national goods, and interest groups could 
pressure decision makers within the initiator states to implement 
sanctions.14 Despite this, the strategies and perspectives employed by 
NSAs in relation to international sanctions have yet to be reviewed in 
a systematic way. Factors for success and the conditions under which 
countries are likely to initiate sanctions have been the primary focus of 
sanction research. 

Generally, the success of an international sanctions regime is meas-
ured in terms of the fulfilment of the aims a particular sanctions re-
gime was meant to attain. Most researchers follow the definition of 
Hufbauer, Schott and Elliott and determine its success solely based on 
the policy outcome in the target country and the contribution made 
by sanctions. In this approach, which is conducted by means of quan-
titative research, sanctions are successful when the goal sought by 
the initiator was (in part) realised through sanctions.15 Therefore, in 
conventional wisdom, sanctions are only regarded as successful where 
there is policy change.

But Barber, who had more than 30 years ago, distinguished between 
three different objectives for international sanctions. The primary ob-
jective is associated with the policies of the target states. States and 
IGOs implement international sanctions because the targeted govern-
ment threatens to disrupt international peace or violates internation-
al norms, such as human rights. Sanctions, therefore, are a negotiat-
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ing tool which is aimed at bringing the government policy of a target 
state in line with international norms. The secondary objective of 
international sanctions is connected with the states that impose the 
sanctions. By imposing sanctions the initiating states demonstrate, to 
voter groups and the public throughout the world, their willingness to 
implement international norms. On the international level, states can 
show other governments their view on particular issues by imposing 
sanctions.16 With regard to the secondary objective international sanc-
tions function as a communication tool directed at the public, other 
governments and the international community. The tertiary objective 
of international sanctions is concerned with the international norma-
tive order. By imposing sanctions against the violators of international 
norms, governments highlight the importance of norms. 

If the objectives of international sanctions are not limited to the 
policy of the target states, this means that the success of sanctions 
should also not only be evaluated in terms of policy impact. Sanctions 
as means of communication and the protection of international norms 
could be successful without achieving policy changes in the target 
state. Baldwin also argues that the success of international sanctions 
can only be rated in relation to other instruments with the potential 
to achieve policy change.17 Therefore, sanctions should not simply be 
measured in their own terms but also in comparison to, for example, 
diplomacy, humanitarian intervention or war. 

Non-state actors in World Politics

At the beginning of the 1990’s, NSAs proliferated as the new actors in 
world politics, whereby the universe of NSAs is necessarily diverse.18 
NGOs, as a main group of actors within NSAs, were described as the 
vanguard of global civil society with their attempt to change the world 
for the better.19 In answer to globalisation and the fact that nation-
al governments (alone) could not deal with international issues, ear-
ly research considered NGOs to be problem solvers and a democratic 
force in a changing world. However, after more than two decades of 
intensive research on NGOs there has developed a certain scepticism 
about the legitimacy and real influence of NGOs. There is no question 
that NGOs as part of the global civil society were successful in imple-
menting norms in various areas. The International Campaign to Ban 
Landmines for example, founded in 1992 as a global network in over 
90 countries, played a major role in the Ottawa Process that led to the 
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signing of the Mine Treaty in 1997.20 But the research on NGOs has 
mainly documented their influence on policy areas not in touch with 
security and economy such as environment and human rights policy.21 
Summarising the extensive research on NGOs, social movements and 
other non-state actors in international politics have shown the poten-
tial they have to shape the international system. NGOs are important 
actors in international politics due largely to their campaigning poten-
tial: they pressure state and non-state actors to bring their policies in 
line with international norms. 

Dingwerth and Pattberg explored the proliferation of transnation-
al rule-making organisations in the area of sustainability politics and 
analysed a strategic shift from lobbying rule makers to making and 
implementing the rules themselves.22 At the same time, NSAs and the 
political system are interdependent, as NSAs can only prosper within 
a more or less stable and peaceful international system.23 In autocratic 
states, NSAs are often challenged by the state and have to find alter-
native ways to attempt the implementation of international norms. 
When non-state actors are faced with repression at home, the boo-
merang model24 and spiral25 model indicate that support from interna-
tional advocacy networks can help to place human rights violations on 
the agenda of IGOs. As a result of the international pressure by IGOs 
and NGOs the target government will often comply with international 
norms. 

But Policy areas concerned with international security are still dom-
inated by nation states and are not primarily oriented around dem-
ocratic principles, such as the decision making process of the UN 
Security Council. In this article I concentrate on NSAs that promote 
international sanctions for the realisation of international norms, such 
as human rights. In particular these actors are NGOs, international hu-
man rights networks, media organisations and (political) organisations 
in exile. I analyse the strategies used by these NSAs in the attempt to 
implement international sanctions that are part of international for-
eign and security policy 

Non-state actors and international sanctions

Globalisation and the increased responsibility of the international 
community to protect human rights norms have made it necessary 
to integrate the expertise and the activism of NSAs into the interna-
tional policy realm. Consequently, since the 1990s, NSAs have had 
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more access to the decision making process. However, even during 
the Cold War human rights organisations had an impact on interna-
tional politics. Case studies on the Anti-Apartheid Movement in the 
western world demonstrate that NSAs were relevant actors in sanc-
tions policy from outside the political system due to their advocacy for 
private sanctions against companies and other profiteers of apartheid 
politics.26 In contrast, in current sanction regimes such as in Burma 
(Myanmar), NGOs have preferred to try to influence the decision mak-
ing process of IGOs and states, instead of imposing private sanctions.

I selected South Africa and Burma (Myanmar) for the case studies to 
analyse if the strategies and influence of NSAs had changed over the 
years. In both cases the call for international sanctions gained much 
support from the civil society in western states, inter alia due to the 
popular opposition leaders Nelson Mandela and Aung San Suu Kyi. In 
this article I distinguish between international and private sanctions. 
Private sanctions are sanctions imposed by non-state actors. Unlike in-
ternational sanctions, private sanctions have an indirect impact on the 
target state, because private sanctions are imposed against those who 
profit from the violation. For example, private sanctions were imposed 
against companies that sought to lower their financial expenditure by 
operating in areas with poor social and labour standards.  

A precondition for NGOs to become actors of international sanc-
tions’ policy, regardless of whether they impose private sanctions or 
are aimed at influencing the imposition of bilateral or multilateral 
sanctions, is the access to information about human rights violations 
in the potential target state. Yet, particularly in autocratic states, it is 
quite difficult for western human rights organisations to gain access 
to this information because regimes frequently seek to inhibit free 
flow of information. This is why NGOs who call for sanctions often 
exchange information, and/or have a close relationship, with libera-
tion movements or political opposition groups in the target state, for 
example: the ANC (African National Congress) in South Africa or the 
NCGUB (National Coalition Government of the Union of Burma) in 
Burma. In South Africa it was mainly the ANC which provided evi-
dence of human rights violations and was crucial for the coordination 
of the different national Anti-Apartheid Movements in the western 
world. The ANC established the boycott movement as a strategy for 
the isolation of South Africa in nearly all spheres such as sports, music 
and science that were adopted by all Anti-Apartheid groups around the 
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world. Therefore, scientific associations like the World Archaeologi-
cal Congress suspended South African memberships. The Anti-Apart-
heid Movement can be viewed as a ‘movement of movements,’27 un-
der which numerous individuals, organisations and institutions from 
around the world were associated around the objective to abolish ra-
cial segregation. 

The Anti-Apartheid Movement was founded in 1959 by exiled South 
Africans in the UK as a response to the appeal of Albert Luthuli and 
other ANC leaders who asked for international support of their objec-
tives. Initially, the British Anti-Apartheid Movement was focused on 
the boycott of South African products to support the victims of apart-
heid as well as support the South African struggle for freedom and thus 
fight for the abolition of apartheid.28 Following the Sharpeville massa-
cre in 1960, violent conflict and the oppression of the South African 
opposition intensified, and the Anti-Apartheid Movement in the west-
ern world started growing. In most western countries like the Neth-
erlands, Germany and France a national organisation called the An-
ti-Apartheid Movement was set up. These NGOs shared the objectives 
and strategies of the ANC and the Anti-Apartheid Movement in the 
UK. Thus not only South African exiles and the American Civil Rights 
Movement supported the South African struggle for freedom, but dur-
ing the following decades the Anti-Apartheid Movement gained more 
and more support from labour unions, churches, the peace movements 
and individuals. They were united by condemning apartheid as a viola-
tion of the equal treatment of all persons.

In Burma (Myanmar) the situation was much more complex. With 
the NLD (National League for Democracy) in liberated areas and the 
NCGUB there was also a political opposition, but in exile, comparable 
with the ANC, however they did not have a coordinating function for 
NGOs and pressure groups, which the ANC did have. Secondly, the 
access to information critical to Burma’s government politics was until 
the beginning of the transition process in 2011 much more difficult.  
Among other strategies the Burmese government legislated informa-
tion laws which impose penalties on the transfer of critical informa-
tion. Therefore human rights organisations beyond Burmese borders 
helped to establish a network of information transfer with secret re-
porters and messengers to bypass the government’s control of informa-
tion. Secret messenger teams from local human rights organisations in 
the border region collected information about human rights violations 
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in Burma, and with the help of advocacy and network organisations, 
this information was disseminated. Advocacy and network organisa-
tions in the neighbouring states, particularly in Thailand, compiled re-
ports based on this information and drafted a political strategy. Based 
on these reports, pressure groups in the western world such as Burma 
Campaign UK and international human rights organisations like the 
International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) have demanded 
action by the international community and civil society against the 
Burmese violation of international human rights norms. But the net-
work was not only made up of human rights organisations. The polit-
ical opposition such as the NLD and the parties of the ethnic nation-
alities played an essential role in the network as, from the perspective 
of human rights organisations, they were struggling for democracy 
and self-determination in Burma (Myanmar) and were oppressed by 
the former military government. Thus, the international opposition 
network sought to support the objectives the government elected in 
1990 as well as ethnic nationalities, although NGOs nonetheless made 
independent decisions about their strategies. 

Following the brutal oppression of the 1988 uprisings in Burma (My-
anmar) where more than 3000 people were killed by the military,29 po-
litical activists left the country and founded organisations to struggle 
for democracy from outside Burma (Myanmar). Media organisations 
in exile, such as Democratic Voice of Burma and the Irrawaddy, were 
founded by political activists after their release from prison in the early 
1990s. These media outlets not only provide uncensored information 
about Burma to the western world but also to the people inside Burma 
(Myanmar) as they report in English, Burmese and partially in ethnic 
languages. Therefore the international human rights network on Bur-
ma (Myanmar) was made up of local human rights organisations that 
were organised into local advocacy and network organisations to com-
pile their information in special reports, political opposition parties 
that are also organised in networks such as the Forum for Democracy 
in Burma, media organisations, which provide uncensored informa-
tion to Burma and the whole world, as well as international human 
rights organisations and Burma pressure groups outside Burma, which 
try to place on the international agenda information about human 
rights violations and the objectives of the political opposition. This 
network is shown in the figure; thereby the arrows symbolise the flow 
of information and their direction.
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Figure 1: The International Human Rights Network on Burma

Trying Horizontal Coherence 

While present day access to information concerning human rights vio-
lations can be complicated, the conception of human rights as specified 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is more or less globally 
agreed upon (that is ratified by most governments). In order to become 
actors for international sanctions policies NSAs have to give evidence 
of human rights violations and need to name those responsible. 

Until the end of the 1970’s the Anti-Apartheid organisations were 
hindered by the fact that racism was not globally recognised as a vi-
olation of human rights. The former colonial states were condemn-
ing apartheid as an expression of colonialism and a world dominated 
by the west. Therefore, in the democratically structured UN General 
Assembly, apartheid was a frequently discussed issue and several res-
olutions were adopted in 1952 after India brought a draft resolution 
naming the situation in South Africa a ‘race conflict resulting from the 
politics of apartheid.’30 But the General Assembly does not have any 
binding instruments in regard to sanctions, and prior to the end of the 
Cold War the UN Security Council was dominated by the self-inter-
est and the confrontation of East and West political blocs. Due to the 
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inability of the United Nations to act, and the partial non-acceptance 
of racism as human rights violations, despite the experiences of Nazi 
Germany, most sanctions by states in the western world like the US 
and western IGOs such as the European Economic Community were 
implemented in the 1980s. The UN Security Council was pressured by 
former colonies to impose sanctions against apartheid South Africa, 
yet with the arms embargo in 1977, only very limited sanctions were 
possible. 

Thus, in order to become actors for international sanctions policies, 
NGOs must first succeed in getting general acceptance that the situ-
ation in the potential target state is a violation of global norms, and 
secondly, must give substantial evidence for these violations. 

NSAs as actors in international sanctions policies can follow two 
different paths. As actors from the inside, they try to influence the 
decision making process directly by informing decision makers about 
human rights violations or gaps in existing sanction regimes. As actors 
from the outside, NSAs become the initiators of private sanctions and 
work towards non-state isolation of the state where human rights vio-
lations are taking place. As actors from the inside NSAs can have a di-
rect influence on the decision making process by having meetings with 
decision makers or delivering speeches. Today NSAs in principle have 
access to the decision making process of IGOs and within states, most-
ly because NSAs are perceived as helping to handle the requirements 
of governing in a globalised world. NSAs do not have permanent access 
to the decision making process of sanctions at the international level 
such as the UN Security Council or the Council of the European Un-
ion. But the sanctions against Burma indicate that NGOs have access 
to lower level decision making processes that could have an impact 
on higher decision making processes. At the EU level, NGOs used the 
EU Parliament as a door opener, because ‘the EU parliament is quite 
open, they are like a big NGO. If you are first successful in raising your 
case there, it can be expressed with a stronger voice by the EU parlia-
ment quite easily’ (interview: international human rights organisation 
(IHROa) 2010). However, even with the EU parliament NSAs’ access 
is not guaranteed, so it is part of the long term work of these organi-
sations to establish contact with Members of European Parliament in 
order to facilitate access (interview IHROb 2010). 

NSAs do not need to directly shape the opinion of decision makers, 
however. They can also have indirect influence when they modify the 
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public opinion, which places states or IGOs under pressure to act. By 
the end of the 1970s, public opinion in the western world was mainly 
in favour of sanctions and the international isolation of South Africa. 
In the US, public opinion had an enormous influence on the imposi-
tion of the Anti-Apartheid Act. When President Reagan attempted to 
veto the Act he was out voted in the House of Representatives as well 
as in the Senate.31  

During the Cold War, NSAs were largely actors from the outside. 
Their access to the decision making processes of western states and 
the United Nations was limited. On the one hand, NSAs did not try 
to influence bilateral and international sanctions themselves. They 
did not consider the western world and IGOs like the UN as impor-
tant in regard to combating human rights violations. Therefore, NSAs 
had close relations with the alliance of former colonies and the former 
socialist bloc, which was in opposition to the South African govern-
ment.32 As such, NGOs implemented largely private sanctions against 
the profiteers of apartheid politics, such as banks and financial insti-
tutions in the US Among other strategies, NSAs called for a boycott of 
South African fruits and pressured supermarkets in the western world 
to stop selling these fruits. In the US, private sanctions against banks 
were quite successful. In response to the call from the Anti-Apartheid 
Movement, student groups and South African churches within uni-
versities in the US, and the Council of Churches, threatened the large 
scale withdraw of money from banks if they did not stop doing busi-
ness with South Africa.33 Thus, NSAs did not ask states and IGOs to 
impose sanctions; they directly forced non-state actors to respond. 

In the decades following the 1990s, NSAs also implemented private 
sanctions against Burma (Myanmar), although to a lesser extent than 
against South Africa. By the end of the 1990s several companies such 
as Apple Computers, Carlsberg Beer, Pepsi and Kodak were forced to 
withdraw from Burma due to negative publicity by NSAs’ campaigns 
aimed at these companies. Today, however, private sanctions are more 
likely to be linked to international (bi- and multilateral) sanctions. In 
2004, the EU implemented an investment ban (lifted in April 2013) on 
state owned companies in Burma, which was meant to target the main 
economic sectors but, crucially, the oil and gas sectors were exclud-
ed. Human rights organisations and single-issue NGOs such as Bur-
ma Campaign UK massively criticised these EU sanctions, and in par-
ticular France, for weakening the EU Common Position. Accordingly, 
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NGOs began a Post a Pineapple to the Foreign Secretary Campaign and 
the TOTALitarian Oil Campaign to demonstrate that only unimportant 
sectors were targeted by EU sanctions. With Post a Pineapple to the For-
eign Secretary, the Burma Campaign UK in 2006 launched a campaign 
to call attention to the fact that the EU had banned companies from 
investing in a pineapple juice factory in Burma but did not take any ac-
tion to stop investments in the more lucrative oil, gas and timber sec-
tors. The campaign invited the public to send pineapples, fresh, tinned 
or dried, direct to the British Foreign Secretary.34 By the end of the 
1990’s human rights organisations such as Earth Rights Internation-
al and Burma pressure groups started campaigns to force TOTAL and 
other oil companies out of Burma. The organisations launched reports 
about Total’s role in funding and protecting Burma’s dictatorship. The 
campaign was taken up by more than 40 organisations in 18 countries. 

In contrast to South Africa, in the case of Burma (Myanmar) NSAs 
did not aim at comprehensive isolation via private sanctions. Private 
sanctions against Burma were used more specifically to outlaw single 
companies and to protest against an international policy, which gave 
priority to economic interests and not to international norms such as 
human rights. 

In sum, NSAs themselves have shifted their activity in two ways. In 
regard to sanctions today, they are more concerned with trying to influ-
ence international sanctions and are less engaged in private sanctions 
policies. A second shift took place from the national to international 
level. Especially in the European states, NSAs are less concerned with 
national politics and have shifted their engagement to the EU level, as 
well as their geographic location to Brussels. This shift of engagement 
is caused by the fact that since 1992 the EU is working towards a com-
mon foreign policy and unilateral sanctions by EU member states are 
only rarely implemented. During the apartheid in South Africa, NSAs 
were active at the national level. Student groups for example tried to 
convince their universities to reconsider their investment policies. 
When NGOs launch campaigns these days they are aiming to act glob-
ally. For example, a consortium of over 200 groups was participating 
in the Free Burma’s Political Prisoners Now Campaign in 32 countries 
spread over five continents.

Sanctions: NSAs’ Perspectives and Objectives 

By calling for international sanctions or implementing private sanc-
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tions, NSAs as well as state actors pursue different objectives. The pri-
mary objectives of NSAs are linked to the circumstances of the tar-
get state and especially the violation of international norms by the 
government. NSAs call for international sanctions or impose private 
sanctions, because a government systematically violates human rights 
norms; as with Burma (Myanmar) the government used forced labour, 
repressed the democratic opposition movement, fought against ethnic 
nationalities by trying to suppress their will of self-determination and 
let people suffer by denying people access to basic health care. In the 
case of apartheid politics, the South African government constructed 
a system of racial discrimination in all areas of social and political life. 
The governments used force in order to consolidate power and shot 
dead hundreds of protesters at the Soweto Uprising alone. 

By calling for sanctions, NSAs effectively advocate for the punish-
ment violators of human rights norms and pressure governments to 
bring their politics in line with international norms as they have been 
specified in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Charta of 
the United Nations, and international treaties. When states and IGOs 
impose sanctions for primary objectives, sanctions are a tool for nego-
tiation in order to alter the politics of the target states. Neither deci-
sion makers nor researchers regard sanctions as appropriate tools for 
punishing governments. But human rights groups are not concerned 
with finding the best way to proceed in terms of international diplo-
macy. Instead, they strive to render unacceptable any non-conforming 
behaviour and therefore call for sanctions which promote a responsi-
ble stance in compliance with international norms. Sanctions as a tool 
for punishment always achieve their goal, even when the objective of 
the initiator – to change the behaviour of the target – is not realised 
and the mere enactment of the sanctions is an indictment of the target 
state. In this sense, the perspective of human rights groups on sanc-
tions is associated with the objectives of criminal law that impose pen-
alties on unlawful treatment regardless of whether penalties change 
behaviour or not.

The secondary objective of sanctions is connected, as Barber noted, 
to the initiators themselves.35 By calling for international sanctions or 
by implementing private sanctions, NSAs criticise the lack of norma-
tive orientation in international politics. NSAs assume that IGOs or 
states are not willing or able to punish human rights violations. Par-
ticularly in the case of private sanctions against South Africa, it became 
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obvious that the Anti-Apartheid Movement in the West did not regard 
states of the West, and decision making processes with high western 
influence such as the UN Security Council, capable of acting against 
apartheid politics. Therefore, NSAs implemented private sanctions 
aimed at the isolation and punishment of South Africa. After the Cold 
War, NSAs changed their strategy and now tend to act as insiders and 
are more focused on shaping actions and agendas of the international 
community. In principle, NSAs regard IGOs and states – after the Cold 
War – as strong actors of international norms. However, even though 
the international community now has a greater array of instruments 
available to stop or condemn human rights abuses and support peace, 
IGOs and states are still reluctant to utilise them. By calling for inter-
national sanctions and actions, NSAs challenge these other actors to 
overcome their reluctance. Hence the call for international sanctions 
is an instrument of communication between NSAs and IGOs to re-
mind IGOs and states of their responsibility to protect internation-
al norms. At the same time, by calling for private and international 
sanctions, NGOs also communicate with the public. NSAs show their 
capacity to protect international norms and demonstrate that they are 
important actors within international politics. 

In general, the tertiary objective of international sanctions is con-
cerned with the international normative order. By imposing interna-
tional or private sanctions, states and NSAs outlaw norm-violating be-
haviour and strengthen normative principles within the international 
community. Despite the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
apartheid was not recognised as a violation of human rights through-
out much of the world in the 1950’s and 1960’s. By calling for private 
sanctions, the Anti-Apartheid Movement punished the government of 
South Africa and placed racial discrimination on the social and politi-
cal agenda in the West. 

In 2000, NGOs such as the Burma Campaign UK and Tourism Con-
cern were boycotting the travel books market leader Lonely Planet. 
NGOs criticised Lonely Planet claiming the company had played down 
the human rights situation in Burma and was encouraging tourists 
to travel to Burma. Consequently, the next edition of Lonely Planet 
Myanmar (Burma) was updated providing not only a detailed descrip-
tion about the human rights situation and the political system, but 
also pages of arguments listing pro and contra points on travelling to 
Burma. Through this campaign NGOs made a connection between 
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human rights, tourism and politicised tourism in countries suffering 
from conflict and crises. Sanctions implemented for tertiary objectives 
are in principle always successful because they strengthen normative 
principles and can deter others from violating international norms. 

In conclusion, by calling for international sanctions and implement-
ing private sanctions, NSAs are not focusing simply on the best oppor-
tunities to gain political change in the target state. Rather, sanctions 
are more an instrument to uphold international norms by punishing 
and working against those who break them. In addition, sanctions are 
also an instrument of communication to demonstrate the capacity of 
NSAs in the eyes of public and state actors. From the perspective of 
NSAs, the success of sanctions is not limited to the policy outcome and 
the primary goals sought by the initiator. The determinants of success 
provided by the research on international sanctions do not have any 
meaning for human rights groups because NSAs justify sanctions on 
a moral basis. Human rights groups argue that the international com-
munity and the public have to take charge of outlawing the violations 
of international norms. From the viewpoint of NSAs, a strategy of en-
gagement and diplomatic consultation without punishing the perpe-
trators is a sign of tolerating human rights abuses. But it is not only 
decision makers who should take responsibility; society must also en-
sure that they do not foster or facilitate the violation of international 
norms, this latter dimension being an important objective in the cur-
rent climate when NSAs call for private sanctions.  

Another argument for evaluating the success of international sanc-
tions was brought into the discussion by Baldwin. He postulated that 
sanctions ought to be considered in relation to other instruments 
or scenarios to change the target’s politics.36 According to states and 
IGOs, alternatives to sanctions are generally diplomatic consultation 
as part of an engagement strategy. In the case of South Africa, the en-
gagement strategy of the 1960’s and 1970’s did not induce major po-
litical changes, therefore the European Economic Community and 
the US imposed sanctions at the beginning of the 1980’s. Before the 
elections in 2010, the strategy of international sanctions against Bur-
ma (Myanmar) was perceived as a failure by some European countries, 
such as Germany, for example. For this reason European countries 
were considering (partly) lifting sanctions. For the NSAs, however, the 
alternative was not at the international level as human rights organi-
sations saw no alternative to punish the Burmese regime for violating 
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international norms. An alternative scenario was simply the escalation 
of violent conflict, because the Burmese people would have sooner or 
later been unable to bear the repression any longer. According to NSAs, 
sanctions against Burma and South Africa were a less violent option 
than civil war. Only days before the 2010 elections in Burma the KNLA 
(Karen National Liberation Army) announced by video statement that 
they were looking for a change. If change did not occur they would 
carry out their duty to defend their “motherland,” fight against their 
enemies, protect their people and stand up for righteousness. After the 
election, heavy fighting broke out between the Burmese army and Ka-
ren forces. When people are suffering from tyranny and oppression, 
NSAs and even the Universal Declaration of Human Rights argue that 
rebellion is the last resort and could lead to civil war as a consequence. 
International and private sanctions are therefore also an instrument of 
solidarity with the oppressed population in the target state. According 
to human rights groups, sanctions demonstrate to the population in 
the target state that the international community or international civil 
society supports their plight. Resistance groups risk losing solidarity 
if they resort to the use of violence for more than simple defence. In 
South Africa, resistance groups also perceived international and pri-
vate sanctions as a display of solidarity for their objectives. Arguing 
that ‘sanctions hurt but apartheid kills,’ resistance groups and the An-
ti-Apartheid Movement wanted the international community and civil 
society to implement sanctions because they would thereby acknowl-
edge the claims of the people discriminated against in South Africa. 
Without sanctions as a symbol of solidarity with the oppressed people 
civil war would have been more likely because armed resistance could 
be perceived as legitimised through such resistance struggles. 

Another dimension of sanctions, which is often overlooked in the 
political arguments of decision makers and think tanks that are fo-
cused on sanctions as an instrument to obtain political change, is that 
sanctions lower the extent to which initiating states provide economic 
support, which helps maintain the state violating human rights norms. 
Human rights organisations and other social groups have clearly illus-
trated that campaigns against companies operating in countries such 
as Burma (Myanmar) and South Africa aimed to restrict the exchange 
relationship between the western world and the states violating the 
norms. Boycotting fruits from South Africa was not aimed at ending 
the apartheid system but making sure that consumer behaviour in 
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the western world would not prolong human rights abuses in South 
Africa. The same argument is made when NSAs call for international 
sanctions like arms embargoes or investment sanctions. An embargo 
on arms is not suited to change the target’s political system or to de-
crease the availability of weapons comprehensively, especially if it is 
not implemented by the United Nations or neighbouring states. How-
ever, arms embargoes imposed bilaterally or by the EU guarantee that 
no new weapons from these countries are sold to the norm violating 
country and therefore cannot be used against the civilian population. 
Even if private and international sanctions are not always effective in 
terms of influencing the target’s policy directly, they ensure that ex-
change relations between target and initiator do not prolong the viola-
tion of international norms.

Nevertheless non-state actors and even NGOs are not homogenous 
groups of organisations with a single perspective on international sanc-
tions. Particularly in the case of Burma (Myanmar), there were a lot of 
NGOs and think tanks that opposed sanctions. NGOs such as the Net-
work Myanmar believed that sanctions against Burma have failed and 
that the international community should have revised its policy. These 
NGOs adhere to a political rather than a normative perspective, and 
assess the outcomes of sanctions only in regard to political changes. 
However, there is also common ground between state and non-state 
actors in terms of debates and perspectives on sanctions. Both sides 
wish to avoid any harm to the civil population caused by sanctions.

Conclusion 

This article has demonstrated that NSAs are relevant actors of inter-
national sanctions policies. During the Cold War, NGOs and social 
movements did not regard IGOs and the states of the western world as 
major players in the struggle against apartheid. It was the former colo-
nial states and the former socialist bloc that put apartheid on the agen-
da of the UN General Assembly. The Anti-Apartheid Movement acted 
locally in the western world and through boycott campaigns forced 
companies and banks to withdraw from South Africa. Nowadays, as 
shown by the sanctions against Burma (Myanmar), NGOs call on IGOs 
to impose sanctions against the violator of international norms. If they 
impose private sanctions, NGOs generally aim to set new standards or 
criticise international decision making processes for giving preference 
to economic interests rather than human rights. 
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Finally, by calling for international and private sanctions NSAs 
make a normative or ethic argument which does not limit the success 
of sanctions to the aim policy change in the target government. Es-
pecially human rights groups perceive sanctions as an instrument to 
punish states that violate norms, and therefore, they strengthen the 
international normative order. Furthermore, international and private 
sanctions are a symbol of solidarity with the oppressed population in 
the target country, and on this basis, sanctions should be considered in 
relation to alternative scenarios or instruments. Even if bilateral sanc-
tions are not specifically suitable to change a target states policies they 
help ensure that the initiators of the sanctions are not contributing to 
more violations of international norms.
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