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and seized several dozen American hostages, the administration of President

Jimmy Carter enacted a number of measures to punish Iran and force the
hostages’ release. These steps centered around an embargo of Iranian oil imports, the
freezing of Iranian assets in U.S. banks, and the curtailment of commercial ties. Christian
Emery points out that the Carter White House sought European support to make these
sanctions effective. However, it was not until the spring of 1980 that America’s European
allies agreed to follow the U.S. lead.

When Iranian militants overtook the U.S. embassy in Teheran in November 1979

Focusing primarily upon Great Britain, West Germany, and Italy, Emery argues that there
were several reasons for the Europeans’ reluctance to adopt sanctions against Iran. A
desire not to disrupt important trade relations and a fear that sanctions might undermine
“the position of moderate factions in Iran” or “invite Soviet interference or throw Iran into
economic dependence on the Eastern bloc” (378) all played their part in allied
decisionmaking. But Afghanistan and Carter’s political fortunes changed the minds of
leaders in London, Bonn, and Rome. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the
subsequent rise in superpower tensions made European officials desirous to avoid
“undermining transatlantic solidarity” (383). Meanwhile, growing pressure within the
United States upon the White House to free the hostages---pressure that had been taking
a toll on Carter’s bid for the Democratic nomination for the presidency---made Carter
give military intervention in Iran far more attention than he had before. America’s
European friends believed that by accepting sanctions, they could maintain unity with
Washington while hopefully preventing armed U.S. action against Iran.

1|Page


http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14682740903218854�
http://www.h-net.org/~diplo/reviews/PDF/AR291.pdf�
http://www.h-net.org/~diplo/reviews/�

H-Diplo Article Review

As it turned out, Carter approved the infamous and disastrous effort by the U.S. military
to rescue the hostages. Moreover, while Europeans still adopted sanctions, they did not
make those trade restrictions retroactive, thus weakening their impact. Additionally,
Emery explains that had Europeans offered to impose more stringent trade limitations, it
would have made little difference, for the Soviet Union could veto any initiatives brought
forward to the United Nations, and Iran could “indirectly import goods through third
countries” (387).

Emery emphasizes that the purpose of his article is not to assess whether the sanctions
succeeded but instead to examine the domestic and international determinants behind
the U.S. decision to impose sanctions and the willingness (or lack thereof) of America’s
allies to follow suit. To support his argument, the author relies upon documents obtained
from the National Security Archive, the Carter Library, the Declassified Documents
Reference System, and the internet; memoirs; and an array of secondary sources. I note
that he did not use several works which address Carter’s foreign policy, including those by
John Dumbrell, Robert Strong, and me, or monographs by Mark Bowden or David Harris
on the hostage crisis." Admittedly these books tend to focus more on bilateral U.S.-
Iranian relations, but they could have buttressed Emery’s case. Both Bowden and Strong
give attention (albeit limited) to the difficulty of getting international support for
sanctions. Bowden further explains that the Iranians had every intention of holding onto
the hostages as “a final insult to” Carter, which reinforces Emery’s contention that
tougher sanctions would likely have made little difference.” Additionally, the author did
not include material from European archives, though the necessary documents may not
have been declassified when he wrote the article.

There are two broader, interrelated questions that Emery does not answer and which
offer opportunities for further research. First, what does the Iran episode say more
broadly about the difficulty of achieving multilateral sanctions? Second, what does it
suggest about American and European views of using sanctions as a weapon? To me, the
back-and-forth between Washington and West European capitals regarding Iran sounds
very similar to their differences over the trade restrictions imposed upon the Soviet Union
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and communist China earlier in Cold War. For instance, when the United States sought
to convince its allies to impose an embargo on trade with China, it encountered
resistance. The British, as in the case of Iran, contended that an embargo against China
would endanger their commercial interests and undermine any hope of moderating
Beijing’s attitude toward the West. West Germany also viewed trade relations with China
in monetary terms.? There has been some work on multilateral sanctions, but it tends to
use case studies and modeling to assess the success or failure of those sanctions as
opposed to the process of establishing and maintaining them.* What is needed, therefore,
is a good multi-archival history of trade as a weapon. In this respect, Emery has provided
an important piece of a much larger story.

Scott Kaufman is Associate Professor of History at Francis Marion University where he
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