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Can We Starve the Beast? Our History With Sanctions
By TIMOTHY LEWIS, History Teacher
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In 1919, as the world reeled from World War I and its 
20 million dead, President Woodrow Wilson challenged all 
countries to find diplomatic solutions to their differences.  
“A nation boycotted is a nation that is in sight of surrender,” 
Wilson famously said. “Apply this economic, peaceful, si-
lent, deadly remedy and there will be no need for force.”

This is the policy of economic sanctions that has been in 
the news so much lately, this time as our country reconsiders 
its 35-year-old sanctions against Iran. The idea is that  banning 
trade with a foreign nation until it is so economically devastated 
that its government is forced to give up its offending policies.

 Wilson left office 92 years ago, and since then, we have 
used sanctions over 100 times. We have sanctioned Cuba and 
Myanmar for suppressing their people’s human rights, the Su-
dan on charges of ethnic cleansing, and Iraq, Iran, and North 
Korea for their nuclear programs. We currently have sanc-
tions ongoing against seven different countries. Do they work?

Maybe not. One study of the use of sanctions from 
the Peterson Institute for International Economics suggests 
they only work in 35% of cases. That number drops to 13% 
if the United States operates on its own. Meanwhile, Cuba 

and North Korea—sanctioned by the United States for well 
over 50 years—seem unlikely to surrender anytime soon.

Firstly, sanctions mostly affect the poorest people of a na-
tion. At their harshest, they restrict the flow of food, water, and 
medicine to the most vulnerable citizens with the least resources. 
When the United Nations imposed sanctions on Iraq in the 1990s, 
many studies suggested that over 200,000 children had died as a 
result of widespread famine and disease brought on by sanctions.

Secondly, leaders have effectively used sanctions to promote 
nationalism, and divert blame. Saddam Hussein—along with Castro 
in Cuba and the Kims in North Korea—were able to keep power 
in part by continuing to suppress dissent and placing blame for 
the woes of their people squarely at the feet of the United States.

Sanctions, though, have had some high profile successes 
lately. Two years ago, before talks began with Iran, Myanmar’s 
brutal military dictatorship started holding democratic elections.

The death of Nelson Mandela this month also reminds us 
of the greatest policy success for sanctions: the end of apart-
heid in South Africa. Beginning in the 1970s, college students 
pushed their universities to stop any investments in businesses 
in South Africa. Throughout the ‘70s and ‘80s, government fol-

lowed suit by banning trade with the racially segregated nation. 
By the time the United States banned trade with the apartheid 
nation—which at this time effectively banned its majority black 
population from participating in government and most of the 
economy and separated blacks and whites in every public institu-
tion—South Africa was cut off from most of the world. Eventually, 
the nation’s business community—along with well-organized 
black civil rights organizations—forced the government to free 
Nelson Mandela and by 1994, the apartheid regime had collapsed.

It’s hard to find any pattern from Myanmar, South Afri-
ca, and Iran, each with wildly different governments, circum-
stances, and cultures. That said, they each required a perfect 
storm of a leadership that was willing to compromise, a peo-
ple willing and able to fight their government, and an inter-
national community that cares about the issue at hand. Even 
then, it took years before we saw the most meager of results.

 In the end we can’t make sweeping judgments on the effective-
ness of the sanctions. When our government brings them up, we must 
make sure that they are consistent with our own core ideas and values.

School is supposed to be a second home to its stu-
dents and faculty. It’s where we all spend at least 
40 hours a week, and some of us even spend more 
time in our school building than in our own homes.

In this building, we should feel welcome. We should feel 
like we belong here. However, for many of us this is not the case. 

Sadly, racism is an enduring  problem,  even  in a school like 
Bronx Science. For many, this is hard to believe. Most of us like 
to believe that our school is the perfect environment for us all.

 Blacks only make up 3% of Bronx Science and as one  
member of that 3%, my experience has been one for the re-
cords. Beginning from my time in summer school before 
freshman year to now in the middle of my sophomore year, I 
can count a plethora of times I have heard or seen racist acts.

 My first encounter was at Ned’s truck in mid July of 
2012. An Asian student walked up to me and said, “ Hey, 
what’s up n***er!” I was astonished. I looked at my friend 
and asked, “Did he really just say that?” When she nod-
ded my heart that was previously filled with devastation now 
filled itself with anger. I told him that if he ever said any-
thing else like that I would guarantee that he got expelled. 

 His response was that people at Bronx Science were 
calling him “chink” and he didn’t complain about it. He told 
me to get over myself and pushed past me to go home. I cried 
that entire night. Not even my father’s consolation helped me.

Writing of my father reminds me of an instance in De-
cember of 2012. I was in geometry class and I said that my 
current plans for after school were to go to my dad’s house. A 
white student looked at me, astonished, and asked, “You have a 
father?” This angered me more than I can begin to describe. My 

father is very dear to me and this instance almost made me blow 
a gasket. All that I could think of was: “How dare anyone ques-
tion the existence of my father? What gave them the right?”

    I know that anyone can argue that maybe this student 
just made a mistake based on the divorce rate in America in 
which 50% of first marriages end in divorce. However, it was 
what happened next that really angered me. The same student 
who just assumed I didn’t have a father, assumed that anoth-
er kid, who was Asian, did. The kid simply replied, “ I don’t 
see my father. He and my mom got divorced ten years ago.” 
The asker seemed surprised. It was as if this student was re-
quired to have both parents present in his life. Why is it like 
that for this student and I get a completely different response? 

    One of my most recent encounters included someone 
referring to “your people.” I bumped into him in the front lob-
by doors and he got upset. He told me to stay away from him 
and that he didn’t want to see me. After I made my way out 
of the door, now in a rush because his words offended me,  I 
couldn’t resist and I had to turn around and ask : “What people? 
Black people? Fat people? Smart people? Tall people? What 
people do you refer to? Because you didn’t make yourself 
very clear!” He apologized saying that he didn’t mean it that 
way. It just rolled off his tongue without a second thought.

That brings me to a major point. How many people 
get away with racist comments by   saying that they didn’t 
mean it that way? How many students get away with offend-
ing their counterparts by brushing their words off as mis-
takes? For an answer to questions like these, your only op-
tion is to turn to the students and faculty at Bronx Science.

 A fellow black student confided, “Out of my time here, 

I have sometimes heard people make racist comments and 
then brush it off as a joke. It doesn’t seem to be too wide-
spread yet.” She went on to talk about how these jokes are 
directed to everyone and she doesn’t really feel like every-
one means to be malicious when they are making these jokes.

So how can the administration of Bronx Science 
fix this issue? It’s simple. The school could start off with 
awareness seminars to teach students what is “OK” to say. 
This will teach students what is and isn’t hateful or offen-
sive and it will help to make the school community a safer 
place. After starting off with these seminars, the admin-
istration could then continue with group guidance meet-
ings when racist allegations come up within the community. 

 If this is not effective, the school could always spe-
cifically state what is and isn’t offensive. Students who 
use words like n***a to talk to their friends should get 
called out for it. Students shouldn’t be forced to have to de-
fend themselves. That is what our administration is here 
for. We should be protected from this “unintentional” hate.

 However, the administration can’t do this by itself. Stu-
dents need to come forward more often to report these issues 
and stand up for their classmates. Don’t keep brushing them off 
as jokes. There is a need for a change within Bronx Science and 
all of us should be a part of it. Think if it was you and someone 
believed everything they heard about you. Someone could hear 
a complete lie, believe it, spread it around, and treat you dif-
ferently for it. Imagine it was you going through that isolation 
and feeling people give you funny looks in the halls. Stand up 
for what is right Bronx Science. Many will thank you for it.

This Christmas, it wasn’t classics like Mario Cart and 
Monopoly making top dollar in the industry, it was the block-
buster which is Grand Theft Auto V. Since its release in Sep-
tember, it has pushed the boundaries of role-playing games 
to the next level, and has made well over a billion dol-
lars in sales. On Black Friday, GTA V clocked in at 4th 
in sales, and the end of year report saw the game being 
the top grossing entertainment product of 2013. Period.

However detailed, slick, and richly constructed 
the world of “GTA V” may be, there’s no escaping that 
the game’s central appeal is the violence, rape, and mur-
der. The fact that this game attracts so many of today’s 
impressionable minds is worrying, and I think that ev-
ery player of this game should understand its material. A 
look at its themes show that Rockstar Gaming (the cre-
ator and producer) is making more pertinent statements 
about American society today than what meets the eye.

The first thing I noticed when navigating the colos-
sal, fictional city of Los Santos (a satire of Los Angeles), 
and its outlying counties is just how real it seems. The 
city comes “alive” with every single detail accounted 
for. Everything from the hustle and bustle of the city to 
the loneliness of the desert is seamlessly constructed. 

Everything seems too real; the culture and life 
of Los Santos is so similar to that of cities in the United 
States that events and details, when taken out of context would 
seem disturbing, but just seem to blend in with the hazy dys-
topia of Los Santos. These include random police shootings, 
corrupt and twisted politicians and businessmen, and even 
a cruel satire of Facebook: boldly renamed “Life Invader.” 

Rockstar provides a shocking and twisted reality in 

this game. Everything from the scenery to the radio offers 
a window to the attitudes and behaviors of today’s society. 
The blurb on the back of the game portrays the setting as “an 
era of economic uncertainty and cheap cable TV.”  Is that 

not an accurate description of the world we live in today?
The barrage of materialism, racism, violence, cru-

elty, and corruption points a cynical, yet truthful finger at 
who we consider heroes in today’s society. Think of superhe-
roes who fought selflessly for the good of the world. Those 
were the heroes of the children growing up in the 20th cen-

tury. The protagonists in the largest game of the decade range 
from hardened criminals to serial killers, who are just trying 
to make a living in a twisted society by making deals with an 
even larger evil: the corrupt and power hungry people at the 

top of the pyramidal structure of the Los Santos world.
To look at it differently, Jimmy, the son of a main char-

acter, Michael De Santa, seems to have no positive role mod-
els. He spends his days playing mindless shooter games (like 
GTA V) and doing drugs. Rockstar seems to be pointing a fin-
ger directly at the very people who spend hours on this game.

My playthrough ended with Michael murder-
ing another character who was his best friend. One of the 
less morally corrupt characters in the game is shocked 
when the killer simply shrugs it off. Michael gives these 
final words of advice: “Surviving is winning… every-
thing else is… [irrelevant]: Fairytales spun by people too 
afraid to look life in the eye. Whatever it takes kid… Sur-
vive.” This is a chilling, yet wise piece of advice consider-
ing the darkly realistic context of the Los Santos culture.

I couldn’t help but notice the “1984”esque quality of 
the story told in this game. The society that Rockstar portrays 
is a warning of what this one is heading towards, and judging 
by the undeniable similarities between reality and this game, 
we are closer than we think. To combat this, those who spend 

hours and hours playing this extremely seductive game 
should understand the significance of it as just another tech-

nological masterpiece that serves as an escape from our reality. 
Unfortunately, Rockstar has done a fantastic job at blurring the 
lines between the two worlds. Players of this game should ask 
themselves this question: in the ordered chaos that is our modern, 
mechanized society, is life becoming nothing more than game?
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