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The Economic Consequences of the Peace is one of the most famous 
books in the history of economic thought. It is also one of the most 
polemical. Published as a response to what Keynes saw as the grave 
errors of the Treaty of Versailles, the book predicted that war repara-
tions and other harsh terms imposed on Germany would lead to its col-
lapse, which in turn would lead to devastating consequences for Europe 
and the wider world. We now know these predictions to have been all 
too accurate. Keynes’s Economic Consequences of the Peace after 100 
Years brings together an international team of experts to assess the leg-
acy of Keynes’s best-selling work. It compiles a series of wide-ranging 
chapters, exploring the varied influence of his ideas and policy contribu-
tions. Written in an accessible style, it recovers the importance of this 
history and examines the continued relevance of Keynes’s controversial 
book.
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This volume collects contributions to a conference marking the cente-
nary of John Maynard Keynes’s The Economic Consequences of the 

Peace. The conference took place in September 2019 at King’s College, 
Cambridge, an institution with which Keynes was closely associated 
throughout his adult life. Keynes’s book is rightly celebrated as a bril-
liant piece of advocacy by one of the twentieth century’s pre-eminent 
economists. It instantly gave Keynes worldwide fame, igniting con-
troversies that have endured to the present. What explains the lasting 
relevance of a work seemingly so laser-focused on the issues of its 
day? The book made an accurate prophecy of the repercussions of a 
“Carthaginian peace” while offering a prescient plea for the type of 
global economic co-operation that later informed key aspects of recon-
struction after World War II – including the Bretton Woods institu-
tions (which Keynes helped to design) and the Marshall Plan. But the 
book has remained so relevant because, despite the undoubted prog-
ress in global co-operation made after World War II, Keynes’s central 
theme of myopic nationalism versus peaceful economic integration has 
not been definitively resolved in favour of the latter. Indeed, the text 
has an accentuated resonance now, given growing ethno-nationalism, 
the fraying of traditional alliances, emerging threats to the global com-
mons, heightened geopolitical tensions, and attacks on the multilateral 
institutions that have supported economic and financial globalisation 
since 1945.

When the participants convened in Cambridge in September 2019, 
the world was still feeling the protracted effects of the Global Financial 
Crisis, which were political as well as economic. They had no idea that 
only a few months later a global pandemic would emerge, comparable 
to the great influenza that raged as statesmen negotiated the Treaty of 
Versailles and while Keynes penned his critique. And when the editors 
of the present volume reconvened to assemble the chapters and write 
the overview chapter that opens this volume (periodically consulting 

Preface
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xiv Preface

over Zoom), they did not know that a Russian invasion of Ukraine 
was coming, with all of its direct human cost and global economic 
repercussions. These tragic events, still unfolding, further underscore 
the present-day relevance of the issues Keynes raised in 1919, but they 
do so in a world where war has the capacity to be much more destruc-
tive. Future debates about the causes of geopolitical revanchism will 
reference the cases of Germany in the 1930s and Russia in the 2020s, 
no doubt citing Keynes’s arguments in the Economic Consequences.

This volume opens with an introductory chapter by the editors 
reviewing the last hundred years from the perspective of the lasting 
influence of Keynes’s ideas and evolving views on economics, policy, 
and international institutions. A central thesis is the durable relevance 
of the factors Keynes saw as crucial in 1919. Then, the chapter by 
Michael Cox explores the multifaceted origins of Keynes’s classic and 
its influence on contemporary debates. Several chapters exploring the 
intellectual reception of the Economic Consequences follow. Peter 
Clarke adds historical discipline to critical assessments of Keynes’s 
contribution. Benny Carlson and Lars Jonung offer a compelling 
account of the multi-layered and rich interactions between Keynes and 
leading Swedish economists, unveiling reciprocal intellectual influence 
as well as the relevance of these interactions in shaping public opin-
ion in Sweden. Guilherme Sampaio sketches a balanced picture of the 
public debate on the Economic Consequences in France, where views 
and analyses differed profoundly – therein reflecting opposing assess-
ments of the merits and the costs of the Treaty. Harold James and 
Andrew Koger contrast Keynes’s critique of Versailles, rooted in the 
rarefied intellectual milieu of Cambridge, with the art of sophisticated 
multilateral diplomacy dominating in Paris and the pragmatic finan-
cial market-oriented thinking prevailing in Amsterdam.

The next group of chapters explores how the ideas that grew out of 
the Economic Consequences have influenced economic theory, prac-
tice, and policy. The chapter by Simon Hinrichsen brings Keynes’s 
analysis to bear on the historical experience of reparations through a 
comparative analysis of fifteen case studies between 1915 and today. 
Olivier Accominotti, David Chambers, and James Ashley Morrison 
explore the extent to which Keynes’s analysis and policy experience 
guided his portfolio choices and investments in foreign currencies. 
Elise Brezis reads Keynes’s analysis of reparations through the lens of 
a political economy model built around three key elements featured 
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Preface xv

in the introduction of his book: the opposing interests of the elite and 
the working class, the notion of national sovereignty or identity, and 
the international political system. Eyüp Özveren weaves a fascinating 
tapestry of events that plausibly link the Turkish translation of the 
Economic Consequences by a prisoner of war in Malta to the likely 
influence of Keynes’s ideas and work in Turkey’s later economic and 
foreign policies. Madeleine Dungy leads us through Keynes’s evolving 
advice and analysis on free trade versus protection in the interwar 
period, balancing his aspirations for multilateralism against national 
stabilization concerns. In his chapter, Max Harris offers a novel and 
informative account of the workings and achievements of the Tripartite 
Agreement of 1936, through which monetary authorities took the lead 
in pursuing an effective form of cross-border co-operation. These path-
ways foreshadowed the more comprehensive post-war construction of 
Keynes and Harry Dexter White. The long-standing question of the 
effects of tariffs on inflation, and their potential role in helping the 
United Kingdom counter the global deflationary shock in the 1930s, 
is reconsidered in the study by Jagjit Chadha, Solomos Solomou, 
and Ryland Thomas. Here again, the theme touches on the trade-off 
between economic integration and the imperative that national gov-
ernments pursue domestic prosperity.

Turning to Keynes’s long-run influence on international economic 
relations, Michael Bordo and Catherine Schenk revisit the turning 
points in the evolution of the global economic and monetary system, 
and in international co-operation. They do so from the perspective 
of Keynes’s analytical views on the possibility of achieving lasting, 
stable, and reliable arrangements. David Vines reads the Economic 

Consequences as a key stepping stone in Keynes’s development and 
overarching contribution as a theorist, challenging a conventional 
wisdom that downplays the analytical economic content of his 1919 
book. Jonathan Boff concludes the volume with an exploration of 
the cultural and intellectual ramifications of Keynes’s critique of the 
peace of Versailles, as evidenced in the post-war popular perception 
of the war.

We hope that this rich array of contributions gives a flavour of the 
extraordinarily intensive and productive interdisciplinary exchange 
during the conference. The final editing of the book obviously ben-
efited from the ideas and discussions in all the sessions, and especially 
during the concluding policy panel. In that session, moderated by 
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xvi Preface

Adam Tooze, Edward Carr (The Economist), Stanley Fischer (Senior 
Adviser, BlackRock), Cecilia Skingsley (Sveriges Riksbank), and Geoff 
Mann (Simon Fraser University) led an insightful, provocative, and 
critical discussion of how Keynes’s analysis resonates in today’s trou-
bled world. A video of the panel discussion, as well as other informa-
tion about the King’s College conference, can be found at https://ecp 
.econ.cam.ac.uk/

This book is intended as a reference for researchers and practitioners 
in economics, history, international law, sociology, political science, 
and international relations. It is conceived as a concerted reflection 
on the terrible events and the underlying factors that a hundred years 
ago undermined decades of unprecedented economic globalization, 
destroyed empires, and redefined the balance of power among regions 
and countries. As such, it also speaks to a wider audience for whom the 
worrisome unfolding of current events sparks an appetite to explore 
the lessons of history.

The post-war multilateral system was successful for a long while on 
its initial terms, but it did not prove fully adequate to counter evolv-
ing threats to financial stability, global health, climate, and collective 
security. The world’s response to Russia’s actions of March 2022 has 
been uneven – notably owing to the important exception of China and 
the ambivalent position of parts of the Global South. Those events 
may still admit the possibility of a more unified response to other 
threats, a response that encompasses actions taken autonomously by 
the private sector as well as by governments. Technology sometimes 
can help. Unlike in the cases of earlier war crimes that the dark history 
of the twentieth century brought in sad abundance, the fact that nearly 
everyone carries a video camera nowadays may be more conducive to 
a unified global resolve to do better. The non-unanimous, but still very 
high, degree of consensus in recent Group of Twenty communiqués 
gives some grounds for hope on key collective action challenges that 
require international co-operation. We still have work to do, and the 
world’s capacity to prosper depends on our achieving co-operation in 
areas where national incentives align, despite commercial and geopo-
litical tensions.
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The proposal for an Economic Consequences centenary conference origi-
nally emerged as a high-profile initiative of Cambridge INET, now transi-
tioned into the Janeway Institute at Cambridge University. Special thanks 
go to the managers of the Institute, Patrick Bolton and Bill Janeway in par-
ticular, for supporting the plan for a conference favouring intense inter-
disciplinary discussion. The Banca d’Italia, Bank of England, and Sveriges 
Riksbank offered both generous financial support and strong encourage-
ment to pursue the conference project, testifying to the longevity and 
lasting policy relevance of the themes that Keynes raised in his book. In 
line with its interdisciplinary nature, the organisation of the conference 
relied on the active involvement of the Cambridge Public Policy Strategic 
Research Initiative and the ESRC Centre for Macroeconomics, both pro-
viding financial support and key suggestions on topics and themes.

The success of the conference owes much to the intellectual and 
factual contributions of the Organizing Committee, including Gareth 
Austin and David Howarth at Cambridge University, Michael Kumhof 
from the Bank of England, Eugenio Gaiotti from the Banca d’Italia, 
and Jesper Lindé from the Sveriges Riksbank. We also thank Soumaya 
Keynes for valuable help and advice.

The dedication and commitment of Anne Hitchin and Marion 
Reusch, administrators of Cambridge INET (at the time of its tran-
sition to become the Janeway Institute in Cambridge), were essential 
for a conference on such a scale to run smoothly. A celebration of the 
book in Cambridge could not be hosted but in King’s College, which 
generously gave participants the opportunity to familiarize themselves 
with Keynes’s rooms, the Keynes archives, and all the other spaces in 
the college where Keynes lived and worked. Special thanks go to the 
Master of King’s, Professor Michael Proctor, as well as to King’s senior 
archivist Dr Patricia McGuire, who opened the Keynes archives to us.

We were lucky to be joined in the effort by Director Clare Trowell 
and the fantastic staff of the Marshall Library, who relentlessly 
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promoted the conference among students and researchers at the 
University and elsewhere. The Marshall Library organized exhibits 
showing the early edition of the book as well as the proofreading 
pages with original comments by Keynes; ran a blog shedding light 
on intriguing and informative aspects of the production process of the 
Economic Consequences, as well as in the contemporary debate on it; 
and co-hosted with the Marshall Society a student competition for an 
essay on the book.

Finally, we are especially thankful to the Keynes Fund at Cambridge 
University, for supporting the publication of the conference 
proceedings.

From Day One of this project, throughout all of the different publi-
cation phases, Catherine Piner was the enthusiastic and most effective 
organizer, blog contributor, archive researcher, and text co-editor. 
Her input was invaluable and essential in bringing this volume to 
completion.
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