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How have economic warfare and sanctions been applied in modern
history, with what success and with what unintended consequences?
In this book, leading economic historians provide answers through case
studies ranging from the eighteenth-century rivalry of Britain and
France and the American Civil War to the two world wars and the
Cold War. They show how countries faced with economic measures
have responded by resisting, adapting to, or seeking to pre-empt the
attack so that the effects of an economic attack could be delayed or
temporarily neutralised. Behind the scenes, however, economic meas-
ures shaped the course of warfare: they moulded war plans, raised the
adversary’s costs of mobilisation, and tipped the balance of final out-
comes. This book is the first to combine the study of economic warfare
and sanctions, showing the deep similarities and continuities as well as
the differences, in an integrated framework.
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Preface

This book was conceived in the summer of 2021. It seemed to us that
the history of economic warfare and sanctions was ripe for further
development.

We had previously collaborated on studies of the economics of the two
world wars (Harrison 1998; Broadberry and Harrison 2005). Both books
were made up of country studies; this framework did not allow for special
attention to a thematic investigation of economic warfare. As a field of
scholarship, economic warfare seemed to have been left in the 1960s.
A re-evaluation of the evidence of two world wars was overdue. We knew
of work on Germany in World War II that pointed in this direction
(O’Brien 2015; Adena et al. 2020). We also knew that the field of inquiry
ought to be much wider. Economic sanctions were by this time a major
feature of the global economy, but their record was puzzlingly mixed.
Among scholars of international relations there was disillusionment with
both ‘forever wars’ and ‘forever sanctions’ (Drezner 2021). Finally, the
histories of economic warfare and sanctions were clearly intertwined
(Dehne 2019) – but what did this mean for how they worked and under
what conditions they might have succeeded or failed?

We gathered a team of scholars – eighteen including ourselves – who
were knowledgeable about the practices of economic warfare and sanc-
tions over three centuries, and we commissioned the case studies that
form the chapters of our book. We met once online, in November 2022,
to discuss preliminary ideas and plan their further development; and a
second time in person, in January 2024 in a Palazzo on Venice’s Grand
Canal, to discuss our draft chapters. In Venice our team was joined by
Duncan Weldon and Richard Overy, who read our drafts and guided
our discussions.

While we worked, we felt the influence of developments in scholarship
and world events. New work (Mulder 2022) suggested that during the
interwar period fear of sanctions might have had the unintended conse-
quence of driving Germany, Italy, and Japan to pursue policies of autarky
that led them to attack other countries in order to secure supplies of vital

xvii
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strategic resources. Was it possible, then, that economic warfare could be
not only ineffective but actually counterproductive?

Growing concerns about the international conduct of Russia and
China today renewed policy interest in Germany as a rising power in
the late nineteenth century, the scope for containment by economic
measures, and the risks of precipitating conflict.

In February 2022 these concerns boiled over with the Russian invasion
of Ukraine. Western threats of unprecedented sanctions did not deter
aggression beforehand. Imposed after the event, they did not stop it in its
tracks. In the period that followed, it became apparent that economic
warfare was again being waged across Europe on several fronts, raising
increasingly existential questions. Could Ukraine survive the Russian
attack on its civilian infrastructure? Could Western Europe survive with-
out Russian energy exports? Could Russia survive Western sanctions?

We are economic historians, not forecasters. We did not set out to
inform policy makers. But it has become apparent that everybody ought
to know a little more about what happened in the history that this
book describes.

References

Adena, Maja, Ruben Enikolopov, Maria Petrova, and Hans-Joachim Voth. 2020.
‘Bombs, Broadcasts and Resistance: Allied Intervention and Domestic
Opposition to the Nazi Regime during World War II.’ CEPR Working
Paper no. 15292. London: Centre for Economic Policy Research.

Broadberry, Stephen, and Mark Harrison, eds. 2005. The Economics of World War
I. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Dehne, Phillip A. 2019. After the Great War: Economic Warfare and the Promise of
Peace in Paris 1919. London: Bloomsbury.

Drezner, Daniel W. 2021. ‘The United States of Sanctions: The Use and Abuse
of Economic Coercion’, Foreign Affairs 100(5): 142–154.

Harrison, Mark, ed. 1998. The Economics of World War II: Six Great Powers in
International Comparison. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Mulder, Nicholas. 2022. The Economic Weapon: The Rise of Sanctions as a Tool of
Modern War. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

O’Brien, Phillips P. 2015. How the War Was Won: Air–Sea Power and Allied
Victory in World War II. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

xviii Preface

www.cambridge.org/9781009474894
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-47489-4 — Economic Warfare and Sanctions Since 1688
Edited by Stephen Broadberry, Mark Harrison
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgements

We are grateful to many for assistance, advice, encouragement, and
material support. Duncan Weldon and Richard Overy guided our think-
ing, placing their immense knowledge and experience at our disposal.
The ESRC Centre for Advantage in the Global Economy (CAGE)
research centre of the University of Warwick funded our Venice confer-
ence, and Jane Snape, Neil Rickatson, and Sarah Thomson coordinated
our activities. At Cambridge University Press, Michael Watson chan-
nelled our enthusiasm and steered us to publication. Anonymous readers
scrutinised our drafts and suggested improvements. Victoria Gierok
prepared the Index to a very tight deadline. We thank them all.

xix

www.cambridge.org/9781009474894
www.cambridge.org

