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INTRODUCTION

“I try and talk economics in the Eurogroup, which nobody does,” Yanis Varoufakis
recounted after his brief tenure as finance minister of Greece in 2014–2015. “It’s
not that it didn’t go down well—it’s that there was point blank refusal to engage
in economic arguments. Point blank.”1 This confessed culture shock by an academic suddenly thrown into the midst of professional politicians at the height of
an unprecedented crisis within the European Union unveils, perhaps, a certain
political naiveté as much as it reveals the diplomatic disadvantage at which Greece,
which he represented, then stood. Yet it also highlights that the sovereign debt
crisis within the Eurozone was not only, or even mainly, about the economy: it was
about politics, institutions, and solidarity. If anything, it put the lie to the usual
mantra that managing a public debt, and public finances more generally, is a matter
of technical expertise best left to those who know the laws of economics. Experts,
it appeared, made decisions which were no less political than that of others.
This is not to say that the problem was to let politics enter the management of
an economic problem, somehow distorting the “pure” economics of a solution.
This is not to say, either, that public debt is only politics, and that its economic
parameters could only yield to political will. It is to say, however, that public debts
are inherently political objects as much as they are economic. The Greek crisis did
not inject politics into an economic domain that gently hums in the background
in fair weather. It unveiled how political public debt always is, even when it is not
the focus of political debate. For public debt raises issues about the distribution of
power and resources within and across societies, revealing as well as enhancing
transfers of liabilities between social groups and generations.
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This book sets out to explore exactly this political nature of public debt, both
domestically and internationally. While public debt is a financial transaction—creating a relation between (mostly) private investors and a sovereign body (the former lending money to the latter, who pledges to repay the principal plus interests
in a more or less distant future)—it is also, and inseparably, an instrument of power,
a social relationship, and a political arena in which interests and values collide.2
Public debt binds together major political issues, such as the power of the state to
tax and spend, its legitimate role to regulate markets, and the social distribution of
collective resources between bondholders and taxpayers. Drawing inspiration from
the “new fiscal sociology” and the renewed interest of political historians in economic matters, this book aims to grasp public debt issues in all their dimensions,
be they economic or political, legal, intellectual, social, or moral.3 For we need this
kind of “total history” to understand why our present is so deeply framed and
impacted by public indebtedness.

THE POLITICS OF PUBLIC DEBTS IN THE LONG RUN
Public debt is hardly a new subject, and considering its importance both
in the economic life of nations and in the political turmoil of our time, it
is not surprising. Why, thus, a new volume? We contend that a historical
perspective in the long run, from the eighteenth century to today, with a
detailed attention to diverse cases as well as the circulation of ideas, systems and capital, can significantly revise our understanding of modern
public debt.
There has been abundant historically oriented scholarship on public
debt, contributed by economic historians, political scientists, legal scholars, and international relations specialists. Although it is a rich and variegated scholarship, we think it fair, for the sake of clarity, to distinguish
three main lines of questioning that have dominated the research and
debates of the last thirty years.
A first powerful line of enquiry has explored the historical and theoretical relationships between political institutions and the development of
financial markets. In a 1989 seminal article, neo-institutionalist economists Douglass North and Barry Weingast argued that, in England, the
political and institutional reforms brought by the Glorious Revolution of
1688 created a “financial revolution.” The rise of Parliament and the limitations imposed on the king’s power played a crucial role in securing property rights, thus reassuring lenders that the Crown would honor its
obligations and abstain from defaulting on its outstanding debts (a common practice in early-modern Europe). Simultaneously, the creation of
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the Bank of England in 1694 helped channel private capital towards public
bonds, and made the British consols one of the most attractive long-term
assets for two centuries. North and Weingast thus concluded that, by creating “good institutions”—limited executive power, parliamentary oversight, and secured property rights—England showed “credible
commitment” to investors who flocked to its bonds, making its state into
a financial powerhouse.4
This article was influential in erecting the British historical experience
into a sort of universal model, with which all the other national trajectories
had to be compared and assessed. However, this “credible commitment”
hypothesis has been qualified on many grounds since then. British historians have shown that public borrowing had started to improve well before
the late seventeenth century, that “limited government” was only part of
the story of the rise of the fiscal-military state, and was also based on centralized fiscal power and aggressive imperial expansion.5 Political scientists
and economic sociologists have insisted on the social interpenetration
between bondholders and elite politicians to make sense of the British
parliament’s continuous commitment to repay debts.6 Scholars of other
countries have contested the idea that there was one single path to political and financial modernity, showing that other experiences could be
equally sustainable.7 Finally, a blindspot in this model is how historically
specific it was: though it might be useful to analyze the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries,8 it is far less efficient to account for twentieth century history, marked by a massive increase in executive power, state intervention, and market regulation.
The long-term approach we adopt in this book is meant to avoid such
pitfalls. Widely extending the chronological and spatial scope of our
enquiry, and considering other historical experiences, allow us to show
how historically grounded the institutions in charge of public debt were,
how context made them evolve, and also how their workings depended on
specific political situations and debates. Against the view that there is one
set of good “liberal democratic institutions,”9 our research shows how
public debt and the efficacy of institutions underpinning it vary historically, as their political legitimacy was never assured.
This issue of legitimacy is at the core of a second line of scholarly
enquiry that has powerfully shaped the historiography on public debt,
especially among legal scholars, political scientists, and international relations specialists. This body of literature focuses on “sovereign debt,” that
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is, the problem of the uneven power relationship between a sovereign borrower and individual lenders. This raises complex political and legal issues
about a state’s commitment to repay its debts, given that there is no international legal order that may force a sovereign state to comply with its
obligations towards foreign bondholders. Why does global public indebtedness keep growing while there is so little guarantee given to lenders that
they will get their investment back in the event of default or systemic
crisis?10
To answer this conundrum, the literature has taken three main directions. The first underlines the role of extra-contractual sanctions (what
some call “supersanctions”), mainly the use of military force, trade retaliation or the imposition of international financial controls.11 A second type
of explanation focuses on reputation as a key factor, given that defaulting
states run the risk of losing access to financial markets or of suffering from
high premiums in future borrowing attempts.12 Empirical research has
demonstrated, however, that it was not always the case, since many states
which had suspended their payments could later go back to the markets
without being subjected to harsher conditions than “virtuous” ones.13
That’s why a third stream of studies has started to historicize and politicize
debt repudiation, investigating the intellectual, political, and economic
conditions on which a state could default without many adverse consequences. While today’s “common sense” is that states should always repay
their debts, historically there were times when states could suspend or
cancel their obligations without much retaliation on the international
scene. Different notions of sovereignty could serve to justify debt writeoffs, and political legitimacy (and not only market discipline or legal contracts) was held to be crucial to decide whether a debt had to be honored
or not. This was especially the case when a successor state inherited financial obligations from a previous overthrown regime, for example, in
instances of decolonization.
Although it is in dialogue with the first two lines of scholarship, our
approach is more aligned with the third one, which insists that “the debt
continuity norm is intrinsically political and historically variable.”14
Sanctions, reputation and (il)legitimate repudiation were all key dimensions of public borrowing and debt repayment through the last three centuries. But our long-term perspective and attention to local, as well as
international political conditions allows us to revise the collective conclusions of this body of literature. If, indeed, sovereign debt involves obligations both towards a state’s own citizens as well as its domestic and foreign
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lenders, it follows that its repayment is as much an issue of political legitimacy sustained over time as of financial creditworthiness. The empirical
studies assembled here show that, in the longer term, what supports legitimacy changes over time, depending on the mutations of the global political economy as well as local situations. But they also complicate our
understanding of sovereign debt, for there were periods when most public
debt was contracted by public entities that were not nation-states.
The third debate that has recently structured the literature on public
debt, especially in sociology and political science, has revolved around the
issue of the compatibility between public debt, capitalism, and democracy.
Although this is not a new question—liberal thinkers in the eighteenth
century already warned against the antidemocratic nature of public
debts15—it has been revived with new urgency since the crisis of 2008, as
Wolfgang Streeck’s hotly debated book Buying Time exemplifies.16 In the
wake of the “credible commitment” hypothesis, some scholars tried to
defend the opposite argument, to show that only liberal democracies were
able to sustain large and stable public debts, while authoritarian regimes,
because of their excessive power, would fail to attract investors because of
a loss of confidence.17 However, this so-called democratic advantage thesis
has not been supported by empirical research.18 On the contrary, public
choice economists and international lending actors over the last thirty
years have insisted on the necessity to constrain democratic practices rather
than expand them for a country to build “credible commitment” mechanisms. Hence the move towards independent central banks, the adoption
of constitutional rules on budgetary issues, or the refusal to align economic policies with the wishes expressed by the people at the polls (as was
the case after the Greek referendum of June 2015).19 For some of its most
vehement critics, public debt is nothing but than an infernal tool used by
capitalism to stifle democratic debate and accelerate a massive transfer of
wealth from the public to the private sector, thereby increasing economic
and social inequality to an unprecedented scale.20
There is, of course, much insight in this debate, but it is singularly
focused on the very recent period. Our volume, on the contrary, takes a
longer-term and wider comparative perspective. This allows us to depart
in three significant ways from the existing literature. First, a historical and
non-teleological perspective, open to a variety of political historical experiences across the globe (empires, nation-states, regional federations,
municipalities), helps relativize the expansion of the peculiar British historical case as a primary yardstick for studying public debt. Second, we
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disconnect the issue of political legitimacy from the nature of political
regimes: as we show, public debts can be sustained by democracies, but
also by imperial bodies, authoritarian or oligarchic regimes, which may
rely on different debt management techniques or have them in common.
Third, we study the historical transformation of the state/market relation
in the long run, which helps avoid the pitfalls of a short-sighted narrative
that opposes the current “tyranny” of markets with the supposed “golden
age” of state power and market embeddedness in the twentieth century.
This is why this book starts in the eighteenth century, when an understanding of public debt emerged in Europe that still informs ours today.
Publicists and philosophers started crafting arguments to make sense of
the “public” side of a debt contracted not by an identifiable sovereign but
by more abstract “states.” What that “public” meant, and whether it made
for a different kind of debt from those contracted between individuals,
were questions at the core of debates that arose then, and whose answers
still resonate surprisingly cogently today, even though the economic and
accounting realities of public debts have shifted far from what they were
then. It was also in the late eighteenth century that public debt started
feeding the intertwined emergence of a more globalized capitalism and
the violent formation of imperial nation-states.21
It led us to bring together cases that, historically, have been studied
separately because of strong differences in institutions or cultures, as if
trust and credibility had always been the monopoly of liberal parliamentary regimes. Comparing vast empires (the Spanish Empire, Qing China,
British colonial Africa) with smaller nation-states allows the reconsideration of historical experiences that have often been overlooked by the literature on the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the twentieth
century, bringing together the cases of liberal democracies (France, United
Kingdom, United States) with authoritarian or totalitarian regimes (Nazi
Germany, Soviet Russia) sheds light on common patterns underlying jarringly different political experiences, especially during the age of the
“Great Compression,” from the 1930s to the 1960s, when new instruments of market regulation were invented on a national and international
scale. To understand the reordering of global capitalism in this period and
the advent of the Bretton Woods system (1944), one cannot simply look
at Western democracies and how they coped with economic collapse,
unemployment, mounting debts, and monetary instability. What we need
is a global analysis of the structural changes in the relations between states,
markets, and societies, which occurred at the same time (though in
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different forms and degrees) in the American New Deal, in Nazi Germany’s
authoritarian economy, or in the Soviet planned economy.22 Later in the
century, observing the turn to financial markets for public debt in Italy, in
France and in India from the 1970s to the 1990s changes the familiar
story about the rise of neoliberalism, which rarely goes back farther than
World War II.23 Differences in political institutions and cultures should
not obscure the common features and transformations affecting various
countries in a given context, when economic ideas, capital flows, and
political power are widely reconfigured.
This book thus defends an approach to global history that does not
make a claim for exhaustivity, but that carefully selects and studies contextualized cases in connection to one another to reveal broader patterns and,
simultaneously, local variations. It has two benefits: it makes possible an
attention to multiple scales (including national debts, of course, but also
imperial and local debts, which were often neglected or thought of separately)24 and to the way sovereign bodies were transformed and hybridized
across time (the “sovereign” in “sovereign debt” is not a given, and cannot be solely equated with the nation-state); and it allows for an integration of multiple historiographies, rather than the mostly English-language
(more homogenized) historiography that single-authored global histories
tend to rely on. Instead of the all-encompassing master narrative or the
macro-economic perspective, this book offers a contextualized, finegrained approach that draws strong linkages between illuminating historical cases. The international collaborative network we built for writing this
book aims to avoid the pitfalls of a purely Western-centered perspective,
by comparing cases taken across four continents, from China to North
America, from British colonial Africa to Latin America and Europe.25

THE CONSTRUCTION AND DEMISE OF SUCCESSIVE PUBLIC
DEBT REGIMES
The longer view we take in this book allows us to show that, even as history does not repeat itself, relevant historical parallels illuminate our present moment in much more interesting ways. This approach makes it
possible to break both with the teleology of models and with the more
traditional chronology. As we show, the world has gone through successive public debt regimes since the eighteenth century. By public debt
regime, we mean a stable, dominant configuration defined by a specific
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articulation between the distribution of capital and markets (or the “structural power of finance” in political science terms), the nature of state
power (what tools and expertise it can use), and the shape of the political
arena (where political legitimacy comes from; how different social groups
mobilize to defend their views and interests).26 Our hypothesis is that
there is much interdependence between the domestic side of public debt
and the structure of the international political economy (shaped by its
monetary regime, the geography of capital flows, or global inequalities
of power).
These regimes can be hegemonic but never without contemporary
alternatives; and they are not eternal. It is precisely when debt crises occur
that these regimes are challenged and redefined, through multiple negotiations, conflicts, and reordering. With this definition in mind, we can
understand why global public debt crises (in the 1820s, 1880s, 1930s,
1980s, and 2010s)27 were critical junctures during which the organization
of, and boundaries between, markets, states, and citizenries were displaced
and rearranged, both from a material and an intellectual point of view.28
This notion can help us think about moments of stability and crisis
together, as well as the interaction between political orders and economic
systems. Our redrawing of the usual chronology and its meaning allows us
to identify periods when a particular political-economic configuration of
public debt became dominant, or even hegemonic, such as the era from
the mid-nineteenth century to the 1910s (known to economic historians
as the “First Globalization”29), and periods when the plurality of practices
and trajectories was more pronounced (the “long revolutionary” period
from the 1770s to the 1820s; or the interwar years in the twentieth century). Studying how particular regimes became dominant and shaped
other configurations, we show how public debts in the modern era did not
follow invariant “models.” We propose an understanding of political economy that avoids teleology and can explain variations as something that
goes far beyond the reconstruction of long-term statistics and the isolation
of repeated patterns, or the identification of an anthropological moral
invariant of debt.30
So, what debt regimes can we collectively identify from our historical
cases? We start our investigation in the revolutionary age of the late eighteenth century, when early modern debt regimes were challenged and
redefined by new political principles and aspirations. “Part I: Political
Crises and the Legitimacy of Public Debts” shows that sustainable public
debt had little to do with market mechanisms, or even “credible
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commitment,” but was rather anchored in the capacity of a political regime
to support its legitimacy. In a bold reinterpretation, Regina Grafe uncovers in the Spanish American Empire a strong decentralized network of
public credit and merchant capital that moved money across space when
needed, while unburdening the Crown with accumulated debt. Based on
the political and religious legitimacies of the Monarchy and the Church, it
sustained the largest empire of the time. Only the political shock of
European wars and American independences upended it. The Englishliberal model with which the new fledgling nations replaced it, however,
proved unsuitable and failed to bolster their legitimacy. This liberal vision
of public debt was also, as Rebecca Spang tells us in Chap. 2, part of what
went wrong with the French Revolution. The French Monarchy’s debt
was not economically unsustainable, but it became politically so in the
1780s. This is why the first revolutionaries, far from proclaiming a clear
break with the past, immediately declared their commitment to the public
debt. In doing so, they created growing political instability. The
Revolution’s radicalization was the product less of extreme ideology than
of the contradictions between existing property relations and new models
of citizenship and participation. Maybe the French should have looked at
Sweden, a peripheral country whose case is particularly illuminating. Since
the mid-eighteenth century, as Patrik Winton writes in Chap. 3, public
debt had been at the center of several shifts of political power within the
realm, sometimes bolstering the parliamentary system, at other times helping the king confiscate more power. That story ended when the new king,
Bernadotte, built his own political legitimacy by defaulting on two-thirds
of the existing public debt and tying the new credit to his own person. The
period from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century was thus a
moment of political transformation when public debt became closely tied
to political regimes’ legitimacy. After the Revolution, the French indeed
managed to create a public debt system that would sustain its new political
regimes through public participation. In Chap. 4, David Todd and Alexia
Yates weave together this story of intellectual reconceptualization and
material popular involvement in public subscriptions. This provided the
French state with renewed political legitimacy, and made Paris into one of
the main capital export markets in the world, barely a few years after the
infamous “banqueroute des deux tiers” (1797).
Thus, by the mid-nineteenth century, a liberal debt regime, especially as
promoted by the British, had become dominant in Europe, marginalizing
the different varieties of public debts that had characterized the eighteenth
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century. It is that regime, although there were important variations within
it, that the Europeans globalized in the second half of the nineteenth century through capital flows, imperial conquests, and other forms of coercion. Yet even if pressures for increased standardization were powerful at
that time, as with the global expansion of the gold standard for instance,
the political conditions were diverse, leading to differing historical experiences. “Part II: Global Capital, Imperial Expansions, and Changing
Sovereignties” addresses the contested diffusion of public debts across the
world and how they reconfigured the distribution of wealth, fed growing
inequalities, and transformed global politics. Newly independent Latin
American countries were the first to import liberal understandings of public debt from Europe, but throughout the century, they mostly evaded
“supersanctions” in spite of defaults. As Juan Flores argues in Chap. 5, this
had mostly to do with strong citizenries with competing interests that
made European military intervention or trade sanctions difficult to work
out unilaterally. Similarly, the Ottoman case examined by Coskun Tunçer
in Chap. 6 complicates the usual view that public debt imperialism was a
simple game of nation versus nation. The Porte was able to leverage its
public debt and financial control negotiated with Western powers to push
internal institutional reforms while evading much of its political cost. Not
all countries could pull off that game, though. Egypt might be the prototypical case of imperialism through public debt. But to understand those
evolutions, as Malak Labib shows in Chap. 7, we need to follow competing groups of experts, local and international, in defining concepts and
assembling financial knowledge. While their circulation would help build
international norms, their work had more to do with their entanglement
in power relations than expertise. Thus, access to European capital was
never a pure market transaction, as Leigh Gardner also demonstrates in
Chap. 8 with the comparative West African cases of independent Liberia
and the colonial Gold Coast, Nigeria and Sierra Leone. In Britain, it
involved public and private interests enmeshed in the hybrid institutions
of Empire, which mediated lending through actors who were both private
financiers and agents of the British state. Such blurring between European
lenders and their governments was, indeed, a feature of the “liberal debt
regime” that became prominent in those years. In Late Qing China, on
the contrary, foreign capital enabled the more commercial regions to
increase commerce and develop infrastructure, at the expense of a moral
political economy that emphasized the Emperor’s benevolence through
regional redistribution. As Dong Yan recounts in Chap. 9, European-style
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public debt sapped the political legitimacy of the regime, fostering nationalist unrest and wars. Across Europe and North America too, public debt
allowed for massive investment in infrastructure but also contested redistribution of wealth and political power. As Noam Maggor and Stephen
Sawyer show for France and the United States in Chap. 10, most of this
happened at the municipal level—thus redrawing their political geography
as surely as it did in China. As Part II concludes, the height of the financial
globalization of the gold standard era was never the liberal world that
some look back to with nostalgia. Public debts were always embedded in
power relations that had little to do with market relations, but in that
period they fed growing inequalities and imperial designs that made the
world increasingly unstable.
This first global age of public debts exploded in World War I, and
“Part III: The Great Transformation of Public Debts” explores the challenge for states to rebuild their political legitimacy, with their capacity to
borrow and tax at stake, and shows the progressive and chaotic advent of
a new “dirigiste debt regime,” with variations across political systems.
World War I put tremendous stress on even the most solid states that had
spent more than a century building confidence in their public debts. As
Nicolas Delalande analyzes for France and Britain in Chap. 11, the need
to borrow massively to wage total war was foremost a democratic challenge involving nationalism, regime legitimacy, and international standing. It led to unprecedented state reach deep into civil society, and postwar
disillusionment (fueled by hyperinflation and monetary volatility) that
bred political instability and social upheaval. Victors and vanquished countries all scrambled in search of a new debt regime, prodded by the urgent
need of both political legitimacy and financial stability. Stefanie Middendorf
recounts in Chap. 12 how, in Germany, political turmoil and the fragility
of the Weimar Republic helped the emergence of a new, technical, “depoliticized” financial regime that tapped savings into a closed circuit that
would serve radically different regimes, from the troubled republic of the
1920s to the Nazi state of the 1930s and the reformed postwar Federal
republic. Yet it never meant that public debt could actually escape politics.
In Germany, “financial repression” was intimately, and necessarily, linked
to mass propaganda. So was it in the USSR. In Chap. 13, Kristy Ironside
and Étienne Forestier-Peyrat take us on a fascinating tour of Soviet public
borrowing. The denunciation of the prewar “liberal” regime had included
repudiating the Czars’ debts. Mobilization of resources meant finding
ways to tap private funds where only public ownership of means of
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production was tolerated, leading to a mix of old-fashioned devices and
institutional inventions. The heightened importance of state control of
borrowing and public debt was acute throughout those decades in old
European countries, new communist countries, and maybe even more in
newly decolonized countries after World War II. In the Middle East, as
Matthieu Rey explores in Chap. 14, public debt had been a tool of colonial domination, but after independence it became a political touchstone
to build the new regimes, in a bargain where public debt both signified
sovereignty and allowed to avoid taxing the population. This new “dirigiste debt regime” was less globalized than the previous one, but everywhere it helped build states, and bolster political regimes, with market
operations under severe controls—in this dominant regime, only a few
public debts were at the mercy of markets.
The rupture introduced in the 1970s is the subject of “Part IV: The
Political Roads to Financial Markets and Global Debt Crisis.” The turn to
a “financialized debt regime” was not so much the result of a retreat of the
state as a choice made by many political and economic actors to reorganize
the relations between states and markets, at a time when inflation ceased
to be a legitimate tool of regulation, and social spending put increasing
pressure on public finances. As Anush Kapadia and Benjamin Lemoine
show in their comparative take on France and India (Chap. 15), financial
deregulation was conceived as a way to bypass the political and social conflicts that “embedded liberalism” could no longer cope with. The complete change in public debt management led to a shift of power, from state
treasuries to central banks and international financial markets—as the
Italian example studied by Alexander Nützenadel in Chap. 16 illuminates—through a mix of half-improvised solutions to short-term crises
and willful restraints put on state intervention in the economy. States
remained crucial actors, as their reaction after the 2008 crisis demonstrated (through bailout plans). They still have the capacity to sustain high
debts, but at a political cost that weakens democratic institutions. The
international relations of public debts highlight this marginalization of
polities, Jérôme Sgard shows us in Chap. 17, as the diplomatic setting of
debt settlement experimented by the IMF in the 1980s, however decried
at the time, gave way to adjudication before national courts in a handful
of jurisdictions (with large financial markets), emphasizing the loss of sovereignty of many nations and a form of legal imperialism. In the triangular
relation between states, markets, and polities, the latter feel more and
more excluded. The discrepancy between the financial networks of
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globalization and its political regime has never been so wide, and that
explains many of the political developments and crises that have occurred
in the 2010s. In Chap. 18, Adam Tooze chronicles those shifts through a
focus on the men who styled themselves “bond vigilantes,” and their role
in working this new financialized debt regime to its limits. In doing so, he
highlights the close connection between the new forms of high public
indebtedness, the growing economic inequalities, and the widespread dissatisfaction with democratic institutions that feed the dangerous political
reactions that have swept across a large part of the world in recent years.
In a concluding section, entitled “On the Historical Uses of Numbers
and Words,” two chapters decisively show that the meaning and understanding of “public debt” has never been stable, even among professional
economists and financiers. Éric Monnet and Blaise Truong-Loï uncover
how public debt accounting has actually evaded experts, civil servants, and
financiers alike, for two centuries, even after massive international normative projects in the wake of World War II. Building on the detailed cases of
Germany, France, and China, they show that every accounting decision
(especially for comparative purposes) has been rife with political implications in the balance of power between states, creditors, and polities. Their
work is a clear warning that we should be cautious about any economic
study that uses long-term statistics of public debt without anchoring them
in their specific intellectual and political contexts. Also taking the long
view, Nicolas Barreyre and Nicolas Delalande retrace how seemingly
unchanging arguments over public debt varied widely over more than two
centuries. They study how political actors fighting over public debts used
a shared repertoire of arguments that started building in the eighteenth
century but was repeatedly transformed. Contexts changed and re-sorted
those ready-made ideas. This is a call for a political history that highlights
the circulation of ideas while understanding that their meaning is always
locally contested. It makes all the more urgent the kind of political history
proposed in the chapters of this book.
This narrative of successive dominant debt regimes should not be confused with a typology: we did not uncover different competing models of
“doing” public debt, but rather teased from our historical cases different
dominant organizations of public borrowing and management that were
particular to historical moments. What we take from this first exploration,
which we hope will inspire others, are three main points. The first one is
that public debt has never obeyed timeless laws, as there is no impersonal
mechanics attached to it. It is an inherently political object whose
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workings are deeply tied to modes of political legitimacy. Second, there is
thus no universal “good institution” to build public debt on, and thus no
inevitability to the legal rules and institutional makeup that would be
“necessary” for borrowing states to establish. Finally, political legitimacy is
a key feature of public debt, as well as of creditors’ claims. We believe that
such conclusions are important when we observe the shape of contemporary debates over national indebtedness in the new global capitalist order
now in crisis, reaching unprecedented proportions with the deep impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic.

PUBLIC DEBT AND CAPITALISM
By looking at past historical configurations, the book shows that global
public debt crises are related to deep transformations in the relation (and
boundaries) between states, markets, and polities, as well as shifting power
relations across the globe. Today’s tendency to consider public debt as a
source of fragility or economic inefficiency misses the fact that, since the
eighteenth century, public debts and capital markets have on many occasions been used by states to enforce their sovereignty and build their institutions, especially (but far from only) in times of war. Considering that
access to capital is crucial to state-building, it should be no surprise that
states decided to bail out banks and insurance companies after 2008, or
that central banks intervened so massively to buy sovereign bonds and
keep interest rates at low levels. But it is striking to observe that certain
solutions that were used in the past to smooth out public debt crises (inflation in the 1920s, default in the 1870–1880s or 1930s, or capital controls
after 1945) were left out of the political framing of the current crisis, thus
revealing how the balance of power between bondholders, taxpayers, pensioners, and wage-earners has evolved over the past forty years.
Given the acuteness of the current debt crisis, we would like to spell out
how this volume could add to the historical understanding of capitalism
that has been, of late, a growing concern of scholarship.31 It aims at recapturing the relations between private capital and public authorities, looking
at the role of finance and credit in the shaping of state sovereignty, economic inequalities, democratic institutions, or imperialist endeavors.32 By
reviving “political economy” as a key concept in the study of capitalism,
historians, sociologists, and political scientists insist on the deep interplay
between markets and politics, as soon as we accept that the “economy” is
a historical construct, embedded in social relations, moral values, and
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political conflicts, rather than a natural order whose laws apply at every
period and in every context.33 For all its exciting and fruitful developments, however, this “new history of capitalism” has mostly focused on
the American experience. Our global history of public debts sheds light on
the role played by capital flows and debt relations in the global expansion
of capitalism since the late eighteenth century, and in the process “deamericanizes” (and also “de-anglicizes”) the history of capitalism. Here,
we show that putting the political analysis at the center of our enquiry can
make sense of the history of capitalism in all its avatars through time, as
capitalism is constantly reshaped in localized, interconnected political
dynamics. Our contribution to this larger reflection takes four directions.
First, we argue that public debt has always been a powerful driver for
the expansion of capitalism. State borrowing went far beyond the mere
circulation of money and bonds. It spurred the construction of knowledge
(e.g. statistics and economic categories) and the diffusion of economic
ideas (classical liberalism, Keynesian macroeconomics, public choice economics, ordoliberalism, and so on), shaped financial, political, and administrative institutions, and fed the competition between moral categories
and political visions.34 Beyond financial transfers, public debts imply many
circulations, of experts and scientists, of books and newspapers, of intermediaries and merchants, of institutions and specific economic policies, as
shown in most chapters of this volume. When borrowing money, states
need to find lenders—and it often led them to adopt the words and categories of financiers when the latter had the upper hand, because they had
established themselves as the experts or when they had the power to decide
the success or failure of a loan. In the nineteenth century, as many national
and local governments strove to issue bonds in London, Paris, Amsterdam,
Vienna (or later New York) to modernize their institutions and promote
economic development (through railway construction, mining industries,
administrative reforms), they increasingly bought into a financial system
that sought to impose its own values and measurements on their institutions. To understand how global capitalism was shaped, we need to pay
close attention to the many efforts (and disputes) to produce standardized
measures and concepts about public finances and financial markets, assets
and liabilities, debt ratio and so on. However this story has always been a
highly contested one, marked by the contradiction between two diverging
principles, the need for states to offer transparency about their public
accounts (to reassure foreign or national bondholders) and the kind of
opacity and secrecy that dominates many discussions between central
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bankers, political elites, and financial companies in times of crisis, especially today.35
Second, this global history of public debts compels us to think about
the relationship between capitalism, imperialism, and violence. The use of
sovereign debt as a tool used by Western countries to exert their domination over the rest of the world, both in colonial and postcolonial settings,
is looked at afresh in the second part of the volume. Over the nineteenth
century, the expansion of financial capitalism was directly connected to
slaveholding, the rise of empires, the formation of nation-states, and the
multiplication of wars and social conflicts.36 If globalization rode the wings
of European imperialisms, then it remains to account for an expansion of
capitalism wedded to the new, triumphant nation-states. A “postcolonial”
reading of sovereign debt issues insists on the oppressive nature of financial claims and duties, and its connection with violence. But looking at
different scales and comparing various cases help deconstruct such a global
vision, without overlooking the relation between debt and domination.
Some countries searched for foreign capital precisely to reinforce themselves and wage war (see Sweden in the late eighteenth century, Greece in
the 1890s); in other cases local elites wanted to leverage the external
supervision of national finances to promote unpopular domestic reforms
and increase their economic position and political power (as in many Latin
American countries during the nineteenth century, or in newly independent states such as Iraq and Syria in the 1950s and 1960s). Exporting
capital could also lead to reverse effects on creditor powers, especially
when debts were canceled or repudiated, weakening the core of financial
capitalism.37 This story also points to a reinterpretation of the many experiences in international financial control and regulations, from the
1860s-1870s in Tunisia, the Ottoman Empire and Egypt, to the recent
implementations of structural adjustment programs by the IMF in postcolonial African countries (in the 1980s) or the role played by the now
famous “troika” (composed of members of the European Commission,
the European Central Bank and the IMF) in Greece after 2010.
Third, this history contributes to the vivid debate, launched by political
scientists in the 1990s, on the “varieties of capitalism.”38 Capitalism has
indeed always taken different historical forms (not only in space, but also
in time); so, we should not be surprised if the crisis we are living through
has reopened urgent debates about the sustainability and future of liberal
and capitalist democracies. The successive debt regimes (“liberal”, “dirigiste”, and “financialized”) that we uncover are a start in this direction.
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They are based on an analysis of how capital globalization went hand in
hand with local, national, and regional differentiations across time, and
how political configurations and events were a key factor—thus shedding
light on power relations, economic inequalities, and social redistribution
in the modern era. They also make room for alternatives to the Englishliberal model which has been improperly erected as the “correct,” because
historically “successful,” model. Not only did England not look like that
model of “credible commitment” in the past, there existed other political
economic paths that proved entirely sustainable until upended by the
political upheavals that shook the world across the “age of revolutions.”
Finally, this global history tries to look at how public debt has entered
the everyday life of individuals and societies, how it has been appropriated
by them and at times contested.39 Combining the macro and the micro is
essential if we want to understand how this abstract phenomenon of public indebtedness, saturated with figures, long-term commitments, and
byzantine mechanisms, has affected the social, economic, and political life
of millions of people over time.40 The divide between theoretical and statistical macro-approaches, on the one hand, and the type of microhistory
that social and cultural historians are crafting, on the other, needs to be
filled if we want to get a sense of what “public debt” really meant for societies in history. The various chapters gathered in this volume mark a first
step in this direction; they look at the “global chains” of capital and public
debt, which connect people and institutions from different social backgrounds, countries, and continents, not only today but already in the late
eighteenth century. That’s why this history cannot rely solely on bankers,
diplomats, and international lawyers, those “big players” whose role is
often already well-known, but must also rely on the millions of small investors, taxpayers, pensioners, consumers, wage-earners, whose economic
and political power has been shaped and constrained by long-distance
financial transfers. Public debt entered their daily lives when they bought
bonds, subscribed to life insurance policies or private pension schemes, or
when inflation and debt cancelation eroded their real incomes. It also triggered political movements and upheavals, in times of war and crisis, or
when financial demands and austerity measures increased inequalities
while foreclosing democratic choice.41
*

*

*
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In our contemporary crisis, reconnecting the history of capitalism and that
of democracy seems one of the most urgent intellectual and political tasks
of our time. This global political history of public debt is a contribution to
this debate. The urgent task of our day is to elaborate a new understanding to articulate state power, market mechanics, and democratic agency.
The issues at stake are crucial for the future of our societies. Where to
draw the line between transparency and opacity in the management of
public debts? What kind of responsibility do experts, central bankers, and
international leaders have towards societies and people whose wellbeing is
dependent upon public debts and their repayment? Can public debt be
used to other ends than increased inequality and diminished political
choice? These questions are not new, but they are still ours. We hope this
book will bring history back into this debate, and help consider that there
are always several alternatives open for political discussion, even when we
speak of public debts.
Nicolas Barreyre
Nicolas Delalande
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