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Introduction



Sometimes archaeologists get lucky – maybe never more so than when they find what they call a ‘hoard’. A hoard, or wealth deposit, is something different from the detritus of everyday life that archaeologists usually deal with. It is a collection of valuable items such as jewellery, silver plate and money, often buried by its owner. Archaeologists love a hoard. The inclusion of coins, which can have the year they were minted stamped on to them, usually makes the items dateable. But while discovering a hoard is great news for an archaeologist, the very existence of such a wealth deposit generally spelled disaster for whoever buried it and failed, for whatever reason, to recover it.


Plotting the date of discovered wealth deposits over time is not a bad indicator of societal stress. There is a significant spike in discovered hoards around Europe from the ninth and tenth centuries – the Viking Age. The existence of boatfuls of marauders prowling the coasts and rivers of the continent clearly left many affluent citizens feeling uneasy. The most spectacular find in China, which contained more than 1.5 tons of bronze coinage, seems to date from the Jin-Song wars of the early thirteenth century when the borders of northern China were redrawn. Looking back over the centuries of British history, there have been two notable spikes in the burying of wealth that archaeologists have discovered. The first came towards the end of the fourth and beginning of the fifth century AD, at the time of the end of Roman rule in Britain. The second and even larger spike came in the middle of the seventeenth century. This was the era of the British civil wars, a time of chronic instability. This was also the era in which the now common phrase ‘blood and treasure’ entered into widespread usage. There was so much blood being shed that many chose to bury their treasure.


Wars are hugely expensive, both in human and financial terms. Blood and treasure is the neatest three-word way yet devised that encapsulates a frequently overlooked aspect of history. At first glance you might assume that the study of economics can help us to understand the monetary aspect of this equation but be on far less sure footing when it comes to the matter of human toll. But ‘following the money’, as I hope to persuade you, is absolutely as useful a device for understanding how and why states have fought wars as it is for understanding how they have paid for them.


War and conflict may sometimes seem like the most irrational aspects of behaviour, and a discipline usually associated with ‘utility-maximising actors’ – as economists drily refer to human beings – may appear ill-prepared to explain them. But there is far more to economics than the arid textbook approach may suggest. Two economic notions in particular are crucial to understanding conflict and war: incentives and institutions.


A rational look at incentives can often explain even the most seemingly irrational behaviour – and few things are as irrational as war. Crucially, though, incentives are not formed in a vacuum. They are shaped by the wider social, cultural and political context – the kind of things economists call institutions. In economic parlance, an institution is not necessarily an organisation with an address and phone number but an expected manner of behaviour. The FBI is obviously an institution, but in economic terms so too is the notion that people should go through their everyday lives without stealing from their neighbours. So institutions can be actual organisations, but also wider forms of behaviour and the general rules of society.


Over time institutions change and incentives change too alongside them. The world of early medieval Europe in which this book opens was very different from that of the 2020s in which it closes. Institutions had changed in almost unrecognisable ways, and with them incentives. Together, though, institutions and incentives shape and explain human behaviour.


Most economists agree that countries’ comparative wealth is largely decided by institutions. Some states have developed institutions that support economic growth and higher living standards, others have not. Institutions matter far more than technology, climate or a myriad of other factors in explaining one’s life chances.


Over the long span of human history, nothing has shaped institutions – and hence economic outcomes – as much as war and violence. The key institution has been the state, and for almost all of human history making war and preparing to make war – what economic historians call ‘the gift of Mars’ – has defined states and their development. Warfare is crucial to understanding institutional development, and institutional development is crucial to the central questions of economics. War-making and state-making have developed side by side. What we now call states and nations often developed out of particularly successful warbands.


History, as Arnold Toynbee once noted, risks being ‘just one damned fact after another’. Economics and economic thinking provide a framework for considering why things happened as they did, a handy toolkit for explaining what sometimes seems like inexplicable human behaviour and one that stretches well beyond money and production. The social sciences and history are naturally complementary. Social science without history is a dry and often unhelpful theoretical exercise, one that might make sense in a mathematical model or in a textbook but will usually struggle – or even be actively unhelpful – in the real world. But history without social science or theory can often be little more than a list of dates and events. Sometimes an interesting one, but a list nonetheless. Combining the two can allow the reader to understand not only what happened but, crucially, why it happened.


The first states were built by what economic historians politely dub ‘violence specialists’, and the threat of violence sat behind most forms of economic exchange. It was not long after the agricultural revolution that some bulkier humans realised that while farming was hard work, using threats to take some of the produce of the farmers was an awful lot easier. Those with what economists would call a comparative advantage in violence could live well. The best way for those not endowed with a propensity for violence was to place themselves under the protection of someone who could defend them. From the very beginning, then, violence and conflict have been key to how human society has developed. But even in a pre-modern world, incentives and institutions mattered.


In the modern world the institutions are different but the incentives for war and violence often remain. Over time war and institutions have shaped each other. The development of new weapons or tactics or techniques has forced states to change how they organise themselves and hence the rest of society.


After the military revolution of the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries, war became more expensive. Armies became larger and wars lasted for longer. The costs of fighting, and hence the incentive structures around them, began to change. That changing nature of war led to a change in the nature and size of states.


In the chapters that follow, this book will examine the economics of conflict and war from the Viking Age to the war in Ukraine. It will explain why Genghis Khan should be regarded as the father of globalisation, how New World gold and silver counter-intuitively kept Spain poor, why some economists think of witch trials as a form of ‘non-price competition’, how pirate captains were pioneers of effective human resources management, how handing out medals hurt the Luftwaffe in the Second World War, and why economic theories helped to create a tragedy in Vietnam. Along the way it considers why some medieval kings were right to arm their soldiers with inferior weapons, takes some management lessons from Joseph Stalin, and asks if a culture of patronage and cronyism helped the Royal Navy rise to greatness.


I hope it will also show both how economics can help understand war and how understanding war can help explain modern economics.
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Rational Raiders: 
The Economics of the Vikings


When someone is known to history as Eric Bloodaxe it is a reasonable guess that they had what might euphemistically be called a ‘colourful’ career. Eric Bloodaxe was a tenth-century Viking king who ruled Northumbria twice and was very possibly also, at different times, King of Norway and Jarl (Earl) of the Orkney Islands. His other common nickname was fractrum interfector, or brother-killer, which gives some clues as to how he might have become King of Norway in the first place. While his rulership of Northumbria can be more securely dated from both contemporary mentions and coin finds, his other reputed adventures appear in much later sagas. Some historians even think that two Eric Bloodaxes, one historical and one legendary, have become merged over the years. If there was indeed not just one but two kings with the name Bloodaxe, that’s rather telling about the nature of Viking kingship. Equally telling is the name of a near contemporary, Thorfinn Skullsplitter of Orkney.


The story of Eric, as cobbled together from the scant surviving contemporary sources and the later semi-legendary tradition, runs something like this. Eric was one of perhaps twenty sons of the rather wonderfully named King Harald Finehair of Norway. He certainly then was not short of brothers to kill. Possibly the oldest son, and apparently his father’s favourite, Eric went about securing his inheritance by knocking off his male siblings one by one. He eventually succeeded as King of Norway, but his rule was harsh, unpopular and short-lived. By the time it was ended by revolt he was down to one surviving brother. Exiled from Norway, he crossed the North Sea, possibly ruled the Orkney Islands for a while, and then established himself as a pirate and raider around the Irish Sea. Over the course of perhaps a decade he amassed wealth, reputation and followers – enough that by AD 947 he was able to claim the kingship of Northumbria, ruling a substantial chunk of northern England from York.


Northumbrian politics in the mid-tenth century are best described as messy. From the late ninth century onwards the country now called England had begun to emerge from a fractured conglomeration of smaller kingdoms and statelets. Alfred the Great and his descendants as rulers of Wessex had not only resisted Viking invasions but gradually begun to add to their own realms. The old Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of Mercia and East Anglia and lands ruled for a century or more by Danish settlers in the Midlands had been incorporated into the newly combined country. Northumbria, though, was the tricky bit. The territory was disputed between the English, or West Saxon, kings descended from Alfred and a line of Hiberno-Norse Vikings associated with the Scandinavian-ruled Kingdom of Dublin across the Irish Sea. The people of the region were themselves a mix of long-standing Anglo-Saxon residents coupled with Scandinavian settlers who had been arriving for three or four generations. Henry of Huntingdon, a later chronicler of English history, believed the people of the north waited to see which way the wind would blow before deciding who to back with ‘their usual faithlessness’. Which is a harsh judgement, but not an inaccurate one.


Eric Bloodaxe’s first spell as king was brief, lasting only until 948 when he was ousted after a year in charge by a revolt of the native English amid a Scottish invasion. But he was a hard man to keep down. By 952 he was, after another spell of raiding around the Irish, Cumbrian and Scottish coasts, ready for another try. The circumstances of his second reign are frustratingly unclear. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle merely tells us that the Northumbrians ‘drove out King Olaf and accepted Eric’ in 952, but by 954 they had had a change of heart and decided to throw in their lot with Alfred the Great’s grandson King Eadred. Henry of Huntingdon’s complaints about faithlessness seem more than just a southern anti-northern prejudice. Eric himself died in the immediate aftermath of this second Northumbrian ousting, killed in battle fighting against the Anglo-Saxons in the Pennines.


Even stripped of any mythical elements, the bare facts of Eric’s life and name seem to sum up much of what comes to mind at the mention of the word Viking. Here was a career forged on both sides of the North Sea, one that saw Eric at times as a king and at others as a raider but always as a warrior. Eric was a violence specialist, and the leader of other violence specialists.


No one is quite sure why the so-called Viking Age – which lasted from about AD 800 until the eleventh century – started, what exactly it was that prompted young men in Scandinavia to start preying on the coastal communities of the rest of western Europe. Over the years various explanations have been offered, ranging from climate change depressing agricultural yields in Europe’s far north and causing an exodus to increased status competition between local Scandinavian rulers leading to their seeking new treasures overseas. Whatever the causes, it soon became apparent that the Vikings, to use the modern and familiar term, were very good at what they did. The Europe of the ninth and tenth centuries was not exactly short of competing violence specialists, so what was it that set these Northmen apart?


It may be that the young men to be found hanging around the coasts of Scandinavia were simply better warriors than those found in Anglo-Saxon England or Frankish France. Take the Anglo-Saxons as an example. Four or so centuries before the Viking Age, the Saxons had been the Vikings of their day, pagans from across the North Sea arriving by boat on the coast of Christian Roman Britain to raid and pillage. By the sixth and seventh centuries the lowlands of Britain, the bit we now call England, were dominated by Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. The single best source we have on the nature of early Saxon kingship is not a straightforward history or a charter or a chronicle but the great epic poem Beowulf. It might be set in Scandinavia and feature things such as monsters and dragons which in reality were unlikely to have bothered early medieval kings, but it says something very important about the nature of power in this era. Strip back the verse, cut out the more fantastic elements, and what you have is a simple story of violence specialists and an explanation of how they ruled society. Kings are gold-givers and ring-givers, feasting with their retainers in great wooden mead halls. A successful king is a successful war leader, and great warriors will wish to serve him. Battle is ultimately about seizing booty to be handed out to one’s supporters. The more booty one takes, the bigger the warband a leader can gather. And the larger the warband the gold-giver can gather, the more gold he can take to give out. It is, from the point of view of the violence specialists, a virtuous circle. Or rather it is until it isn’t. When a king or leader ceases to be a battle winner, their rule will end.


It doesn’t take an economist to spot the rather obvious problem with this model of political economy. To retain the support of their warriors and retainers, a king had to keep fighting wars to get more golden rings and other treasures to dish out to their followers. Instability and conflict were built into the system.


This was a world in which the later idea of royal father-to-son succession lines would seem rather quaint. Powerful retainers knew that not only their income but indeed their lives depended on the ability of the king to lead them into battle. In general, they would rather not trust in the lottery of genetics that the current king’s son would just so happen to be equally proficient at war as his sire. The death of a king would mean multiple competing claims to the throne.


By the Viking Age, though, things looked rather different. The Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were larger and more stable. They were Christians now. Father-to-son succession was becoming much more common. While wars between the kingdoms and no doubt raids and skirmishes across borders were still relatively frequent, the overall level of violence had almost certainly decreased over the centuries. There are many advantages to shifting to a model of political economy which does not lead to endemic warfare. The one potential downside, as the Anglo-Saxons were about to find out in the 800s, was that this system perhaps produced fewer and less effective violence specialists. Viking Age Scandinavia, by contrast, as the story of Eric Bloodaxe tells us, was still rather closer to the world of Beowulf. That world may have been less stable than the Anglo-Saxon England of the late eighth century but it no doubt produced exceptional fighting men.


There was more, though, to Viking success than the possibility that that they had access to a better class of warrior. The Vikings also appear to have had two crucial comparative advantages for raiding: superior naval technology and, at least for the first century or so, a lack of a Christian faith. Both these advantages can be seen in one of the earliest and most high-profile Viking raids of the period, that on the monastery of Lindisfarne on Holy Island, off the Northumbrian coast, in 793.


Boats have been important in Scandinavia for a long time. It is hard to see how humans could have lived in an area marked by islands, inlets and fjords for any length of time without embracing some type of shipbuilding. Settlements generally grew up either on coasts or lakes and never especially far from the sea. The ships these people built were generally faster, sleeker and lighter than those found elsewhere in Europe – but, at least initially, powered entirely by oars. At some point before the Viking Age the crucial technological breakthrough occurred and the people of Scandinavia began to add sails to their longships.


This dual-propulsion method turned out to be crucial to the success of early Viking raids. Until then, anyone crossing the North Sea by boat would generally have their course set by the prevailing winds, which vary but not by a great deal. A boat leaving Scandinavia and hoping to arrive at Lindisfarne would probably be blown to somewhere off the coast of southern Scotland then make its way south, clinging to the coast, arriving off Lindisfarne a day or two later. That method of travel works but it is almost impossible to arrive by surprise. The Vikings, though, could sail most of the way and then, while still over the horizon, switch from sails to oars for their final approach. In other words, rather than the monks of Lindisfarne having a day or two’s warning that some odd-looking ships had arrived to the north and were slowing in their direction, they would have had at most a couple of hours’ warning – depending on the weather and visibility – that vessels had appeared near the island and was heading for the beach. Alcuin, a Northumbrian cleric and noted intellectual resident in Charlemagne’s France, wrote on hearing of the Lindisfarne raid that ‘such a voyage was not thought possible’.


It was not just coasts that were vulnerable to this sort of raiding either. The narrow keels of longships made them river-going as well as ocean-going vessels. Over the course of the Viking Age the rivers of Britain would become highways for raiders, and the Vikings would prowl down the Seine as far as Paris.


Then there was the Heathen-Men’s lack of Christianity. By the 790s Christianity was firmly established in western Europe, and with a universal belief in the same God came an almost equally universal respect for the Church and its institutions. It was this faith in the sanctity of religious sites that meant that valuable treasures could be stored in relatively isolated and essentially undefended monasteries and abbeys on islands like Iona or indeed Lindisfarne. It was the Vikings’ tendency to attack religious sites which occasioned the loudest outrage from western Europeans rather than the violence of the raids themselves.


It also took a surprisingly long time for the residents of such sites to realise that things had fundamentally changed. Iona Abbey had been founded by St Columba in 563 and it grew into an important centre of Christian learning and teaching for Ireland, Scotland and northern England in the century and a half afterwards. It was first raided in 795: just two years after the raid on Lindisfarne, the Vikings were now active on the other British coast. It was raided again in 802. In 806 the Vikings hit it for a third time, this time killing sixty-eight monks in what subsequently became known as Martyrs’ Bay. Remarkably it was only after a fourth raid in 825 created a new set of martyrs that the survivors decided enough was enough and relocated to a hillfort some 20 miles from the sea in Northern Ireland.


When looking back on the first few decades of Viking raids one is sometimes put in mind of the twentieth-century US bank robber Willie Sutton being asked why he robbed banks and reportedly replying ‘because that’s where the money is’. Why did the Vikings continually raid coastal monasteries? Because not only was there plenty of treasure to take but they were often essentially undefended.


The economics of the early Viking raids, much like the economics of Willie Sutton more than a thousand years later, are not especially interesting. Robbery is very much a zero-sum game: one person (the robber) ends up better off and the other (the robbed) ends up worse off. Or, as in the case of some of the poor monks of Iona, not only worse off financially but also dead in a newly named Martyr’s Bay.


Those first few decades of raids focused on moveable wealth such as coins, silver plate, jewellery, gold – essentially anything that could be put in a sack and moved by a boat. But as time passed not only did the Vikings become more ambitious but the economics of the situation became much more interesting. By Eric Bloodaxe’s time, more than a century and a half after the Lindisfarne raid, the Vikings were not just raiders – although they still, like our old friend Eric, did a fair amount of that. By the tenth century they were more than occasional pirates, they were settlers and invaders too. In the 860s Viking tactics in Britain began to change. 865 saw the landing of what the Anglo-Saxons dubbed the Great Heathen Army. This was no mere raiding force content to throw a gold-encrusted church altar into a bag and carry it off to a waiting longship. This was, as its name suggests, an army come to conquer.


Modern scholars tend to put the size of this so-called Great Army of invading Northmen in the low thousands. Essentially an army in the early medieval period was roughly comparable in size to the away-fans crowd at a Premier League football match. They were certainly larger numbers than what had come before. That called for a change in defence strategy: dealing with a couple of boats full of armed raiders is one thing, dealing with several thousand armed invaders setting up camp on your land is another. The initial response was the obvious one: raise a few thousand armed men of your own and try to drive them off. But when that failed, the rulers faced with Viking incursions switched tactics and tried something new: paying them to stop. The payments, later generally known as ‘Danegeld’, transformed both the situation and the economics.


Danegeld and the notion of paying tribute to raiders in the hope they would discontinue acquired a negative reputation. Rudyard Kipling went as far as to commit the arguments against paying such blackmail to verse, writing:




It is wrong to put temptation in the path of any nation,


For fear they should succumb and go astray;


So when you are requested to pay up or be molested,


you will find it better policy to say:


‘We never pay any-one Dane-geld,


No matter how trifling the cost:


For the end of that game is oppression and shame,


and the nation that plays it is lost.’





The advice never to give in to bullies is, however, rather easy to hand out when one is not being bullied oneself. Faced with the Viking threat the decision to begin handing over cash in the face of their menaces was an entirely rational one. Alfred the Great is nowadays generally associated with a firm policy of resisting Viking aggression. That is fair, but for much of his reign he recognised that paying tribute was the more sensible approach. Between the late ninth century and the mid-eleventh, English kings frequently found themselves handing over not insubstantial sums. Nor were they alone in so doing. Across the Channel, Frankish kings regularly ignored the later advice of Kipling, as did rulers as far away as the modern Baltic states, the modern Low Countries, the Iberian Peninsula and into modern Russia and Ukraine.


One might assume that handing out large sums of wealth in the face of threats is a net negative for an economy. But that assumption is not necessarily correct. In as much as the data can be reconstructed, the Viking Age is not associated with any decline in economic activity around Europe or even in the North Sea region most exposed to the Viking phenomenon. Indeed, quite the opposite is the case: it would appear that growth in output, trade and population was robust in the ninth to eleventh centuries and very possibly faster than in the couple of centuries before. It may well be the case that the appearance of Viking armies and tribute payments was accompanied not by an economic downturn but by an upswing in activity.


Understanding why requires stepping back a few paces and grasping two fundamentals of the economics of the early medieval world and tribute payment in general. Take 991 as an example. In that year the Danes won a great victory over the Anglo-Saxons at the Battle of Maldon, itself later encapsulated in yet another epic poem of the era. After the Danes asked for their, by now customary, payment of tribute, the Anglo-Saxon leader Byrhtnoth refused, no doubt later endearing himself to Rudyard Kipling. Sadly, this did not do him much good. The Danes won the subsequent battle, Byrhtnoth was killed in the fighting and England agreed to make a payment of 3,300 kilograms of silver.


But what happened to that silver? The Vikings did not simply bury it like a pirate in a modern children’s cartoon. Like a gold-giving Beowulf, much of the wealth was distributed among the members of the Viking force. And they will have used it to purchase goods and services. The crucial thing is that many of those goods and services will have been bought from the people paying the tribute.


As economists came to realise in the twentieth century, the economics of tribute payments is rather more complex than often assumed. In the aftermath of the First World War, when Germany found herself paying steep reparations to Britain, France and the other victorious Allies, John Maynard Keynes and Bertil Ohlin, a Swedish theorist, found themselves debating the impact of this so-called ‘transfer problem’. And while the politics and context of Weimar Germany paying war reparations and an early medieval king handing over Danegeld may seem very different, the raw economics of this fiscal transfer from one country to another are not that different.


Nowadays it is generally recognised in international macroeconomics that a transfer of financial resources will usually be followed, to a greater or lesser degree, by a transfer in real resources. That is to say that the transfer of over 3,000 kilograms of silver from Anglo-Saxon England to a Danish army will have been followed by the transfer of large quantities of other goods from Anglo-Saxon England to the Scandinavians as that silver was used to purchase goods and services.


In a medieval context these transfers become especially interesting. Unlike a modern economy, the medieval world generally ran, in technical economic terms, well below capacity. The typical inhabitant of medieval Europe, and the vast majority of the population, lived in the countryside and worked in agriculture. They were not part of, in modern terms, a monetised economy. That is to say, they did not work for a wage and then use that cash to purchase things for themselves and their family. Instead, they directly consumed most of what they produced and produced most of what they consumed. Some production in excess of personal consumption was required – to make payments, probably in kind or via compulsory labour, to landlords or to sell – but the amounts were small. Modern business and economic principles such as profit maximisation were not only far from their mind but totally alien to it. If an economy is operating well below potential, as early medieval societies generally did, then an increase in tax can actually stimulate more economic output. So to go back through the steps, if the King of England decided to make a payment to the Danes, then he needed to raise the money by increasing taxes on his subjects. Presented with a higher tax bill than the year before, those subjects might understandably grumble a bit, but would have to work more days than they desired to meet that increased demand. The surplus coming from the countryside would rise.


In other words, tribute payments in the medieval world were not simply a dead weight loss. Instead, by increasing the tax demands on agricultural workers, they may have stimulated more production and led to an increase in economic output. Of course, neither the king forced into making humiliating payments in the face of menaces or the peasant forced into working more days each year would think this increase in output something to celebrate. But, in raw economic terms, the appearance of large groups of foreign violence specialists demanding Danegeld was not necessarily a completely bad thing.


But this is not the only, nor the most interesting, aspect of the economics of the Vikings. Paying the Danegeld or attempting to fight off the invaders were not the only strategies available to early medieval rulers. The third approach, and one which became common around northern Europe, was a technique familiar to rulers of ancient China: ‘use barbarians to fight barbarians’. In slightly drier language, settle a bunch of foreign violence specialists in a coastal area and hope they will deter other foreign violence specialists from trying their luck. It was just such a strategy that led to the origins of the Duchy of Normandy in northern France, and it was a version of this approach that saw early-eleventh-century English kings hiring armies of mercenary Vikings.


All of which leads neatly to a theory associated with the American economist Mancur Olson. One of the founding fathers of institutional economics, he had much to say on the nature of banditry, and the Vikings are in many regards some of history’s most successful bandits. Olson’s crucial distinction was between a roving bandit and a stationary bandit. Both are still bandits, as the name implies, but their incentives differ sharply. Roving bandits – say, a bunch of Vikings in a ship – are simply out to grab what they can carry and make their way home with no regard for the damage done to those robbed. Being raided by roving bandits, as the monks of Lindisfarne or Iona could no doubt attest, was not an especially pleasant experience. But once a bandit becomes more settled and starts to put down roots, things begin to change. Grabbing the treasure of a monastery and carrying it back to Scandinavia was a lucrative business, but in the long run the rights to levy taxes on, say, the peasants of Normandy and claim some of their surplus production was even more lucrative. Stationary bandits, who intend to stick around for a long time, have no incentive to kill the goose that lays the golden eggs. If anything, they would rather that goose became fatter and healthier and laid a few more golden eggs.


While most people would prefer to be robbed by no kind of bandit at all, given the choice, a stationary one is far preferable to a roving one. Over time stationary bandits begin to look a lot like states. Incentivised as they are to see their new domains prosper, they begin to provide what economists call ‘public goods’ such as law and order. Poachers, after all, tend to make for excellent gamekeepers. Over the longer run, Vikings proved to be excellent state builders. Perhaps the greatest example of this can be seen in the famous year of 1066. That year saw three competing claimants to the English throne and all of them – Harold Godwinson, the leader of an Anglo-Danish great house; Harald Hardrada, the King of Norway; and William, Duke of the Northmen, settled in coastal France – were to a greater or lesser degree varieties of what earlier Anglo-Saxons would have seen as Vikings.
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Genghis Khan, Father of Globalisation


Very few historians would dispute the notion that Genghis Khan has a decent claim to be regarded as one of the most significant figures in global history. He created what was then the largest empire the world had ever seen, and which is still, depending on how one accounts for it, the second or third largest. But the Great Khan’s legacy stretches well outside military or even political history. If asked to make a list of truly influential figures in global economic history, many would plump for a major theorist such as Adam Smith, the pioneer of modern economic thinking, or one of the great innovators such as Robert Stephenson, inventor of the steam engine. A strong case can be made, though, that Genghis Khan’s economic legacy dwarfs that of almost any other individual. His political and economic unification of Eurasia makes him the father of globalisation. And, perhaps inadvertently, the grandfather of the industrial revolution.


Like the Vikings before them, the Mongols became the most successful and feared violence specialists of their day. Also like the Vikings before them, they made the transition from roving to stationary bandits and had a lasting impact on the societies they interacted with. But they did this on a far grander and more unified scale. Understanding the Mongol Empire means understanding the nature, social organisation and resulting economics of the Eurasian Steppe, which stretches for around 5,000 miles from the mouth of the Danube to the Pacific Ocean, from modern-day Hungary all the way to China. It is the largest area of continuous grassland in the world and much of it is semi-arid with long dry summers and thunderstorms in the relatively mild winters. Unlike most of the areas it borders, the soil and climate are unsuited to large-scale agriculture. The major population centres of Eurasia have long been distributed as they are now, with concentrations in the extreme west and east, modern-day Europe and China, and to the south in the Middle East – all areas better able to support more productive agriculture and hence higher human populations. The settled societies that border the Steppe have regarded it in different ways. At times it has seemed to be an almost impassable desert of grass, the effective edge of the world. At other points, though, it has been more like an ocean, difficult to cross if one does not know what one is doing but capable of linking otherwise distant locations.


The climate and geography of the Steppe are not suited to the sedentary, agricultural populations found elsewhere in Eurasia. The agricultural revolutions, based on the mass cultivation of grains in western Eurasia and rice in eastern Eurasia, never really happened in the Steppe. Rather than settled communities based initially on hamlets and villages – some of which later grew into towns and eventually cities – social organisation at the time of the Great Khan’s birth looked much as it would have done two or even three thousand years before. Communities lived in nomadic groups which moved over the course of the year and based their living standards on hunting and herding.


It is perhaps no surprise that such a different basis of production from that found in western and eastern Eurasia led to the formation of very different models of social organisation. Hunting and herding do not generate as high a surplus as settled agriculture. That lower surplus cannot sustain the kind of large elites to be found in Europe and China. Society on the Steppe was less stratified with relatively smaller elites. Twelfth-century Mongolia lacked anything like the large aristocracies of western Europe or the Mandarin class of contemporary China. Tribes had leaders, of course, and those leaders were no doubt better off than the typical herder or hunter, but the scale of difference in life experiences was much lower. In settled societies, centres of population can become the building blocks of larger political units. At a very basic level, the elite of one village can come to dominate those of a neighbouring one. Keep doing that for a few generations and you have something which starts to look like a small kingdom. That process, though, is much trickier in an environment where the centres of population are not stationary but constantly on the move. Tribal confederations do emerge, but they also have a tendency to splinter.


The crucial thing to grasp about the nature of Steppe society is that it does not exist in a vacuum. The peoples of the great Eurasian plain have long interacted with those around them. Sometimes that interaction has taken the form of trade with the Steppe people providing meat or leather or animal pelts in return for the produce of settled agriculture or manufactured goods. At other times it has had a more distinctly violent edge, with people from the Steppe taking what they require rather than bartering for it. But whether through raiding or trading, the people of the Steppe have always sought access to the goods produced by settled societies around them.


This was the world into which Temujin, known to history as Genghis Khan, was born at some point in the late 1150s or early 1160s. The circumstances of his birth and adolescence were marked by what could at best be described as mixed blessings. On the one hand, he was the son of a chieftain and the descendant of a particularly revered war leader. But on the other, his father died while he was still a child, and he and his family were left on the Steppe by their tribe in exile. The first couple of decades of Temujin’s life are hard to reconstruct and it is likely he spent some of that time in service to the Jin dynasty in China. The historical record becomes clearer in the mid-1190s. By then Temujin was back on the Steppe and leading a group of warriors. By the very early 1200s he had become sole ruler of the eastern Steppe, and he took the title Genghis Khan around 1206. More than eight hundred years later, the exact meaning of this title is still disputed. Some contend it has no real meaning and was simply a name; others claim that the word Genghis has some connotation of strength or righteousness; some linguists see a Turkic root and believe it may translate as something like ‘master of the ocean’. Given that the people of Eurasia believed an ocean surrounded what they thought was the world’s sole landmass, this could be taken to mean ‘universal ruler’. If this is indeed the meaning of the term, it would have seemed an outrageous boast in 1206, but by the time of his death in 1227 it would have sounded rather less ridiculous. Within two decades of uniting the people of Mongolia, Genghis Khan had conquered northern China and expanded westwards as far as modern-day Georgia and Ukraine. By the beginning of the fourteenth century, his successors ruled all of the territory stretching from modern China to modern Hungary, as far south as into present-day Iran, Iraq and Turkey and as far north as the Baltic shores of Russia.


All of which poses two questions. What was it that made Mongol armies so staggeringly successful? And how were Genghis Khan and his successors able to organise a previously disparate group of nomadic tribes into a world-conquering empire? The answers to both are closely related: the Great Khan and his successors showed a shrewd understanding of incentives and used this understanding to create and shape lasting institutions.


Central to Mongol warfare and central to life on the Steppe in general was the horse. The horse was the great enabler of the nomadic lifestyle, the crucial tool that allowed herding and hunting to work. The people of the Steppe learned to ride from an early age and spent hours every day of their lives in the saddle. Their horsemanship was without parallel. But so too was the raw number of horses they controlled. In 1206 when he was proclaimed Genghis Khan, Temujin ruled around a million people, but perhaps five million horses. By the year 1300 the Mongol Empire controlled around ten million horses – something like half of all the horses to be found on earth.


Horsemanship goes some of the way to explain both the tactical success Mongol armies regularly enjoyed on the battlefield and the strategic mobility which regularly confounded their opponents. But the easy availability of fresh remounts was probably the larger factor. For every soldier in the Khan’s armies there were perhaps as many as twenty horses. That allowed their armies to advance at a pace of up to 50 or 60 miles a day, at a time when their enemies would struggle to manage 10.


The bulk of the Mongol armies took the form of mounted horse archers, able to fire quickly and accurately without dismounting. They could use their superior speed and mobility to control the pace of an engagement, firing repeated volleys until the enemy was disordered and only then moving in for the kill.


But while the Mongols were the masters of this form of warfare in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, it was historically nothing new. Hordes of well-mounted horse archers from the Steppe had been known to both the Roman Empire and Qin dynasty China. An army of Genghis Khan’s Mongols was not that different, on the battlefield, from Attila’s Huns some 750 years previously.


Explanations of imperial success in the pre-industrial world which rely on some form of tactical innovation or piece of military technology or even some sort of gift for warfare among a particular people are never likely to be the whole story. The Mongol’s endowment with half of the world’s horse population is a necessary criterion, but not a sufficient one, to explain what they achieved. Understanding the empire that Genghis built means looking away from the battlefield.


Genghis Khan certainly had a talent for war. But he had an even more impressive gift for organisation. His truly great talent was to form a political union in the most difficult of circumstances. The methods through which he achieved this have sometimes been thought of as a form of social revolution on the Steppe. Fundamentally, and unusually for his time, the Great Khan was a true meritocrat. Promotion in the empire which he built was open to all those with talent, as long as they stayed loyal.


Specialisation in violence came naturally on the Steppe. Life there bred people good on a horse and good with a bow, and the weak were even less likely to survive than in more settled societies. But the potential rewards available to these violence specialists were relatively low. As already noted, herding and hunting simply do not generate much in the way of economic surplus. Raiding one’s more settled neighbours could prove to be more lucrative, but also came with more danger. Genghis Khan showed that uniting the existing nomadic tribes and pooling their resources could hugely expand the potential pool of rewards open to these Steppe violence specialists.


The first step was to break down the old traditional structures based on family ties and kinship groups. In return for accepting a place in an agreed hierarchy, potential followers would have access to new rewards. This eventually became a formal system. At the very top of society under the so-called khubi, the rulers of distant parts of the empire were entitled to formal shares of each other’s booty. So the ruler of Mongol China would send porcelain and medicine west to Persia, while whoever happened to be ruling Persia would send back in return spices, jewels and pearls. As well as moving horizontally between the leaders at the top, booty cascaded vertically down through the ranks with each warrior being entitled to their own share based on their rank and performance.


In economic terms, the Mongol tribes were benefiting from an economy of scale. While any individual tribe had been able to raid and take booty from its neighbours, the power of all the tribes united together was worth far more than the sum of their parts. Mongol society was reorganised into groups of around one thousand people from previously different tribes breaking old traditional links and reordering kinship groups.


All Mongol men aged between sixteen and sixty were potentially subject to military conscription. The Great Khan could put an army of perhaps 100,000 in the field, a very large number for its time but still one dwarfed by the number of subject peoples. In effect, society was transformed from small tribes of hunters and herdsmen who occasionally raided their neighbours into a cohesive confederation which specialised not in hunting or herding, but in extracting payments from neighbours and subjects. Given access to 100,000 mounted and effective violence specialists and half the world’s horses, the Mongols proceeded to build their empire.


The nature of imperial Mongol rule varied from location to location and geography to geography, but the empire is best thought of as one based on tribute. Unlike, say, the earlier Roman Empire or the later British Empire, Genghis Khan and his successors were not primarily interested in the control of territory, nor did they move around Eurasia appointing colonial administrators to rule subject peoples. Indeed, the best way to conceive of the empire is as akin to a mafia protection racket. Peoples who had been ‘conquered’ – that is to say, militarily defeated but not necessarily occupied – were expected to make regular payments of tribute and as long as these payments continued to flow could go about things much as they wanted. For example, in the areas that are now modern-day Russia and Ukraine, native princes and bishops continued to rule and religion was fundamentally unchanged as long as those rulers kept up their regular extortion payments to the Mongol overlords. This was the time still spoken of in Russia as being ‘under the Tartar yoke’. By contrast, large swathes of China and Iran were subject to more traditional direct imperial rule, although in both cases with a great deal of involvement from former members of the local elite.


The new imperial overlords also showed an unusual degree of openness to ideas from their subject people and the ability to combine them in pragmatic ways. Take something as straightforward as setting the date. Running an empire that stretches for the best part of 5,000 miles and includes dozens of different peoples and calendar systems makes administration difficult. Kublai Khan established the Academy for Calendrical Studies with experts drawn from across his territories to establish tables of dating equivalence and then used Chinese technology to have the results mass-printed and distributed.


In warfare too the Mongols were open to new ideas. Their form of mass cavalry army was ideal for the kind of fighting that took place on the Steppe and proved capable of beating the then conventional armies of their Middle Eastern, Chinese or European enemies. But it was generally incapable of overcoming fortifications or castles. Not even a horseman bred in the saddle with access to twenty remounts can leap over a castle wall. So Mongol armies routinely brought Chinese engineers and practitioners of siege-craft along with them. Local labourers would be put to work under these engineers to produce the catapults and trebuchets needed to overcome European or Persian defences.


Both the process of Mongol conquest and subsequent Mongol rule could be brutal. Their invasions of China in the early thirteenth century may have killed between twenty and forty million people, perhaps a quarter of the population. A look back over their law codes shows the death penalty as surprisingly ubiquitous. Even common theft was a capital offence. Nor was the concept of booty limited to goods such as spices, agricultural produce or precious metals. Common people might find themselves enslaved. And at times Mongol armies showed a certain habit for rounding up craftsmen, doctors, astronomers, mathematicians, translators and anyone who might prove useful to be reallocated across the empire. That openness to new knowledge and ideas was not necessarily always beneficial to the people who happened to know something useful.


None of this should come as a surprise; the people who tend to primarily benefit from a mafia protection racket are, after all, the members of the mafia. But, as anyone who has watched more than a few episodes of The Sopranos knows, there are some benefits to the ‘protection’ provided by gangsters. Marco Polo, who visited the empire during Kublai Khan’s rule, was struck by the provision of a form of social insurance against crop failures and natural disasters – something mostly lacking in the Europe of his day. As he wrote, ‘if the people are afflicted by any dearth through unfavourable seasons or storms, or locusts, or any like calamity, no taxes are exacted for that year or he causes them to be supplied with corn of his own for food and seed’. Like any successful set of stationary bandits, the Mongols realised that it was in their own long-term interest for the people they were robbing to prosper.


But social insurance was not the only silver lining to the, admittedly rather large, cloud of Mongol rule. Genghis Khan and his successors took public order and security seriously. Trade routes were patrolled by the equivalent of a mounted police force and there were provisions in the legal codes for returning stolen goods. They even organised a kind of lost and found service for goods travelling along the old Silk Road.


The political unification of Eurasia under Genghis Khan and his successors led to a profound economic change. Modern economic historians looking back on the era now sometimes refer to a Pax Mongolia, a century or so of relative peace between 1250 and 1350 during which travel between China and Europe was reasonably safe.


The nomadic people of the Steppe had always been involved in trade; exchanging animals and animal products for craft items or grain had been at the core of their existence for thousands of years before the Khan’s empire arose. As rulers of Eurasia they took trade promotion seriously too, not just by providing security on the trade routes, but through actively seeking to boost the social standing of merchants and to attract new ones. In Mongol China the official standing of merchants was raised to among the highest of all professions, just below that of government officials. Merchants served as import functionaries in the empire, often acting as key advisers to war leaders when dealing with foreign powers or local people. At first contact with new merchants from a potential new trading partner it was customary to pay two or even three times as much as goods were worth in the hope of encouraging repeat business.


Nor was this the limit of their efforts at trade promotion. To speed communication within their empire and improve imperial rule and coordination, the yam postal system was put in place. Every 20 to 30 miles a station was built containing fresh horses; messengers could ride at the gallop between stations knowing a fresh remount would be available. By the 1300s, this system had been opened up to merchants too. Once again, Marco Polo was impressed: ‘at each of these stations used by the messengers there is a large and handsome building with fine beds and all other necessary articles’.


There was also the creation of something like a common currency across the empire. The use of Chinese paper money was expanded and the law stated that (and this will come as no surprise to anyone paying attention to Mongol legal codes) the penalty for refusing to accept it was death. Weights and measures too were standardised across the empire, further aiding trade.


Marco Polo may have been the most famous European visitor to China in this era, but he was far from alone. The combination of security, infrastructure and an openness to trade created the first great era of globalisation. A Florentine commercial handbook written in the early 1340s noted that the land route from Crimea to Beijing was ‘perfectly safe, whether by day or by night’. Although the journey may have been safe it was hardly short: it would still take between eight and eleven months to make. Given the distances involved, only goods with a very high ratio of value to weight made the trek from one end of the Mongol Empire to the other. Spices, silk, furs and slaves would move very long distances, but it does appear there were fairly extensive regional markets for bulkier and lower-value items such as grain, olive oil and timber. While detailed economic statistics for the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries are obviously lacking, it is notable that by the end of Mongol rule even small towns and villages were now paying their tribute in the form of silver rather than goods. That suggests they were closely tied into a trading system to earn the silver in the first place and points to the benefits of the Pax Mongolia being experienced down to the local level.


If one did have the time to spend the best part of two years on a round trip from Europe to China, the rewards were immense. The Florentine handbook reckoned that travel costs, custom duties and purchasing expenses for a typical trade caravan making the journey from one end of Eurasia to another might amount to 3,500 florins but that the resulting haul could be sold in Europe for more like 25,000 florins. Given those potential returns, it is unsurprising that many made the journey. The experience of making vast riches through long-distance trade in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries was to prove very important to European developments in later years. It elevated the status of merchants and increased the amount of capital at their disposal. It may well be that without the Mongol-induced trade boom of this time there would have been no later voyages by the likes of Vasco da Gama and Christopher Columbus.


Nor was it just goods on the move; ideas flowed both ways too. Chinese doctors, for example, learned surgical techniques first practised in the Middle East, while their Middle Eastern equivalents learned from Chinese advances in pharmacology. Less helpfully for future human happiness, it was during this time that the Chinese invention of gunpowder first made its way to Europe.


The actual number of people and the volume of goods on the move were much smaller in this first stage of globalisation than in subsequent ones. Political unification and the security it provided was important, but transport costs remained prohibitive compared to later centuries. The impact, though, was profound – especially if one looks to how it differed at the two far ends of Eurasia.


Medieval Europe was close enough to benefit from the enhanced trade but distant enough to be spared conquest and incorporation into the Mongol protection racket. Mongol forces did push into Europe from the 1220s to the 1240s and while light reconnaissance units may have made it as far as modern-day Germany, most of the fighting took place in Hungary and Croatia. At the Battle of Mohi, fought in 1241 in the Kingdom of Hungary, a conventional European force of armoured, mounted knights accompanied by footmen with crossbows and melee weapons suffered around ten thousand casualties, perhaps half their overall size, while facing a smaller Mongol army. European military tactics were simply unable to cope with an enemy so different from anything they had fought for centuries. A fully armoured knight, as we will see in later chapters, could be a terrifying opponent on the battlefield. But if the enemy used superior mobility to hold their distance while continually firing arrows, then they could be of little use.


The Mongols won many such victories over the Europeans, but Europe was never conquered by them. The reason for the ultimate failure of the invasions of the west is sometimes blamed on the death of a Khan requiring the invading forces to head back to the centre to dispute the succession. This, though, is deeply unsatisfying. It begs the rather obvious question, why didn’t they keep coming back? The real reason Europe was never conquered or subject to large tribute payments is simply that it was too far from the Mongol centre of power. Armies operating in Hungary were at the edge of their logistical train and the further west they headed the less conducive the territory was to their mounted tactics.


While the ten thousand dead at Mohi would no doubt question this judgement, Europe in general got to experience the upsides of the Pax Mongolia and the booming of long-term trade without the downsides of being directly incorporated into the system.


The story was very different at the eastern end of Eurasia. As viewed through a Chinese lens, the Pax Mongolia was far less beneficial. The initial conquest was catastrophic, with millions killed. It took Chinese agriculture several generations to recover from the death of workers and the conversion of much previously agricultural land into grazing and hunting grounds for their new overlords. For the better part of 150 years they were subject to tax and tribute payments. What is more, as one of the most advanced societies on earth at the time, they gained far less from the exchange of ideas. The so-called Four Great Inventions – gunpowder, the compass, paper-making and printing – spread from China to the rest of Eurasia. It is hard to think of anything on that scale that was gained in return.


This differing impact of the Pax Mongolia would have important consequences in the centuries that followed. It left western Eurasia, and in particular Europe, economically stronger and more outward-looking after seeing the potential riches to be found abroad. But it left China both weakened and more understandably suspicious of those from outside its borders.


Being the father of the first great age of globalisation and helping to set Europe and China on paths that would define the following centuries of global economic history are surely enough to stake Genghis Khan’s claim as one of the most significant figures in global economic history.


And he almost certainly played a rather inadvertent role in the industrial revolution, the defining moment of global economic take-off, too. For it was not just goods, people and ideas moving along the old Silk Road, it was disease as well. The Pax Mongolia created what one letter writer has dubbed ‘a Trans-Eurasian common market in microbes’. The disease we now call the Black Death made its way along the Silk Road from China to Crimea, where it probably boarded a Genoese vessel and found its way to Europe. Between 1348 and 1351, something like twenty-five million Europeans out of a total population of eighty million died. While the short-term consequences, in both human and economic terms, were no doubt catastrophic, one impact was of lasting importance: the death of quarter of the population left Europe short of workers. That increased the bargaining power of labour and sent wages on an upwards course. Faced with rising labour costs, Europeans increasingly looked for ways to substitute capital for workers. The end result, a few centuries later, was something we now call the industrial revolution.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		1 Rational Raiders: The Economics of the Vikings



		2 Genghis Khan, Father of Globalisation



		3 Why Medieval Rulers Were Right to Choose Inferior Weapons



		4 How Gold and Silver Made Spain Poor



		5 Understanding Hysteria: The Economics of Witch Trials



		6 How Warfare Made the Renaissance



		7 How Pirates Understood Incentives



		8 Accounting for Empire: Why Britain Almost Swapped Canada for Guadeloupe



		9 When Cronyism and Corruption Helped: The Royal Navy’s Rise to Greatness



		10 The Economics of Rebellion and Empire in India



		11 How the US Civil War Made the Dollar



		12 The Changing Costs of War



		13 The Economics of Total War



		14 The Luftwaffe: When Rewarding Bravery Was Self-defeating



		15 Stalin, Total War and the End of Soviet Growth



		16 Economists Are Not Always Right: Walt Rostow and the Vietnam War



		17 Planning for War, Ukraine and the Incentives for Analysis



		Conclusion



		Notes on Further Reading



		Acknowledgements



		Index

















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
BLOOD &
TREASURE

The Economics of
Conflict from the
Vikings to Ukraine

Duncan Weldon

abacus
books





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Chock full of marvellous nuggets, this fascinating book is both important
and surprisingly cheering’ Ed Conway, author of Material World

BLOOD &
TREASURE

The Economics of
Conflict from the
Vikings to Ukraine

Duncan Weldon





