
In The Weaponization of Trade, authors 
Rebecca and Jack Harding make the case 
that a fourth stage of globalisation began 
in 2013 and 2014, with a decline in global 

trade and a change of political discourse. 
They consider the period from the 19th 

century until 1945 to be the first stage of 
globalisation, a period of “conflicts centered 
around trade”. 

They define the cold war era as the second 
period, where they consider trade to be 
dominated by “mercantilism” and the period 
from 1990 onward as the third period of 
globalisation, where it was believed that 
“everyone gained from free trade and 
multilateralism in economic terms”.

Rebecca Harding is the former chief 
economist of the British Bankers’ Association, 
while Jack Harding has an academic 
background in security policy. 

The book links economic and security 

aspects to build the case that trade is being 
weaponised, which clearly carries some risks 
but also has an upside. 

They contend that “in the last two years, 
(...) anti-globalization rhetoric is no longer the 
domain of a bunch of student radicals sitting 
outside G20 summits. It is mainstream, and it 
is the daily language of the most important 
politicians in the world”. 

They note that “in 2016 the WTO reported 
the highest monthly average increase in 
the number of protectionist measures by 
its members since 2011, with 154 restrictive 
measures being introduced. Trade did decline 
in nominal value terms by approximately 15% 
between 2015 and 2016, but this was as much 
a function of the collapse of commodity prices 
as it was of trade restrictions”. 

The book points out that although “trade 
in itself is not violent”, “the language around 
trade has been ‘weaponized’” as a useful tool 
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Trade is fast becoming a strategic weapon for politicians to make foreign 
policy.  Here PIETER CLEPPE reviews a new book which examines the 
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for politicians to do foreign policy – the most 
notable example being US President Donald 
Trump making statements on trade policy to 
pressure China on North Korea. 

According to the authors, trade can be 
indirectly violent, as “trade in certain sectors – 
most obviously arms – can supply the means for 
violence in a target state or region”,  
citing Western arms sales to Saudi Arabia, 
which is currently waging a war in Yemen,  
as an example.  

It enables 
countries 
to “build 
influence” 
in foreign 
policy due 
to successful 
economic 
performance. 
They cite 
China, Japan 
and Germany 
as examples 
of states that are exerting “soft power”, 
given how their trade surplus makes others 
dependent.  

However, they see weaponising trade as a 
less damaging alternative to actual war and a 
“substitute for direct intervention”. 

The book also discusses the impact of trade 
sanctions – for example, against Iran – writing 
that “trade [with Iran] has slowed markedly 
since HSBC was first fined $1.9billion in 2012 
over money laundering”. 

They see it as proof 
of the power of US 
regulators, but add 
that Iran “has had 
strong trade despite 
sanctions, because of 
its relationships with 
Turkey and Russia” and 
that the effects vary 

from country to country. 
As much as the book provides a good 

analysis, it perhaps depicts the period between 
1990 and 2014 as a little bit too rosy. 

It’s true that in words Western politicians 
were then more sympathetic to trade but, in 
practice, a lot of subsidies and tariffs persisted. 

One of the reasons that the UK voted to 
leave the EU was precisely the perception that 
the EU had been diverting away from its core 
business of opening trade and was hampering 
the British in their quest to trade more with 

the rest of the world. 
The Trump administration is currently 

insisting that trade isn’t fair because US trade 
partners are avid fans of stealth protectionism 
in all kind of ways. 

Trump’s solutions that risk tit-for-tat 
protectionism are clearly ill advised, but is 
it so bad that Anglo-Saxon countries are 
complaining about the existing weaponisation 
of trade in the rest of the world? 

US commerce secretary Wilbur Ross recently 
remarked that 
“there have 
always been 
trade wars. (…) 
The difference 
now is US troops 
are now coming 
to the ramparts”. 

Obviously, 
it’s a pity that 
the US doesn’t 
choose to “lead 
by example” by 

demonstrating the economic growth resulting 
from opening up trade unilaterally but instead 
threatens with tariffs. 

Then, perhaps it’s welcome to have the 
Americans reminding the rest of the world that 
instead of complaining about Trump they could 
perhaps reduce their own protectionism, hoping 
that this is seen as a more benign alternative 
than going down the path of trade wars• 
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