
​WEAPON $M$

​



​The Weaponization of Money: 

​How Sanctions, SWIFT, and Dollar Dominance Shape Global Power

​



​

​BY: ANANT SINGH

​

​

​

​

​

​

​Preface

Money has always been more than a medium of exchange. It is a tool of trust, a measure of wealth, and, increasingly, a weapon of power. In today’s interconnected world, financial systems are no longer neutral infrastructure—they are battlegrounds where nations assert dominance, rivals resist, and entire populations feel the ripple effects of economic conflict.

This book was born out of a simple yet profound question: What happens when money itself becomes a weapon of war?

From the U.S. dollar’s ascent as the world’s reserve currency to the growing use of sanctions, from the hidden mechanics of SWIFT to the rise of alternatives like BRICS, crypto currencies, and central bank digital currencies—this book traces the story of financial weaponization.

It is intended for students, researchers, academicians, and curious readers who wish to understand not only the past and present but also the possible futures of global finance. It is filled with case studies, data-driven insights, and historical lessons—yet written in a way that seeks to keep the reader engaged from the first page to the last.

I invite you to join me on this journey across centuries, continents, and currencies. By the end, I hope you will see money not just as something in your wallet or on your screen, but as one of the most powerful instruments shaping geopolitics today.
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ANANT SINGH is a professor of Economics, Finance and Entrepreneurship. He is a writer and researcher specializing in Geopolitics, International Relations and Geo-economics. He is an MBA in International Business by education and has written various books and articles around the topics of his interest. In this book, he reflects on the growing use of monetary tools and financial power to influence geopolitics and global power dynamics.

This book reflects a commitment to making complex global trends accessible to students, academicians, researchers, and curious readers alike. The author believes that the financial struggles of nations are not abstract events, but forces that shape the lives of people everywhere.
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​Introduction: Money as the New Battlefield

When we hear the word power, we tend to imagine armies, guns, and politicians. In the contemporary world, however, one of the most powerful means of control is not derived from missiles or troops, but from currencies, clearinghouses, and bank accounts.

The 20th century was ruled by the dollar, which emerged as the sole unchallenged pillar of world trade and finance. Yet this position of strength has also enabled Washington to use money as a weapon—to make financial infrastructure a means of coercion. Sanctions, freezes on assets, SWIFT sanctions, and dollar hegemony are now the new battlefields of international competition.

That is the story this book has to tell.

We start with the tracing of money and its politicization. We look at how the U.S. dollar gained its global pre-eminence, how sanctions became a hallmark of U.S. foreign policy, and how institutions such as SWIFT have become tools of enforcement of geopolitical will.

We then look at the consequences: how Russia, Iran, North Korea, and Venezuela were pushed to the margins of the financial system; how China and India began building alternatives; and how BRICS, gold reserves, and digital currencies are creating a patchwork of resistance.

Lastly, let's look to the future: an artificial intelligence-driven world, cyber war and cyber peace and digital currency. Will the dollar survive? Will finance break up into competing blocs? Or are we moving toward a system in which one currency no longer reigns supreme?

The solutions to these questions are not merely theoretical. They will shape the cost of your fuel, the soundness of your economy, and the security of your country. Money is no longer a mere economic instrument—it is the border patrol of geopolitics.
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​Chapter 1: The Origins of Money as Power
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​From Gold to Paper: The Early Foundations of Monetary Power

Through most of human history, power was quantified in terms of gold and silver holdings. Ancient civilizations—from Rome to the Ming dynasty—pursued riches in precious metals, for control over gold implied control over armies, commerce, and political power. Even when paper currency started circulating in medieval China and subsequently in Europe, its validity hinged upon the presumption that it could ultimately be exchanged for precious metal.

[image: Bretton Woods Conferenc]

By the nineteenth century, the Gold Standard was the basis of international finance. In this system, currencies were pegged to gold directly, providing stability but reducing flexibility. Countries that depleted their gold reserves experienced acute economic crises. Britain, the world's financial hub during the 19th century, used its enormous gold stockpiles and international trade supremacy to exercise economic as well as geopolitical influence.

But as the 20th century progressed—with two global wars—the inflexibility of the gold standard came under strain. Countries required flexibility to fund war efforts, rebuild economies, and cope with expanding international trade. This allowed for a new financial order.



​Bretton Woods: The Dollar Ascends

The breakthrough occurred in July 1944, in the little town of Bretton Woods, New Hampshire. Delegates from 44 Allied countries convened to create a postwar global economic order. The outcome was the Bretton Woods Agreement, on which the basis of contemporary financial influence was established.

Key Global Institutions and a new global order came out of this assembly:

The International Monetary Fund (IMF): Designed to stabilize exchange rates and offer emergency loans.

The World Bank: Created to finance reconstruction and development in war-torn and developing nations.

Dollar Dominance: The American dollar was fixed to gold at $35 per ounce, and all other major currencies were fixed against the dollar.

This effectively made the American dollar the anchor of the global economic system. With almost two-thirds of the world's gold reserves in Fort Knox, Washington was well placed to underwrite the system.
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​The Marshall Plan: Money as Diplomacy

In 1947, the United States began the Marshall Plan, a huge aid program giving more than $13 billion (approximately $150 billion today) to restore Western Europe. Though couched as humanitarian aid, it was also a calculated strategic step: in linking Europe's recovery to American financial assistance and the dollar economy, Washington ensured its allies would be in its economic and political sphere.

The Marshall Plan proved an essential lesson: dollars could do what guns couldn't. Rather than taking over Europe by force, the U.S. tied it economically into a community of dollar-dependent nations.

​The Petrodollar Revolution

The Bretton Woods system held until the early 1970s, when increased inflation, Vietnam War spending, and balance-of-payments deficits tested U.S. gold reserves. President Richard Nixon stunned the world in 1971 by suspending the convertibility of the dollar into gold—the Nixon Shock. The Bretton Woods system fell apart, though American dollar hegemony didn't.

Rather than accept the Soviet alliance, the United States negotiated a new financial agreement with Saudi Arabia and the other OPEC nations: the world's oil would be traded and priced solely in dollars. This "petrodollar system" set the stage so that every country purchasing oil—France, Japan, or India—had to do so using dollars. And in exchange, oil-rich nations recycled their surpluses into U.S. financial markets, creating a self-sustaining process.

	Year

	Estimated Share (%)

	Key Events & Drivers


	~1970

	~50%

	Pre-petrodollar era; oil trade conducted in multiple currencies.


	1974

	Rapid Increase

	US-Saudi Arabia Pact: A secret agreement cemented the dollar as the preferred currency for oil trades, creating the "petrodollar" system.


	1980-2008

	>95% 

(Peak Dominance)

	The system reaches near-universal adoption. The dollar becomes the de facto standard, with shares often estimated at 98-99%.


	2010

	~90%

	Early signs of erosion post-2008 financial crisis; initial geopolitical discussions on reducing dollar dependency begin.


	2020

	~85%

	Active de-dollarization policies by countries like Russia and Iran due to sanctions; rise of local currency contracts for energy.


	2024

	~80%

	Accelerated Diversification: Public willingness from Saudi Arabia to use non-dollar currencies. A "large and growing proportion" of global energy is now priced in non-dollar contracts.



The petrodollar was more than an economic agreement—quite literally, a geopolitical coup. It provided steady demand for the dollar, maintained American financial primacy, and afforded Washington enormous influence over the energy-importing world.



​Institutions of Control: IMF, World Bank, and Beyond

Alongside the dollar’s rise, the IMF and World Bank became powerful instruments of geo-economics. Through structural adjustment programs, debt financing, and conditional loans, these institutions shaped the policies of developing nations. Critics argue that this often entrenched U.S. and Western influence, forcing countries into economic models aligned with Washington’s preferences.

Thus, for example, Latin American countries of the 1980s debt crisis and Southeast Asians in the 1997 financial crisis found themselves resorting to the IMF. Aid was forthcoming—but at the cost of austerity, deregulation, and market reform, frequently exacerbating social distress.

Thus we find the original template of financial weaponization: money as bludgeon, rather than assistance.



​Lessons from the First Phase of Financial Power

By the late 20th century, the United States had achieved something no empire before it managed: global dominance without direct territorial conquest. Rome had its legions, Britain its navy—but America had the dollar.

The lessons of this era are clear:

●  Financial systems can outlast military victories.
●  Dollar-based institutions (IMF, World Bank, SWIFT later on) gave Washington global reach.
●  Dependency on the dollar created both stability and vulnerability for other nations.
The stage was now set for money to evolve from a foundation of power to a weapon of power. The wars of the late 20th and 21st centuries would increasingly be fought not with tanks, but with sanctions, asset freezes, and currency controls.
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​Chapter 2: The Rise of the Dollar Empire
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By the mid-20th century, the dollar had evolved from a national currency to being the cornerstone of the world economy. The Bretton Woods system provided the dollar with a special role, but the real empire of the dollar was established upon three pillars: trust, necessity, and control.

Trust resulted from the unparalleled postwar economic power of America—by 1945, America was producing almost half of the globe's industrial production. Necessity resulted from the petrodollar system of the 1970s, which wedded energy trade into the system of dollars. Control resulted from the sheer depth of American financial markets, providing liquidity and security no other currency could provide.

Through time, these three legs established a system where the dollar had become not only money, but also an instrument of geopolitical hegemony.

[image: US Dollars]
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​The Mechanics of Dollar Dominance

To understand the empire of the dollar, one must examine how deeply embedded it is in global systems.

	Global Reserves: As of 2022, over 58% of global foreign exchange reserves were held in U.S. dollars. The euro trailed at around 20%, while the Chinese yuan barely crossed 3%.
 

	Trade Invoicing: Roughly 80% of global trade is invoiced in dollars, even when neither party is American. For instance, a Japanese company buying oil from Saudi Arabia still pays in dollars.
 

	Debt Markets: Over half of all global debt securities are denominated in dollars. Emerging market corporations and governments rely heavily on dollar borrowing, binding their economic health to U.S. monetary policy.
 

	SWIFT & Clearing Systems: Most international bank transfers pass through U.S. clearing houses, giving Washington visibility and leverage over global financial flows.
 




​The Petrodollar Effect

The 1970s oil shocks might have destabilized U.S. hegemony. They did the opposite. The 1973 Arab Oil Embargo quadrupled the price of oil and sent the global economy into disarray. But by guaranteeing that OPEC sold oil in dollars only, Washington had created a steady demand for its currency.

For each barrel of oil exchanged, dollars had to be transacted. It compelled countries around the globe to keep dollar reserves, and these "petrodollars" found their way back into U.S. treasury bonds, banks, and financial markets in return. It was a circular system: dollar demand was driven by energy trade, and U.S. financial strength was driven by dollar recycling.

This system worked so well that even anti-U.S. countries like Iran or Venezuela continued to do their oil business in dollars, at least until recent sanctions interfered with their participation.



​Wall Street as an Instrument of Power

Outside of trade, the depth and sophistication of U.S. financial markets further asserted the dollar's dominance. The New York Stock Exchange and U.S. bond markets became magnets for international capital, providing safety, liquidity, and returns unavailable from any competitor.

For central banks, corporations, and rich individuals, U.S. treasuries were not merely cautious—it was necessary. Treasuries were the "global risk-free asset," the standard by which all else was judged.

This provided Washington with unprecedented leverage. When the Federal Reserve increased interest rates in the early 1980s to curb inflation, the action sent shockwaves around the globe, triggering the Latin American debt crisis. Countries that had borrowed dollars in large quantities overnight found themselves with skyrocketing costs of repayment. It was a stark reminder that U.S. monetary policy was not only domestic—it was international.



​The Dollar and U.S. Foreign Policy

The dollar empire was constructed not exclusively on economic pillars—purposely entwined with foreign policy.

●  Case Study: Europe during the Cold War – U.S. economic aid via the Marshall Plan and continuous dollar flows kept Western Europe in thrall to Washington. European recovery was not simply about the reconstruction of economies but about the purchase of loyalty in the cold war struggle against the Soviet Union.

●  Case Study: Latin America of the 1980s – Mexico, Brazil, and Argentina got thoroughly dollar loan-dependent. When repayment crises emerged, Washington and the IMF came in with "rescue packages" that had strings attached in terms of austerity and liberalization. This reformed entire economic models throughout the continent.

●  Case Study: East Asia during the 1997 Crisis – When the Asian Tigers were engulfed by a financial meltdown, their reliance on dollar-denominated debt prompted them to acquiesce to IMF conditionalities that embodied Western economic ideology.

Each of these episodes highlighted the same truth: the dollar was not just a medium of exchange. It was an enforcement mechanism—a way to compel nations into compliance.



​Why No Rival Could Compete

Over the decades, several challengers emerged:

●  The Japanese yen in the 1980s, when Japan’s economy boomed.
●  The euro in the 2000s, seen by some as a credible alternative.
●  The Chinese yuan in recent years, backed by Beijing’s global ambitions.
Yet none managed to dethrone the dollar. The reasons are structural:

●  Liquidity: No other market offers the same scale and depth as U.S. treasuries.
●  Trust: Despite U.S. political dysfunction, global investors still see America as safer than rivals.
●  Network Effects: The more people use the dollar, the harder it is to leave the system.
Thus, even when U.S. policy blunders—such as the 2008 financial crisis—shook global confidence, capital still flowed back into U.S. treasuries as a safe haven. The empire endured.



​The Hidden Cost of Empire

But dollar supremacy has a cost. For America, it produces the so-called "exorbitant privilege"—the capacity to borrow at low




​The Dollar as an Empire Without Borders
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