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Introduction: The embattled 
global economic order

Shiro Armstrong and Yves Tiberghien

The fate of the global economic order today offers a great paradox. Why are 
major countries choosing to let the successful global economic order erode 
under divergent interests and new security priorities, when their prosperity 
and livelihood depend on it? And what can be done about it? The question 
is particularly salient in the Asia-Pacific region, whose dramatic economic 
success of the last five decades was built on this global economic order.

The postwar global economic order – what John Ikenberry calls the liberal 
international order (LIO) in this book and in other works – has arguably been 
the most successful in human history, generating prosperity, technological 
progress and development across vast swathes of the Asia-Pacific and the 
global community more broadly. The order incubated a combination of 
economic interdependence and global institutions and rules that allowed 
major powers in the global system to find common interests. This layered 
institutional system stood in dramatic contrast to the failed efforts of 
the London World Monetary and Economic Conference of June–July 
1933 (Daunton 2023). The London summit aimed to coordinate among 
divergent national interests regarding trade, debt and currency in order to 
avoid economic collapse. It utterly failed, as leaders refused to budge from 
domestic priorities, resulting in a prisoner’s dilemma outcome, where they 
all suffered as a result. There is indeed a direct thread leading from the failed 
coordination in 1933 to global economic upheaval and World War II.

For decades, leaders of major economies understood the crucial importance 
of accepting some common discipline and norms for the sake of economic 
progress and peace. The successful and coordinated global response to the 
2008 global financial crisis embodied by the Washington and London G20 
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Summits of 2008–09 represent the high point of such cooperation around 
the common global economic order (Drezner 2014; Tooze 2018). The 
United States was at the heart of this global effort, as creator and ‘owner-
operator’ of the LIO (Ikenberry 2011). North American, European and 
Asian allies were all on board, of course. But there was also broad acceptance 
of global economic rules and institutions by rising Global South powers, 
including China, Indonesia, India, Brazil, South Africa and others. Indeed, 
these five major countries are members of the G20 and have continued 
to devote great resources and political capital in hosting G20 summits 
respectively in 2015, 2022, 2023, 2024 and 2025.

But the picture today is dramatically different.

The world has changed. Not the sort of accelerated change that simply 
challenges communities and governments, but profound change since the 
global financial crisis that has seen irreversible turning points that make 
the new circumstances qualitatively different and challenge the assumptions 
of the post-Cold War and post-World War II order.

The US-led LIO is being trashed by the United States. No longer gradually 
and subtly, but explicitly and without any alternative under the Make 
America Great Again (MAGA) movement and a violent and massive trade 
war on all partners (Baldwin 2025). Over several years culminating in the 
Trump 2.0 Administration, the United States has decided to walk away 
from the free trade system (Beeman 2024). The United States is now the 
biggest threat to the trading system.

China’s rise was to some extent predictable, but the cocktail of its 
authoritarian political system, coupled with new technologies and more 
confidence and power on the heels of economic ascension, have created 
deep uncertainty for the rest of the world.

Climate change is accelerating, approaching and surpassing some irreversible 
tipping points that bring existential risks. At the COP 21 in 2015, avoiding 
1.5°C of increase from the pre-industrial average was written as key 
aspiration. By 2025, it is clear that we have reached 1.5°C already, and 
that this threshold is leading to an acceleration of adverse weather shocks 
around the globe.

Geopolitics is back, with great power competition and conflicts breaking 
out. The great powers are pushing the world towards a return to ‘might is 
right’, instead of rules, norms and institutions constraining power.
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The promise of artificial intelligence (AI) and digitalisation to lift living 
standards globally – to end poverty, to boost productivity growth in stagnant 
rich countries and to help those stuck in middle income to finally achieve 
abundance – comes with unaddressed existential risks. Codes, principles 
and study groups have multiplied to address this existential threat. However, 
in an acute climate of competition with China and between companies, the 
United States in 2025 is turning its back on any discussion of AI safety. 
Great powers are far from even starting the process of collectively governing 
AI in order to serve humanity.

No wonder that the security imperative is dominating policy choice 
everywhere. Uncertainty is fuelling the downward spiral.

These developments are all correlated, and the world is on this trajectory 
towards a 1930s epic fail equilibrium, or worse, as Armstrong and Quah 
explain in this volume. The world is on that trajectory because of decisions 
in Washington, Beijing and other capitals that, of their nature, are not 
all‑embracing.

Focus of the book
We face a global economic order paradox: why are great powers willing to 
return to nineteenth-century-style great power politics and let the global 
economic order erode, when that previous model led to failure and war? 
What explains the current rush toward the weaponisation of the world 
economy (Farrell and Newman 2019, 2025), the rise of economic security 
and economic warfare (Demarais 2022; Fishman 2025), and indeed the 
‘weaponization of everything’ (Galeotti 2022)? 

This book is about this paradox and focuses on three key questions:

•	 What are the key drivers of the current deep fissures in the global 
economic order?

•	 What implications does the current competition over technology, 
finance, trade and supply chains have for the viability of the global 
economic order?

•	 And what can be done about this current crisis to contain it and possibly 
reverse it? What are some avenues to stabilise, reform, reinvent the global 
economic order?
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The book brings together leading scholars of international economics and 
international relations, along with leading economic and technology policy 
analysts to address these questions.

Purposeful actors in the global community can alter that trajectory by 
deliberate policy choice. This book is concerned with understanding 
the structural factors causing this trajectory and suggests some ways to 
course‑correct.

Arguments
We emphasise three drivers behind the current crisis of the global economic 
order. First, the fundamental realignment in the balance of power among 
major powers is a key driving force for the current upheaval. This systemic 
change has led to demands by rising powers for increased participation and 
voice in the rule-making process of the global economic power. Meanwhile, 
the United States has increasingly refused this adjustment of power 
distributions in global institutions and rule-making, fearing that it would 
only accelerate the rise of rivals. This book unpacks those dynamics and 
offers innovative ideas to skirt this systemic obstacle.

Second, shifts in US domestic politics play an outsized role in the crisis of 
the global economic order and any solution must find a way to wait out the 
current US populist uprising or find ways to accommodate demands while 
preserving the existing order. The United States has shifted from the chief 
architect and proponent of an open liberal economic system to one of its 
strongest challengers. This shift follows changes in public opinion away from 
support for open economics in the context of rising domestic inequalities 
and regional dislocations. Similar but less consequential domestic political 
pressures exist in European countries.

Finally, we argue here that the global economic order suffers from original 
institutional flaws. In the effort to remedy the clash of economic interests of 
the 1930s that led to a crisis in the global economy, the system was built by 
and around US hegemony as a response. This shortcut worked for decades, 
but it has also led to the current crisis. Policy leaders around the world today 
must not only deal with the policy issues they face around trade, finance and 
technology; they must also engineer a new method of coordination that 
accommodates the new power realities, despite the current US insurgency. 
A key illustration of this difficulty was found in the 2026 G20 Summit 
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in Johannesburg. The United States not only completely boycotted the 
summit, it pressured friends not to sign a joint declaration. In the end, 
the G20-minus-one did issue a joint declaration that saw the world minus-
one become a reality. But it was a weak declaration, innovative in its focus 
on Africa and in some ideas, but low on deliverables.

This book offers a set of innovative pathways to address the current crisis 
of the global economic system.

Liberal international order, global economic 
order and power transition
What is the global economic order (GEO)? And how does it relate to the 
liberal international order (LIO)? How does the current power transition 
impact the stability of the LIO and the GEO?

The first section of the book focuses on the nature of the GEO, the drivers 
behind its formation and the sources of its partial demise today. A common 
theme is the impact of recent changes in the global balance of power and in 
US domestic politics.

Over decades of path-breaking work, Ikenberry has deeply researched the 
origins of the ‘liberal international order’. Ikenberry first defined global 
order as a set of agreed relations among states, given the differential of 
powers. He wrote: ‘political order refers to “governing” arrangements 
among a group of states, including its fundamental rules, principles, and 
institutions’ (Ikenberry 2001, 23). This work defined three types of global 
order: balance of power among major states, hegemonic order, and a 
constitutional order with agreed rules and limits. In his subsequent work, 
Ikenberry defines the LIO as ‘a liberal hegemonic order’, defined as ‘the 
provision of security, wealth creation, and social advancement’ (Ikenberry 
2011, xi). This is a ‘fused’ order, with both elements of a hegemony and 
elements of a constitutional order, with institutions, norms and rules. 
Ikenberry writes that the United States had a special role. Indeed, Ikenberry 
calls the United States ‘owner and operator’ of the LIO, ‘supporting the 
rules and institutions of liberal institutionalism but also enjoying special 
rights and privileges’ (Ikenberry 2011, 2).
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In his contribution to this book, Ikenberry defines the LIO as ‘a complex 
and interconnected “system” of layered rules, institutions, bargains and 
projects that emerged out of the economic and geopolitical upheavals of the 
1930s and 40s’ (p. 19). The various pillars of this order emerged gradually 
and in diverse forms, as an effort to respond to the problems of previous 
decades and to coordinate among advanced industrial countries. Ikenberry 
adds that the creation of the LIO resulted first from a US decision to rely 
on an ‘open, loosely rules-based world political economy’ (p. 19). The LIO 
was also made possible by bargains that the US struck with like-minded 
capitalist states, both for economic reasons and security reasons in the 
context of the Cold War. Finally, there was an ideational political project 
around ‘liberal internationalism’.

The LIO analysed by Ikenberry did include political features beyond global 
economic cooperation, but the GEO was its central pillar. And indeed, 
we can observe that global economic institutions became much more 
established and accepted than mere political norms and agreements. With 
the end of the Cold war in 1990, much of the former Communist world 
joined the economic order (including China and Russia, as well as India), 
without accepting all the political tenets of the LIO.

Interestingly, US allies, such as Japan, Australia, Europe and Canada like 
to use the term ‘rules-based order’ both for the economic order and the 
political security order. This represents their belief in the constitutional 
nature of this order, as it developed over the decades. But the United States 
always understood that the global order relied on US hegemony, and de 
facto the United States reserved the right to sometimes push or break the 
rules. That partial incline became a massive torrent with the advent of 
the Trump 2.0 Administration.

Vines and Llewellyn (Chapter 2) define the GEO as a system of 
‘global economic governance that would manage the global economic 
system by means of a set of global economic institutions’ (p. 45). The 
institutions were organised with the aim of achieving four goals: domestic 
macroeconomic policy coordination to support employment and limit 
inflation; a smooth current account balance adjustment process; financial 
crisis resolution and long-term investment through international lending 
coordination; and mutually beneficial trade liberalisation (p. 46).
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Both Ikenberry, and Vines and Llewellyn agree that the stability and 
operation of the LIO or GEO were connected to the capabilities of the 
United States and its allies in the system.

In other words, the formation of the LIO and of its GEO component 
depended on a particular political consensus within the United States 
and on power relations that put US dominance and US bargains with its 
Western democratic allies at the forefront.

The countries that signed onto the LIO and GEO did so not just because of 
the benefits that would accrue from ‘membership’, but because of the moral 
basis of the existing order that was built on the principles enshrined in 
the United Nations, like equal treatment. Equal treatment, operationalised 
via most-favoured-nation treatment in the trading system ensured a level 
playing field and is the basis for a rules-based order. The alternative is 
a power-based order, where might is right.

The core question today and at the heart of this book is this: can the 
stability of the GEO, upon which the global economy depends, survive 
deep political changes within the United States and a change in the balance 
of power away from Western dominance?

Indeed, using nominal data, developed democratic economies of the OECD 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) represented 
83 per cent of global GDP in 1990 and still 81 per cent in 2000. By 2024, 
however, their share dropped to 60 per cent (despite the addition of a few 
countries to the OECD).1 The G7 share went from 66 per cent in 1990 
to 45 per cent in 2024. Meanwhile, the developing and emerging world 
went from 17 per cent to 39 per cent in the same period. China alone went 
from 2 per cent in 1990 to 17 per cent in 2024 (after a peak at 19 per cent 
in 2021). In Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) measures, the G7 share went 
down from 47 per cent to 29 per cent and the BRICS2 share from 12 per 
cent to 37 per cent (including new members).

These are very large changes, with 23 per cent of nominal global economic 
power changing hands from developed to emerging and developing 
economies. Indeed, this represents the largest amount of change in global 

1	  Authors’ calculations based on the IMF World Economic Outlook database: www.imf.org/en/
Publications/WEO/weo-database/2025/April, retrieved 10 June 2025.
2	  BRICS refers to the economic bloc initially formed by Brazil, Russia, India, China and later South 
Africa, plus additional countries that have been incorporated into the community over time.

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2025/April
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2025/April
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economic power since the 1850s and the eclipsing of China and India by 
the United States and Europe. This does change everything, including 
expectations by emerging economies to have a seat at the table of global 
rule-making.

In this book, Ikenberry addresses the current crisis of the LIO and GEO. 
He emphasises again both domestic changes in the US (end of consensus 
supporting economic openness and global public goods) and changes in 
international power relations (weakening of the G7 monopoly, US–China 
tensions). Ikenberry sees an erosion of the idea of ‘liberal modernity’ (p. 29).

Vines and Llewellyn echo Ikenberry’s analysis of changing capabilities and 
intentions of the US and its allies. Building on Ruggie’s analysis of the 
‘embedded liberalism’ compromise in the Bretton Woods era that allowed 
the reconciliation of global free trade with social and political stability, they 
summarise the current crisis in the following crisp way:

This embedded liberalism is now under threat throughout the 
world: populism is undermining external engagement, and thereby 
international cooperation. In particular, the United States is now 
abandoning the position of enlightened leadership which it pursued 
ever since it signed the Atlantic Charter with Britain in 1941. 
Moreover, the rise of a second major power, China, is also ensuring 
that a unipolar world, led by the United States, is no longer 
sustainable. (p. 64)

Their analysis tracks how these changes in the US position in the system 
and in power politics are rippling through three key arenas of the GEO: the 
global financial system and macroeconomic management, the trade system 
and climate change governance.

Louis Pauly focuses on the socioeconomic conflicts within societies and 
argues: ‘Today that order is in flux, partly because of elite confusion and 
incoherence and partly because those left out or marginalised have ceased 
to be acquiescent’ (p. 92). For Pauly, the crisis starts at home in the United 
States, Europe and other countries. The pursuit of economic liberalism under 
globalisation has deeply eroded Ruggie’s ‘embedded liberalism’ compromise 
and led to a powerful populist backlash. The key issue now is to find new 
forms of compromise to address systemic governance, an inescapable reality 
of an interconnected world.
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Economic security battlefronts: Finance, 
technology, trade and supply chains
Over the last decade and especially since the COVID pandemic, key 
economies have engaged in an accelerating cycle of economic security 
measures. While these measures are by nature defensive and focused on 
protecting the integrity of national economies and socioeconomic wellbeing, 
they generate externalities for other countries. These negative externalities 
affect both rivals and friends alike, and have implications for the trading 
system and both the LIO and GEO.

Economic security measures refer to state (i.e. non-market) measures taken 
to protect access to critical inputs for a national economy, such as energy, 
food, water, medicine, capital, technology and critical components. They 
also include the protection of critical infrastructure (physical and virtual) 
and intellectual property.

Under the global liberal concept prevalent in the 1990s and 2000s, such 
non-market measures were seen as unnecessary, superfluous and inefficient. 
And they do come with a cost that is paid in inflation and decreased 
profitability and living standards. The key ingredient was a shared trust that 
the global market, backed by rules, would deliver such priority inputs, along 
with more ‘normal’ economic goods.

Over the last few years, this trust has deeply eroded and various major players 
are asking the ‘what if ’ questions, seeking to add a layer of precaution to 
the supply of such critical goods. The problem is that economic security 
measures by one party accelerate the economic security predicament for 
others. Economic security measures increasingly generate a security dilemma 
or an arms race dynamic. Accelerating tit-for-tat measures are hard to fully 
predict and control. If left unchecked, the dynamic can get out of control 
and bring about a lose–lose outcome.

Four chapters in this book address different dimensions of the economic 
security dilemma: global financial integrity (Pauly in Chapter 3), 
the securitisation of global trade (Armstrong and Quah, Chapter 5), the 
securitisation and competition of regional supply chains (Murphy, Chapter 6), 
and cyber security (Lee-Makiyama, Chapter 7).
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Southeast Asia offers lessons in how to manage economic and security 
interests in an integrated manner and Ann Marie Murphy focuses on 
the intersection of interdependence, vulnerability and domestic political 
legitimacy in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
Murphy’s core contribution is to show that economics in Southeast Asia 
has never been ‘separate’ from security; rather, it has been instrumentalised 
as both a source of stability and a vector of risk.

There is growing pressure on Southeast Asia to ‘choose sides’ in the 
competition between China and the United States – something that Southeast 
Asian states see as existential. There are new risks to ASEAN member 
states that have seen economic intercedence as a source of security, now 
that intercedence has become weaponised. Murphy argues that Southeast 
Asia’s economic security challenge is not choosing between economics 
and security, but managing their entanglement under asymmetric power. 
Economic integration remains essential for legitimacy and stability, but it 
no longer provides strategic reassurance. As a result, economic security in 
Southeast Asia increasingly means hedging, diversification, minilateralism 
and domestic political management, rather than reliance on ASEAN or 
liberal interdependence alone.

Armstrong and Quah are concerned with how US–China strategic 
competition is turning previously mutually beneficial exchange into being 
seen as zero-sum, where there is usually only one winner. Zero-sum thinking 
is causing a prisoner’s dilemma outcome, where everyone is worse off even 
though there are cooperative outcomes where they are all better off. The last 
time we saw a global-scale prisoner’s dilemma, or ‘epic fail’ equilibrium, was 
in the 1930s in the lead-up to World War II.

Technology – 5G telecommunications, the digital economy, AI and the 
entire stack to support its development and semiconductors – are the leading 
edge of the securitisation of economic exchange. Hosuk Lee-Makiyama 
explores this through the global deployment of 5G networks.

Lee-Makiyama argues that digital infrastructure – particularly 5G – became 
an early and unusually explicit case of ‘de-risking’, driven by the perception 
that control over telecommunications networks poses immediate national 
security risks. Unlike other strategic sectors, 5G underpins all critical 
infrastructure and societal functions, making vulnerabilities in networks 
more consequential and less amenable to mitigation through traditional 
market or regulatory mechanisms.
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Liberalised trade, global standards and privatised telecom markets enabled 
foreign vendors – particularly Chinese firms – to gain significant market 
share, which governments increasingly perceived as a threat to strategic 
autonomy. Legal developments, notably China’s 2017 National Intelligence 
Law, further undermined confidence in vendor independence and shifted 
security assessments away from technical testing toward trust in suppliers 
and legal jurisdictions.

In response, governments adopted vendor exclusions, quotas and licensing 
restrictions, often justified as national security measures. However, the 
chapter shows that industrial policy objectives – especially efforts to promote 
Open RAN and indigenous suppliers – have increasingly overtaken security 
logic. While 5G security risks were real, de-risking has produced market 
distortions, politicised standards and unintended consequences that may 
weaken innovation and long-term economic security.

The way forward: Innovative ideas for 
a resilient global order
The authors of this book offer a series of innovative ideas to navigate the 
current of changes in the balance of power, great power politics and global 
economic volatility. Table I.1 summarises the ideas advanced here.

Table I.1. Innovative ideas to support the global economic order.

Authors Innovative proposal

1. Ikenberry Coalition or club-based rule-making and competitive 
rule‑making

2. Vines and Llewellyn Concerted unilateralism

3. Pauly Institutional experimentation

4. Pangestu Constructive incrementalism

5. Armstrong and Quah Defusing of vicious spirals through realignment 
of incentives

6. Murphy Minilateral leadership

7. Lee-Makiyama Limited de-risking strategies in the digital space

8. Drysdale and Triggs Green transition cooperation as transformative vector

Source: Authors’ summary.
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Ikenberry argues that both the hegemonic avenue and the constitutional 
(negotiated) avenue to international cooperation are becoming impractical. 
He sees hope, however, in the capacity of small groups of innovative players 
to advance rule-making in a club way. Ikenberry also argues that competitive 
rule-making between various innovators can open doors to advances in 
global governance.

Vines and Llewellyn argue that international economic cooperation is a 
necessity. To remedy the current gap, they advance the idea of ‘concerted 
unilateralism’. They write: ‘such cooperation involves creating arrangements 
in which it is in the unilateral interest of countries to act in a way which 
is helpful to other countries. This contrasts with the idea that it will be 
in the unilateral interest of countries to free ride on whatever cooperative 
arrangements have been in place’ (p. 42).

Pauly writes that some form of international collaboration remains 
indispensable in order to deal with radical uncertainty and systemic risks. 
Given obstacles to formal multilateral cooperation today, the best hope lies 
in institutional experimentation by international agencies and groups of 
players that seek to develop new solutions to global risks and challenges.

Mari Pangestu introduces the idea of constructive incrementalism in her 
chapter, encouraging bottom-up cooperation to compensate for the absence 
of top-down US leadership. Pangestu examines the emerging post-G2 
trade order shaped by intensifying US–China strategic competition and 
the growing use of trade, investment and technology policies for security 
purposes. While geopolitical tensions have increased fragmentation risks, 
she argues that large-scale deglobalisation has not occurred and that full 
decoupling would impose high economic costs, especially on developing 
countries. Instead of sweeping multilateral reform, the chapter advocates 
‘constructive incrementalism’: pragmatic, step-by-step progress through 
regional, plurilateral and coalition-based initiatives that preserve openness 
while managing security concerns. Middle powers and regions such as 
ASEAN and East Asia play a critical role in sustaining the rules-based 
trading system amid great-power rivalry.

Armstrong and Quah in their chapter cast within a unified economic 
framework some key challenges for the GEO: de-globalisation; the rising 
impracticability of global cooperation; and the increasingly confrontational 
nature of great power competition. They find that some developments draw 
on a growing zero-sum perception to economic and political engagement. 
That zero-sum explanation alone, however, is crucially inadequate. 
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Self‑serving nations, even when believing the world zero-sum, have under 
certain circumstances produced outcomes that have benefited all. In other 
circumstances, perfectly predicted losses have instead resulted on all sides. 
Such lose–lose outcomes – epic fail equilibria – generalise the prisoner’s 
dilemma game and are strictly worse than zero-sum. In their analysis, third 
nations – those not frontline in great-power rivalry – can serve an essential 
role in averting epic fail outcomes. The policy implication is that third nations 
need to provide platforms that will gently and unobtrusively nudge great 
powers away from epic fail equilibria and towards inadvertent cooperation.

The inadvertent cooperation that Armstrong and Quah advocate comes 
from a recognition that global cooperation is no longer a top-down process 
from the United States and its club of rich allies in the G7, or even the 
‘steering committee’ of the global economy, the G20. Great power strategic 
competition and geopolitics has meant rule-making and cooperation are 
happening outside those global forums. APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation), the G20 and other global forums are far from obsolete and the 
key countries have not walked away from them, but inadvertent cooperation 
sits alongside principled plurilateralism, described by Adam Posen, with the 
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(CPTPP) and the Multi-Party Interim Appeal Arbitration Arrangement 
(MPIA) as examples (Posen 2020).

Murphy explores how minilateral leadership by a group of countries can 
address problems of political rivalries and competition in Southeast Asia. 
She writes: ‘Like-minded Southeast Asian states with similar conceptions of 
the path to political legitimacy derived from economic development, social 
stability and regional autonomy will continue to collaborate on policies to 
achieve these ends even if a lack of ASEAN unity makes that process more 
difficult’ (p. 208).

Dealing with growing cyber risks affecting all countries: Lee-Makiyama 
enunciates strategies of targeted de-risking that are compatible with the GEO.

The international economic order has underpinned political stability 
and economic prosperity around the world, but especially in Asia. Rising 
tensions between the United States, China and Russia intersect against 
a backdrop of longstanding failures in global economic governance and 
domestic policies. In their chapter, Peter Drysdale and Adam Triggs ask 
how Asia can contribute to rebuilding and reshaping the GEO.
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They argue that Asia has more to lose than any other region in the retreat from 
globalisation and that the need for action on climate change and the energy 
transition is the best option for kickstarting cooperation and rebuilding 
the economic order. Elevation of the climate change and energy transition 
priority does not exclude the need for simultaneous focus on strategies to 
keep the trading system open and press trade reform, since fragmentation 
and closure of international markets will delay and make more costly the 
economic transformation that is needed to effect it. The chapter outlines 
the rationale for Asian initiative on this strategy, the frameworks that might 
be used and the practical steps that can be taken to achieve it.

The polycrisis, or correlated risks and uncertainty has caused economics to 
become weaponised in the service of the national interest. This need not be 
a bad thing. History provides examples where greater openness and freer 
trade emerge from nations seeking only to advance their own self-interests. 
But globally we are seeing cases with mixed results.

Peter Drysdale and Ross Garnaut formalised the idea of concerted unilateralism. 
The success of this sort of cooperation can be seen in APEC, where countries 
work unilaterally – doing what is in their interest – but in concert, so the 
gains are compounded. With countries moving in the same direction towards 
an agreed goal, at their own pace and in the manner that best suits their 
circumstances, progress is more sustainable and externalities like the free rider 
problem are managed. The Bogor goals from 1994, which aimed for free and 
open trade and investment, are a successful case of concerted unilateralism. 
The Paris Climate Agreement works in a similar manner.

Drysdale and Triggs argue that climate change and the energy transition 
offer the most promising pathway for rebuilding international cooperation, 
as they require open trade, large-scale investment and inclusive multilateral 
solutions. Asia-led initiatives through frameworks such as ASEAN, the 
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) and the G20 can 
help restore trust, update global rules and defend economic openness.

The short-term outlook shows little space for investment and innovation in 
global cooperation over the GEO. Indeed, we are likely to face significant 
crises, as key actors test their respective advantages. However, if history is 
any guide, the medium term could open a new phase of cooperation forced 
by necessity and reality. The ideas presented here may well prove useful 
when such space opens. A time of crisis is a key moment to envisage future 
blueprints and better ways to manage the commons of a joint planet and 
joint economic system.
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