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Abstract
Recent studies of the liberal international order have tended to use a crisis‐laden vocabulary to analyse US withdrawal
from multilateral institutions and Chinese initiatives to create new institutions. In these analyses, the consequences of
such a crisis for developing countries are largely overlooked because of the greater emphasis that is placed on the role
of great powers in the international system. We argue that more attention should be paid to the position of developing
countries in the liberal international order and that the effects of the presumed crisis for those countries should be studied.
The articles in this thematic issue focus on a variety of topics related to the places occupied by developing countries in the
international order.
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Scholars have characterized the post‐World War II inter‐
national order with the use of terms such as “embed‐
ded liberalism” (Ruggie, 1982), “liberal internationalism”
(Ikenberry, 2020), and “liberal international order” (Lake
et al., 2021; Mearsheimer, 2019). Although interpreta‐
tions of specific elements of the international order dif‐
fer across these various accounts, the key shared ele‐
ments in these understandings of the international sys‐
tem are its rules‐based and multilateral nature, along
with the values of openness, representation, and, at
least for some, the promotion of democracy (cf. Lake
et al., 2021, p. 227). The main institutions created in
the aftermath of World War II—such as the United
Nations, the International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (IBRD or World Bank), the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), and the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)/World Trade Organization
(WTO)—are interpreted as expressions of the desire to
create orderly relations between states. Multilateralism

became the accepted, and later dominant, form of inter‐
national cooperation (Denemark & Hoffmann, 2008).

Over the past decade, the state of the international
order has received much scholarly attention. A variety
of events and longer‐term processes have led many
observers to argue that the multilateral order is in cri‐
sis due to a combination of internal and external fac‐
tors (cf. Duncombe & Dunne, 2018; Ikenberry, 2018).
The nationalist orientation of foreign policy under the
Trump Administration in the US represented a break
from within the international order with a past where
the US had been the main supporter of the liberal
international order. It led to, among other things, a
US withdrawal from multilateral agreements and insti‐
tutions such as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action,
or “Iran Nuclear Deal” (“Iran nuclear deal,” 2018), the
United Nations’ Human Rights Council in 2018 (“US quits
‘biased’ UN human rights council,” 2018), and the
Paris Climate Agreement in 2020 (“Climate change:
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US formally withdraws,’’ 2020). The election of a scep‐
tic of the liberal international order into the White
House was not the only internal challenge to the liberal
international order. Scholars have noted that, alongside
those in the US, voters in other Western countries have
also expressed reluctance about shouldering the costs
of maintaining the international order (Adler‐Nissen &
Zarakol, 2021).

The post‐World War II multilateral order has also
been challenged from the outside as alternative struc‐
tures of global governance (Cooley & Nexon, 2020;
Goddard, 2018) have been created. Chinese initiatives
to establish “parallel” international institutions are often
cited as evidence of the outside pressure being exerted
on the core principles guiding the current interna‐
tional order. These parallel institutions include the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the New
Development Bank, and the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP; Stephen, 2020), and have
even been celebrated by certain analysts who perceive
them as containing the seeds of a “post‐Western world”
(Stuenkel, 2016; see further below).

Some observers argue that the current crisis of lib‐
eral international order reflects a fundamental change
in international politics. Duncombe and Dunne (2018,
p. 25) even claim that we are experiencing “a rare
moment in International Relations (IR), in which all main‐
stream theories concur that the hegemony of the lib‐
eral world order is over.” Scholars who had claimed for
decades that international cooperation was doomed to
fail returned with self‐affirming arguments, emphasising
that public discontentwith the liberal international order
was caused, to a significant degree, by the:

Tendency to privilege international institutions over
domestic considerations, as well as its deep commit‐
ment to porous, if not open borders, [which] has
had toxic political effects inside the leading liberal
states themselves, including the U.S. unipole. Those
policies clash with nationalism over key issues such
as sovereignty and national identity. (Mearsheimer,
2019, p. 8; cf. Mearsheimer, 1994)

Further, Flockhart (2020) refers to scholarship on
resilience to help explain why the leaders of the lib‐
eral international order are not eager to save the cur‐
rent system.

Other commentators are more positive about the
survival of the liberal order. For instance, the editors
of the anniversary issue of the leading scholarly jour‐
nal in IR, International Organization, contend that: “Like
Mark Twain’s death, rumors of the demise of the LIO
[liberal international order] have been greatly exagger‐
ated. The LIO has proven resilient in the past, and it may
prove to be so once more” (Lake et al., 2021, p. 225).
Likewise, the best‐known analyst of liberal international‐
ism argues that:

Despite its troubles, liberal internationalism still has
a future. The American hegemonic organization of
liberal order is weakening, but the more general
organizing ideas and impulses of liberal internation‐
alism run deep in world politics….It is likely to sur‐
vive today’s crises as well. But to do so this time,
as it has done in the past, liberal internationalism
will need to be rethought and reinvented. (Ikenberry,
2018, pp. 8–9)

Liberal IR theorists such as Ikenberry frame the crisis
of the liberal international order as a crisis of author‐
ity. They understand the crisis as a function of the
decline of US hegemony and the power struggle that
has resulted from the rise of new powers, and China
in particular. The crisis of authority implies that “the
old bargains and institutions that provided the sources
of stability and governance were overrun” (Ikenberry,
2018, p. 10). The renewal of the international order
would require “new bargains, roles and responsibilities”
(Ikenberry, 2018, p. 10).

Many IR accounts of the liberal international order
reflect a Western‐centric, or even an American‐centric,
understanding of liberalism and order. The link between
liberal IR scholarship and thinking about international
order is captured by Lake et al.’s (2021, p. 225) depic‐
tion of the journal International Organization which,
they argue:

[g]rew up alongside the LIO, first as almost a journal
of record describing events at the United Nations and
its related institutions and, later, as a venue for some
of the most innovative and important scholarship on
this order.Many of the key concepts used to interpret
the LIO first appeared or received serious scholarly
attention in the pages of this journal.

Recent scholarship has given rise to more profound dis‐
cussions about how non‐Western countries have con‐
tributed to the shaping of the liberal international order
(Finnemore & Jurkovich, 2014; Tourinho, 2021), but
these remain peripheral in comparison to the Western‐
dominated literature on the subject.

At a more profound level, as Dunne et al. (2013,
pp. 6–7) have argued, the liberal crisis narrative is inti‐
mately connected to particular understandings of the
international order. They point, in particular, to neolib‐
eral institutionalist IR theory that is premised on the
strategic interaction of individuals and societal groups
rather than on a concern with values and legitimate
social order. Neoliberal institutionalism, in its most
prominent formulation, provides a “functional”—and
hence not a normative—theory of regimes, which holds
that “[r]egimes are developed in part because actors
in world politics believe that with such arrangements
they will be able to make mutually beneficial agree‐
ments that would otherwise be difficult or impossible to
attain” (Keohane, 1984, p. 88). In such interpretations
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of the international order, “any challenge to the cur‐
rent institutional configuration becomes evidence of a
‘crisis’” (Dunne et al., 2013, p. 8). This view is shared
by critics of the liberal international order, who high‐
light the discontent with the values and ideas that
are expressed through in multilateral institutions and
regimes (Adler‐Nissen & Zarakol, 2021; Zarakol, 2014).

The presumed crisis of liberal internationalism
remains largely something of a Western fixation, domi‐
nated by accounts of the decline of US hegemony, possi‐
ble hegemonic transition, and increased power struggles
about the ordering principles of the international order.
In these accounts, the countries of the Global South do
not figure as primary actors. These countries are very
much on the receiving end of international institution‐
alisation, as “rule takers” of the regimes dominated by
the powerful states in the West, even though they had a
clear influence on the genesis of the international order
after 1945 (cf. Buzdugan & Payne, 2016; Helleiner, 2014).

The marginal political role occupied by developing
countries in the liberal international order is addressed
by Duncombe and Dunne (2018, p. 33), who argue that
“imperial rule has been a means by which liberal ideas
of markets, individualism and scientific rationality have
been socialized beyond their European origins.” Even
though we may be witnessing the creation of parallel
institutions by new great powers such as China and possi‐
bly some of the other BRICS countries, it is very likely that
the Global South will remain in the same minor political
position that it has occupied ever since the end of World
War II. Scholarly accounts of parallel institutions tend to
ascribe more agency to China, Russia, or India than they
do to developing countries.

Various analysts seem to agree that the crisis of lib‐
eral internationalism reflects the advent of a more plu‐
ralistic international order, which is sometimes referred
to as a “post‐Western world” (Hurrell, 2018; Stuenkel,
2016) or a “multiplex order” (Acharya, 2017, 2018). This
is an order where a “diffusion of power” (Hurrell, 2018,
p. 93) is causing changes in regimes and institutions.
There is by no means consensus on what the implica‐
tions of power diffusion may be. While some authors
have assessed the rise of the BRICS in terms of the poten‐
tial for counter‐hegemony (cf. Drezner, 2019) and others
speculate on BRICS leadership of sections of the develop‐
ing world (cf. Patrick, 2010, p. 48), Morvaridi and Hughes
(2018) have highlighted the highly political nature of calls
for South–South cooperation by the BRICS and the lim‐
ited transformative potential that the BRICS have for the
Global South. Next to questioning whether the political
and economic interests of the BRICS align with those of
other developing countries, scholars such as Beeson and
Zeng (2018) have raised doubts about the coherence of
the BRICS as a political force.

Despite the attention being paid to the increased
importance of the BRICS countries, with China at its
core, relatively little attention is given to the impact
that changes in the institutional makeup and interna‐

tional rules have for developing countries. Analyses of
the effects of the crisis of themultilateral order for devel‐
oping countries are timely for a variety of reasons.

First, it is theoretically important to understand how
changing policy preferences of powerful states in the
international order influence multilateral governance
arrangements and thereby impact the policy options
of developing countries. The crisis of multilateralism
may stimulate new forms of cooperation among devel‐
oping countries, for instance through new regionalist
initiatives. Recent scholarship has analysed the role of
regional institutions, often in a comparative way (Börzel
& Risse, 2012, 2016; Schimmelfennig et al., 2021), but
there is relatively little attention being given to the
impacts that regionalism in the Global South is having on
the liberal international order (e.g., Narlikar, 2010).

Secondly, it is relevant from a policy perspective
to appreciate how changes in governance institutions
may have a bearing on the international agenda of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Of particular rel‐
evance are the targets subsumed under SDG17, which
aims to “strengthen the means of implementation and
revitalize the global partnership for sustainable develop‐
ment” (United Nations, 2020). SDG17 includes targets
related to international aid and greater access to pri‐
vate financial resources, but also focuses on investment
regimes, access to technologies, non‐discriminatory
trade, market access, economic policy coordination, and
steps toward enhanced policy coherence.

The articles in this thematic issue focus on the differ‐
ent trends impacting on developing countries and consti‐
tute three clusters. Taken together, these three clusters
of articles offer methodologically diverse and theoreti‐
cally innovative ways to study the position of developing
countries against the background of the unfolding crisis
of international order.

The first cluster of articles maps the experience and
engagement of the Global South in the existing inter‐
national order. Knio (2022) looks at the link between
neoliberalism and liberal internationalism and argues
that the current crisis of the international order reflects
an inability to engage with the deeper structures con‐
tained within that link. Olsen (2022) focuses on mul‐
tilateral attempts to promote stability in developing
countries and concludes that the mixing of unilateral
and multilateral interventions tends to produce messy
results. Madrueño and Silberberger (2022) study how
inefficiencies in existing international policies influence
illicit money flows and impact the Global South. Gijón
Mendigutía and Abu‐Tarbush (2022) use the case of the
Palestinian authority to explain the failures of multilat‐
eralism. They argue that, despite numerous attempts,
existing international institutions have been proven to
be unable to resolve the political crisis in the Middle
East. Zhang (2022) discusses China’s approach to climate
multilateralism and argues that current scholarly under‐
standings, which focus on international and domestic fac‐
tors, are insufficient to understand China’s position and
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that researchers need to pay more attention to transna‐
tional governance.

The second cluster of articles focuses on South–
South cooperation and its potential for the future.
Colom‐Jaén and Mateos (2022) study the impacts of
China’s global strategy on African regionalism and argue
that China’s focus on infrastructure development may
contribute to structural transformation in countries
across the continent. Caria (2022) explores various coop‐
eration regimes involving developing countries and con‐
cludes that the coexistence of different regimes may
offer opportunities for countries in the Global South.
Nyadera et al. (2022) focus on the role of the African
Development Bank as a tool for regional integration
and argue that the institution offers potential for a pan‐
African approach to regional development.

The third cluster of articles focuses on the recent
trend to establish alternative institutional structures.
Dragneva and Hartwell (2022) study the process of
authoritarian regionalism in Eurasia and emphasise the
limits of this alternative as it has thus far failed to deliver
on even its most modest economic goals. Arnold (2022)
studies the prospects for a Digital Market in East Africa
and concludes that a variety of drivers have led Rwanda
to be supportive of digital regionalism, while Tanzania is
more reticent. Mejido Costoya’s (2022) article explores
the promise of alternative forms of ordering and focuses
on the success of experimentalist governance via a case
study of the ASEAN Smart Cities Network.

Conflict of Interests

The authors declare no conflict of interests.

References

Acharya, A. (2017). After liberal hegemony: The advent
of a multiplex order. Ethics and International Affairs,
31(3), 271–285.

Acharya, A. (2018). The end of American world order
(2nd ed.). Polity Press.

Adler‐Nissen, R., & Zarakol, A. (2021). Struggles for recog‐
nition: The liberal international order and themerger
of its discontents. International Organization, 75(2),
611–634.

Arnold, S. (2022). Drivers and barriers of digital market
integration in East Africa: A case study of Rwanda and
Tanzania. Politics and Governance, 10(2), 106–115.

Beeson, M., & Zeng, J. (2018). The BRICS and global
governance: China’s contradictory role. Third World
Quarterly, 39(10), 1962–1978.

Börzel, T. A., & Risse, T. (2012). From Europeanisation to
diffusion: Introduction.West European Politics, 35(1),
1–19.

Börzel, T. A., & Risse, T. (Eds.). (2016). The Oxford hand‐
book of comparative regionalism. Oxford University
Press.

Buzdugan, S., & Payne, A. (2016). The long battle for

global governance. Routledge.
Caria, S. (2022). Cooperation regimes and hegemonic

struggle: Opportunities and challenges for develop‐
ing countries. Politics and Governance, 10(2), 71–81.

Climate change: US formally withdraws from Paris Agree‐
ment. (2020, November 4). BBC https://www.bbc.
com/news/science‐environment‐54797743

Colom‐Jaén, A., & Mateos, O. (2022). China in Africa:
Assessing the consequences for the continent’s
agenda for economic regionalism. Politics and Gover‐
nance, 10(2), 61–70.

Cooley, A., & Nexon, D. H. (2020). Exit from hegemony:
The unraveling of the American global order. Oxford
University Press.

Denemark, R. A., & Hoffmann, M. J. (2008). Just scraps
of paper? The dynamics ofmultilateral treaty‐making.
Cooperation and Conflict, 43(2), 185–219.

Dragneva, R., & Hartwell, C. A. (2022). The crisis of the
multilateral order in Eurasia: Authoritarian region‐
alism and its limits. Politics and Governance, 10(2),
95–105.

Drezner, D. W. (2019). Counter‐hegemonic strategies
in the global economy. Security Studies, 28(3),
505–531.

Duncombe, C., & Dunne, T. (2018). After liberal world
order. International Affairs, 94(1), 25–42.

Dunne, T., Flockhart, T., & Koivisto, M. (2013). Liberal
world order. In T. Dunne & T. Flockhart (Eds.), Liberal
world orders (pp. 1–22). Oxford University Press.

Finnemore, M., & Jurkovich, M. (2014). Getting a seat
at the table: The origins of universal participation
and modern multilateral conferences. Global Gover‐
nance, 20(3), 361–373.

Flockhart, T. (2020). Is this the end? Resilience, ontologi‐
cal security, and the crisis of the liberal international
order. Contemporary Security Policy, 41(2), 215–240.

Gijón Mendigutía, M., & Abu‐Tarbush, J. (2022). The
Palestinian Authority and the reconfigured world
order: Between multilateralism, unilateralism, and
dependency relationships. Politics and Governance,
10(2), 40–49.

Goddard, S. E. (2018). When right makes might: Rising
powers and the challenge to world order. Cornell Uni‐
versity Press.

Helleiner, E. (2014). Forgotten foundations of Bretton
Woods: International development and themaking of
the postwar order. Cornell University Press.

Hurrell, A. (2018). Beyond the BRICS: Power, pluralism,
and the future of global order. Ethics and Interna‐
tional Affairs, 32(1), 89–101.

Ikenberry, G. J. (2018). The end of liberal international
order? International Affairs, 94(1), 7–23.

Ikenberry, G. J. (2020). A world safe for democracy: Lib‐
eral internationalism and the crises of global order.
Yale University Press.

Iran nuclear deal: Trump pulls us out in break with
Europe allies. (2018, May 9). BBC. https://www.bbc.
com/news/world‐us‐canada‐44045957

Politics and Governance, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 1–5 4

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-54797743
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-54797743
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-44045957
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-44045957


Keohane, R. O. (1984). After hegemony: Cooperation and
discord in the world political economy. Princeton Uni‐
versity Press.

Knio, K. (2022). Rethinking the multilateral order
between liberal internationalism and neoliber‐
alism/neoliberalisation processes. Politics and
Governance, 10(2), 6–14.

Lake, D., Martin, L. L., & Risse, T. (2021). Challenges to
the liberal order: Reflections on International Organi‐
zation. International Organization, 75(2), 225–257.

Madrueño, R., & Silberberger, M. (2022). Dimensions
and cartography of dirty money in developing coun‐
tries: Tripping up on the global hydra. Politics and
Governance, 10(2), 25–39.

Mearsheimer, J. (2019). Bound to fail: The rise and fall of
the liberal international order. International Security,
43(4), 7–50.

Mearsheimer, J. J. (1994). The false promise of inter‐
national institutions. International Security, 19(3),
5–49.

Mejido Costoya, M. (2022). South–South cooperation
and the promise of experimentalist governance: The
ASEAN Smart Cities Network. Politics and Gover‐
nance, 10(2), 116–127.

Morvaridi, B., & Hughes, C. (2018). South–South cooper‐
ation and neoliberal hegemony in a post‐aid world.
Development and Change, 49(3), 867–892.

Narlikar, A. (2010).New powers: How to become one and
how to manage them. Columbia University Press.

Nyadera, I. N., Agwanda, B., Onder, M., & Mukhtar, I. A.
(2022). Multilateralism, developmental regionalism,
and the African Development Bank. Politics and Gov‐
ernance, 10(2), 82–94.

Olsen, G. R. (2022). Twenty‐first century military mul‐
tilateralism: “Messy” and with unintended conse‐
quences. Politics and Governance, 10(2), 15–24.

Patrick, S. (2010). Irresponsible stakeholders? The dif‐
ficulty of integrating rising powers. Foreign Affairs,
89(6), 44–53.

Ruggie, J. G. (1982). International regimes, transactions,
and change: Embedded liberalism in the postwar
economic order. International Organization, 36(2),
379–415.

Schimmelfennig, F., Winzen, T., Lenz, T., Rocabert, J.,
Crasnic, L., Gherasimov, C., Lipps, J., & Mumford,
D. (2021). The rise of international parliaments:
Strategic legitimation in international organizations.
Oxford University Press.

Stephen, M. D. (2020). China’s new multilateral institu‐
tions: A framework and research agenda. Interna‐
tional Studies Review, 23(3), 807–834. https://doi.
org/10.1093/isr/viaa076

Stuenkel, O. (2016). Post‐Western world: How emerging
powers are remaking global order. Polity Press.

Tourinho, M. (2021). The co‐constitution of order. Inter‐
national Organization, 75(2), 258–281.

United Nations. (2020). Goal 17. https://sdgs.un.org/
goals/goal17

US quits “biased” UN Human Rights Council. (2018, June
20). BBC. https://www.bbc.com/news/44537372

Zarakol, A. (2014). What made the modern world hang
together: Socialisation or stigmatisation? Interna‐
tional Theory, 6(2), 311–332.

Zhang, H. (2022). China and climate multilateralism:
A review of theoretical approaches. Politics and Gov‐
ernance, 10(2), 50–60.

About the Authors

Wil Hout is professor of governance and international economy at the International Institute of Social
Studies, ErasmusUniversity Rotterdam. His research focuses on international and regional cooperation
and on governance issues in developing countries. He has published in journals such as the European
Journal of International Relations, Development and Change, the Journal of Development Studies,
Third World Quarterly, Critical Asian Studies, Development Policy Review, the Revue Internationale
de Politique Comparée, the Journal of African Economies, Review of African Political Economy,
and Acta Politica. He is the author of The politics of aid selectivity (Routledge, 2007) and has
co‐authored Political economy and the aid industry in Asia (with Jane Hutchison, Caroline Hughes
and Richard Robison, Palgrave Macmillan, 2014) and A political economy of African regionalisms (with
M. A. Mohamed Salih, Edward Elgar, 2019). He is co‐editor of the forthcoming Elgar handbook on gov‐
ernance and development (with Jane Hutchison, Edward Elgar, 2022).

Michal Onderco is associate professor of international relations in the Department of Public
Administration and Sociology, Erasmus University Rotterdam. His research focuses on international
security, especially on the link between domestic politics and international politics. His work was pub‐
lished, inter alia, in International Studies Quarterly, Journal of CommonMarket Studies, Foreign Policy
Analysis, and European Journal of Political Research. He’s the author of Networked nonproliferation
(Stanford University Press, 2021) and Iran’s nuclear program and the Global South (Palgrave, 2015).

Politics and Governance, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 1–5 5

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/viaa076
https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/viaa076
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal17
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal17
https://www.bbc.com/news/44537372

