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PREFACE

In today’s world, there are three stories that need telling.

First, the breakup. Globally, we are watching the highly visible fracturing of the world order we once took for granted. This rules-based order – with its support for the rule of law, human rights, democracy, international cooperation, humanitarian aid and environmental stewardship – that underpinned our lives for decades is collapsing in plain sight in what one writer speaks of as liberalism’s ‘Great Capitulation’.1 Disorder, violence, bombings and wars fill our TV screens. From Russia’s assault on Ukraine and the recent wars in Gaza and Iran, to apparently never-ending conflicts and civil wars in Sudan, Ethiopia, Myanmar and elsewhere, we are witnessing countless deaths, the displacement of millions and the worst levels of forced migration in modern history. Meanwhile, humanity faces droughts, firestorms, floods and the hottest temperatures in recorded history – and whether it be ending wars, tackling climate change or addressing the massive economic changes ahead arising from AI, governments seem unable to come together to confront the challenges facing our world.

Second, the breakdown. Side by side with the breakup of the world order, we are seeing another twenty-first-century phenomenon: the breakdown of local communities. It is a slow, grinding, at times almost invisible, erosion of civic life and with it the social contract on which democracy has long depended. It is the decline in the neighbourliness, networks and norms that once shaped the life of our villages, towns, cities and workplaces. And, across the Western world, it is reflected in the falling attendance at churches and faith groups, the halving of trade union memberships, and the decline of social clubs, working men’s clubs and local associations such as Mothers’ Unions, Women’s Institutes and youth organisations, resulting in the hollowing out of what once constituted the public square. In a series of original polls conducted for this book – which I refer to throughout – I find that around half of adults across western Europe and North America do not now participate in any civic groups of any kind and they do not feel there is any organisation or support system to which they can turn in times of need. This latter point is, perhaps, the greatest casualty of all: the very idea that we are all in this together, that there are common causes worth fighting for, and that by coming together as a community we can make a difference.

If our physical infrastructure – our roads, railways and airports – broke down, there would be a public outcry and a demand for their immediate repair. If our financial infrastructure collapsed – if ATMs shut off and bank transfers failed – there would be panic. But the failure of our civic infrastructure – our clubs, associations, political parties and the public square itself – is happening in plain view and near silence.

Too often, however, we linger on what has gone wrong – the breakups and the breakdowns – and draw only the bleakest of conclusions. This book moves through them quickly – not to ignore or minimise their impact, but to make space for what matters most: the third story, of the close-at-hand breakthroughs that can rebuild community, renew the global order, and set us on a more hopeful, equitable and sustainable course, and the role that every one of us, as active and engaged citizens, can play in bringing that about.

The promise of deep and even fundamental change – from a failed status quo to a new beginning – has been the mantra of almost every public campaign of recent years, from American presidential campaign slogans such as Barack Obama’s ‘Change we can believe in’ and ‘Change you can trust’ to the more recent and stark ‘Change’ pledged by the United Kingdom Labour Party. In today’s world, no leader wins support, draws a crowd or secures election without promising change. From Australia to South Africa and from Indonesia to Latin America, it is a proven formula for electioneering, a well-worn path for would-be leaders and an all-too-familiar playbook known to the rest of us.

And for good reason. There is hardly a group of citizens anywhere who are not desperate to break with a recent past that has denied them the higher living standards they were promised and the better quality of life they believe they deserve. In both head and heart, millions of people now sense that something must give. This desire for change is often torn between a nostalgia for what has been lost and a realisation that there is no going back – but it seldom offers a concrete prospectus for a better future.

Change cannot mean a return to a discredited and patently unpopular recent status quo. Too much water has gone under the bridge. The future cannot and will not neatly mirror the past. By 2050, India’s economy will likely be four times the size of the UK’s, China’s twice that of the European Union, and Asia’s bigger than those of America and Europe combined. Four out of every five of the world’s people will be living in Africa or Asia. By 2008, when the global financial crisis hit, the world’s economic centre of gravity had already shifted, as Danny Quah has graphically portrayed, from its traditional twentieth-century point in the Atlantic Ocean, midway between the United States and western Europe, 5,000 kilometres eastward to somewhere between Europe and Asia.2 By 2040 it will have moved another 5,000 kilometres eastward to somewhere between China and India. And as if to illustrate the shift, Quah himself has moved his professorship from London to Singapore.3 And so we will all have to grapple with changing fundamentals: the shifting economic balance of power; the fallout from revolutionary new technologies such as AI and their transformative impact on employment, living standards and individual freedoms; the existential challenge of climate change; and the tensions created by unprecedented human mobility (almost one billion people globally say they would prefer to leave their own country for another if they could).4 All of this is, as we shall discover, aggravated by three seismic global shifts now underway that will, unless we change things, most likely define the next decades: from a unipolar world order towards a multipolar one; from a dominant neoliberal economic ideology to a neo-mercantilist one; and from a rules-based to a power-based world – each of these shifts underscored by the rise of an aggressive and authoritarian ethno-nationalism.

The way this still-young twenty-first century unfolds in its second quarter will be – and must be – different from the quarter-century that preceded it. We must begin by asking: why is it that the breakup of the world order and the breakdown of civic life are happening at the same time? What, if anything, links the two?

There is no shortage of candidate causes for both the breakup and the breakdown, from the political to the economic to the cultural. Politically, not just the upsurge of an aggressive, anti-establishment ethno-nationalism, but the rise of polarising rhetoric, often now online, the fragmentation of political parties and the inroads of big money into decision-making have effectively privatised the public sphere. The once-crowded town squares of civic debate have been displaced by online silos where people speak past strangers they never meet. Economically, rising inequality and decades of neoliberalist policies have left millions without security, fairness or opportunity. Culturally, social and geographical mobility have not always brought integration; consumerism and individualism have eroded a unifying sense of social obligation; and identity politics has splintered common cause into competing grievances.

I wanted to unpick what is common to these differing explanations and trace them back to discover the root causes, the key that will unlock solutions that might work. In order to do so, and to ground these ideas in the lived experiences of people across the globe, over the last two years I have worked with polling experts on three major surveys, covering nearly 100,000 people from forty-five countries across the Global North and South. Our objective was to hear what the general public have to say about their own lives and local community life and how this relates, if at all, to the breakup of the world order.

Some of the findings have surprised me, others have shocked me, and over the course of this book I will be unpacking what the responses mean for the prospects of community life at home and for international cooperation abroad. What people say and what they desire for the future might illuminate a route forward on both a local and a global scale.

What the polling makes clear is that we need, for this time of transformational change, an honest debate about who we are, who we want to be and, above all, where we are going. It is about focusing on a present and future that learn from history without romanticising a past that was far from perfect.

And so this is where our story begins: with the conviction that change cannot come soon enough. That is why my title is The Future Starts With Us. The change we seek starts here and now – at home and near to home. And it starts with us – with you and me. That is the crucial finding of this book. For in the end, despite what we might have once assumed, the future will not be decided by the declarations of presidents or prime ministers or by detailed communiqués from international summits. The future is not in the gift of leaders, governments or even blind economic forces, which may constrain what we can do today but must not determine what we do in times to come. The future is in our hands.





INTRODUCTION

This book is a child of crisis.

It was born amid the seismic shifts that have jolted the tectonic plates beneath our feet. These tumultuous transformations are changing our world beyond all recognition, affecting our jobs, our standards of living, the patterns of our daily lives and how our children will fare in the decades to come. I believe the shifts I identify below will prove more dramatic and be more consequential than any of the many changes that we have seen since the Second World War, no matter where you live or what your circumstances are. War, it has been said, is the locomotive of history and today’s conflicts involving great powers – those in Ukraine and the Middle East – have turbocharged changes already in motion and fast-forwarded us to a different kind of world.

So – what are these changes?

The first is this: the world is moving from the certainties of unipolarity to the uncertainties of multipolarity. For almost all the years since 1945, but especially since the 1990s when the Cold War ended, the United States of America has worked with friends and allies in a world that it has dominated. In other words, it usually acted multilaterally in a unipolar world. Recently it has done the opposite – disregarding, and often insulting, its friends and allies in a world over which it no longer has unquestioned control. In other words, it has been acting unilaterally in what is becoming a multipolar world.

‘The United States, not the United Nations,’ Hal Brands has written, was ‘the closest thing to world government’.1 But while America may still think of itself as a benevolent hegemon bestriding a unipolar world with its massive military firepower by air, on land and at sea, events have repeatedly revealed its limits. The eclipse of the unipolar world, as Daniel Drezner of Tufts University has argued, cannot just be dismissed as scaremongering, as ‘the latest hymn from the Church of Perpetual Worry’.2

If since 2022, in the first European war involving a great power since 1945 and in what will go down as perhaps the first AI war, America has been unable to decisively turn back Russian aggression, so too in 2026, in a war in which the weaponisation of the Strait of Hormuz by Iran has brought the biggest disruption of the world energy market in history and one of the biggest supply shocks ever seen, America has found it difficult to keep sea lanes open, even by force.

And it has not achieved the aim it set itself for what it considers its own sphere of influence: the takeover of Greenland. The US may well remain the most powerful and strongest, as well as the wealthiest, country that the world has known, with no rival equal to it, but the limits of American power – clear to the rest of the world for some time – are at last being laid bare to American leaders and the American public. The question for the decades ahead is not whether we can return to an era of single-power domination, with a unipolar world reborn, but how we manage the transition to our new multipolar world, one in which there are multiple centres of decision-making power. Not, let us be clear, powers of equal capacity and status – America remains the superpower with outsized influence above all others – but states sufficiently strong to create competing spheres of influence, each with the ability to determine in some way not just regional but global events and trends.

Ironically, as we will find, globalisation, which has been described by a number of writers as centripetal force bringing people together, has over time become a centrifugal force fragmenting the world and at times tearing it apart.3 By expanding eastward and giving birth to strong rival economies in Asia, the speed and scale of globalisation undermined the unipolar order and with it the multilateralism of the day. A phenomenon which once promised to unite us can now be a major force for division. It may be that globalisation did not fail because cooperation across borders will always be impossible. It may be that it faltered because the political leaders who ran it failed to show that what was an open economy was also an inclusive economy. But for whatever reason, economic integration has, I will suggest, brought the political disintegration we currently see around us.4

Second, we are moving from a neoliberal economics built around free trade, open markets and the unimpeded flow of capital – once seen as the one route to prosperity – to a far more protectionist and indeed neo-mercantilist world characterised not only by more and higher tariffs on traded goods but also by import and export bans, new barriers to investment and the transfer of technology between countries, and the imposition of sanctions by countries on their competitors. Such measures are designed to protect native industries, achieve greater domestic self-sufficiency, enhance national power and, more often than not, directly harm competitors who have come to be seen as adversaries. It is a marked change from the ‘open trade’ policies pursued for most of the last eighty years, and it challenges, at root, the positive-sum mindset of mainstream economists that presumed that ever-increasing global trade was a win–win, and that all would benefit from the global expansion of commerce. That optimism has now been replaced not just by an inward-looking protectionism but also by a zero-sum mindset whereby the assumptions are that ‘I can only do well if others do badly’ and ‘my country will only prosper at the expense of other countries failing’. Trade once brought people together and gave rise to the hope of a world at peace. Now trade blocs are driving people apart and causing conflict. And we should not underplay the threat that this fragmentation of the world poses to people’s living standards. For a rise in protectionism, a disruption to global supply chains, as has been seen in the spring of 2026 in the Strait of Hormuz, and a breakdown in cooperation between countries could over time, as the International Monetary Fund has shown, reduce global economic activity by as much as 7 per cent, a loss of more than $7 trillion in national incomes. This is, as they say, the equivalent to losing the combined annual incomes of France and Germany. It represents a loss more than three times the output of the entire sub-Saharan African economy, with the most devastating effect to be felt in the poorest countries, where 250 million more people could, the IMF says, be thrust into poverty for an entire decade.5 And even if the worst of these scenarios does not materialise, protectionism is, like other forces – war, the disruption of supply chains and the rising level of debt to 100 per cent of global income – one of the contributory factors to a world that is characterised by ‘radical uncertainty’: a world of known unknowns (things we know we don’t know) and unknown unknowns (things we don’t know we don’t know). The world may be realigning but it is not stabilising, with countries feeling they have no choice but to de-risk, diversify or hedge to manage their heightened vulnerability to shocks. Only higher levels of productivity-led growth that can come from innovations like AI and other new technologies offer the prospect of escaping the likely consequences of lower trade, higher inflation, greater fiscal pressures and the threat to living standards.

And in the third seismic shift, we are moving from a relatively stable, rules-based order to a more volatile and far more violent power-based order; a might-is-right world where, as most recently in Ukraine and Gaza and Iran, and across sixty-one conflicts worldwide, the rule of law is being replaced by the law of the jungle.6 ‘Strategic managed cooperation’ – the compromise mooted by China for describing the China–USA relationship in the Biden era – has, under Trump, been replaced by the less challenging term ‘constructive strategic stability’.7 But when the big powers are asserting their own values, seeking to impose their own rules and weaponising their own native technologies, they are also increasingly drawn into confrontation and even conflict. Insuperable barriers are erected, the world fragments and the space for meaningful cooperation narrows – and disorder becomes the norm when no one power has the combined economic or military might or the authority to guarantee peace and maintain stability.

A world increasingly dominated by raw power and brute force is also one where we are only as strong as our weakest link. From Bin Laden after 2000 to Isis after 2010 to, now, the militant supporters of Iran, the terrorist threat – and the fear it instils – has never gone away, with enemy agents capable of breaking through even the most elaborate security cordons and conducting assassinations in the streets of any of our cities, and able to strike any oil facility, any tanker, or any commercial port or hub, sometimes with a drone costing only £40,000. Vigilance against sleeper cells and terrorist networks will be called for in every place at all times, not least because the Islamic Revolutionary Guards’ Quds Force has warned that its enemies ‘will no longer be safe anywhere in the world’, a threat confirmed by the US director of national intelligence, who states that extremists who do not believe coexistence is possible ‘will seek to conduct terrorist activities against US targets worldwide’.8

The loudest expression of all these changes and what has become the dominant political force of our times is the rise of a new kind of ‘my country first’ ethnic nationalism – as seen in ‘America First’, ‘India First’, ‘China First’, ‘Russia First’ and many others; a new form of tribalism which asserts that what matters above all is the pursuit of national advantage over others, thereby inculcating an adversarial view of the world. In its modern form it is both authoritarian and populist, as illustrated by a new generation of leaders who have become adept at using social media to demonise immigrants, foreigners and any who do not share their views. This need come as no surprise: those leaders have been able, as we shall see, to exploit a void that has emerged from the very weakness of our local institutions and community associations, and from the breakdown of civic life. Through social media, they bypass what are already weakened local organisations and forge direct, manipulative links between themselves and voters who feel isolated: getting into people’s heads and encouraging people to think that our societies are divided into warring, irreconcilable tribes for whom coexistence is impossible.

Whether you support one of these right-wing populist nationalist parties, one of their radical-left rivals or a mainstream and traditional political party, the atmosphere in which public debate now takes place has become overlaid by a polarisation between rival camps and by feelings of fear, and even loathing and outright anger, with all the unpleasant features we associate with an adversarial nationalism: the regular targeting of immigrants, foreigners, any who are considered to be ‘others’, and the regular application of the ‘blame game’ to make them convenient scapegoats when things go wrong. But the deeper question we will pose is whether the focus on targeting and even demonising ‘outsiders’ – whether defined by a different ethnicity, religion or ideology – is masking and often obscuring the underlying currents of a deeply felt economic disappointment or even a strong sense that society is broken.

As I write this book, far-right or radical-right parties have achieved their highest share of the vote across Europe ever – overtaking, in terms of popular support, even the levels achieved by extreme nationalist parties before they seized power in the period of Nazism and fascism in the 1930s. While support for particular political parties in individual countries will ebb and flow, the new wave of populist nationalism does not now look like just an anti-incumbent reaction, the predictable rejection of unpopular leaders and their administrations when they have been in power for some time. It appears to be more akin to an anti-system movement: the rejection of an entire political system that seems incapable of either delivering the basic goods of a decent life or bringing people together around a set of shared objectives and aspirations.

And these do not seem to be passing sentiments that can be written off as temporary reversals or setbacks, the result of the ups and downs of a local and national economy whose fortunes rise and fall with the cyclical nature of trade and industry. For at least two decades now, and particularly since the global financial crisis, millions of people – especially in large parts of Europe and North America – have increasingly expressed their feeling that instead of globalisation propelling us all forward, and lifting us up, it has let most of us down. Quite simply, globalisation is seen by millions as a free-for-all that has not been fair for all, and has left in its wake whole communities suffering from stagnant or declining living standards. All in all, this has created a common and widely shared belief, indeed the prevailing sense of the age, that the world is becoming dysfunctional, less fair, and increasingly out of control.

At the same time, as people witness a new and more volatile international environment, and wake up almost every day to threats of military aggression that we thought had been relegated to the history books, they are more aware than ever that they are living through a decade of global disorder. And if, when we look outward, we see the breakdown of world order, we also find that when we look inward, once-stable communities, faced with industrial collapse and economic and social disruption, no longer appear strong or resilient enough to come together to manage change and shape their own future.

It has been commonplace, now, to see the challenges that come from building communities, building nations and building a world order as so distinct and so different that we must formulate completely separate answers for what has been causing them. We leave community development to social workers and volunteers, nation-building to domestic politicians, and world governance to diplomats and international elites, as if the three are wholly different exercises demanding completely different skills and quite different approaches because they reflect very different challenges, as if to even comment on these three dimensions of public life in the same conversation makes no sense. And there is a whole industry of academic writing that suggests that we can be localists or globalists but cannot be both, suggesting a divide between what David Goodhart called ‘people of somewhere’, rooted in their communities, and ‘people of nowhere’, the cosmopolitan elite.9

But are we really forced to choose between the one and the other? What happens when we link the breakup of the world order to the breakdown of civic life? Does this recent rupture with the past in both spheres really arise from origins and causes that are completely separate? Of course, global changes can be attributed to the machinations of macho leaders and the realpolitik of international elites, whose interests are far from those of the ordinary public. Perhaps domestic discontents can be seen as primarily a story of individuals struggling to adjust to the inevitability of economic and social change. Or could we dare to glimpse some common ground, and perhaps a shared set of underlying causes, which have given rise to the breakup of global order and the breakdown of local communities at one and the same time? And, if this were to be the case, are there perhaps shared responses and even solutions to the huge challenges these two earthquakes have created?


‘There is no such thing as society’: the new world order undone

Beneath the bombastic rhetoric of politicians at home and abroad, and the pervasive sense of decline and precarity experienced by voters across the world, we need to ask whether there is a common cause and what, if anything, is the role played by changes in established ways of thinking about our world, in particular the neoliberal economic paradigm that has been dominant for four decades and the hyper-individualistic worldview that accompanies it.

It was a model built on the promise that markets alone could deliver prosperity but now, no longer able to explain how economic benefits can flow to working families, it has instead produced insecurity, inequality and civic fragmentation. The vacuum it has left in its wake – economic failure, social decline and, to some extent also, moral decay – has been filled, as I will show, by a politics of grievance nationally and globally.

This worldview began from the claim that ‘there is no such thing as society’. If people are simply atomised individuals out for themselves, then government’s role is reduced to guaranteeing the free play of impersonal market forces – or getting out of the way. For a time, this ideology claimed victories: inflation was brought under control, some monopolies were broken open, concentrations of economic power were challenged, and trade and capital flows expanded. But it stripped economics of any idea of the common good. People were recast as merely consumers rather than citizens, thought to be driven only by a selfish desire to maximise their own interests, with no responsibilities beyond acquiring as much as they can.

But the more profound question is whether these mainly economic phenomena are not all symptoms of something larger: the loss of a moral framework and an erosion of the sentiments and commitments that we shared with each other that once gave meaning to our lives. We want to ask: have widely held norms that traditionally placed emphasis on civic duty, solidarity and common purpose been undermined by a worldview that insists there is nothing but the individual and nothing beyond the individual? And yet does history not show us that people cannot live indefinitely as rootless individuals? Do we not also long to belong? Does community not matter? Do we not crave its presence and suffer greatly in its absence?

So throughout this book, I will ask you to join me in answering these questions: do we need to recover that sense of belonging, and with it, the conviction that we matter because we are part of something larger than ourselves? Might our civic life require something less passive than a cross on a ballot paper every few years? Might becoming a citizen mean taking on the work of citizenship as well as the title? And if we want our shared future to rest on common ground, should we not resist the temptation to demonise those with whom we disagree and instead engage in the more demanding task of listening to each other, cooperating across boundaries of ethnicity, religion and ideology and rebuilding that necessary but elusive key to communities living harmoniously together: trust? And where does this start, if not at home?

To help answer these questions, I will be drawing on original polling undertaken in 2025 and early 2026. One important fact stands out, which is worth emphasising at the outset: most of us see the world through the lens of our own everyday experience and that of the communities in which we live. We do not see the world in the abstract. This means that people cannot be expected to see themselves as global citizens unless they first experience citizenship close at hand. As the great economist Adam Smith perceived 250 years ago when he wrote of ‘circles of sympathy’, there is no crude dividing line that definitively separates the local and the global. Empathy – the capacity we all have to put ourselves in other people’s shoes and see the world from their perspective – was, he thought, essential to the strength and resilience of communities. But, as he wrote, it radiates outward in circles of belonging: beginning with the intense loyalties we feel to each other as members of a family or a group of friends, but extending outward to our neighbourhood, then to the town or city, the nation and finally – far less intensely but present nonetheless – to humanity as a whole.

History books record laws, treaties and conferences, but might internationalism – like nationalism – begin in the ordinary life of towns and streets? Can it perhaps be practised, as Eleanor Roosevelt observed, ‘in small places, close to home – so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet they are the world of the individual person; the neighbourhood he lives in; the school or college he attends; the factory, farm, or office where he works.’10 The road to peace and understanding may not start at summits or in foreign ministries, but in these small places – in acts of recognition, instances of cooperation and displays of trust that widen our circle of belonging outward from our immediate family. ‘I am often asked: what can people do to become a good global citizen?’ said former United Nations secretary-general Kofi Annan, ‘I reply that it begins in your own community.’11

Such a discussion of the importance of belonging therefore raises a more personal challenge for each of us: are we as individuals simply victims of history, with little or no role to play in shaping the global environment around us? Are we mere spectators, watchers on the shore, as we observe the fate of our national democracies and the breakdown of global order? Or is what we do, and how we act in our communities, a crucial part in shaping what happens beyond our front door, our city limits and our national borders?

The evidence brought together from the opinion polls and presented in this book will suggest that there is something in common that links what we do locally in our own communities and in our own country to what happens globally. It will show that millions of us do not want, or need, to accept that events and forces beyond our garden gate are beyond our control; but in fact that none of us is totally powerless, even when battered by a turbulent and tumultuous world.

For one message becomes clear, a common thread in all the evidence we accumulate throughout the chapters of the book: change in the workplace, the community or in our wider democracies both nationally and internationally cannot be effective without the active engagement of citizens, of people like you and me. And if I return to this as a major theme in 2026, it is because the case for active citizenship is important: little acknowledged and often ignored, but a topic that is taken up in times of challenge and change by some of the most important political leaders in history. ‘Whenever things get so far wrong as to attract their notice, they [the people] may be relied on to set them to rights,’ wrote Thomas Jefferson, the author of the American Declaration of Independence, to a friend.12 ‘Do you want to know who you are?’ he urged people on another occasion. ‘Don’t ask. Act! Action will delineate and define you.’

‘I go for all sharing the privileges of the government who assist in bearing its burdens,’ wrote Abraham Lincoln, arguing that national challenges could not be met without a ‘people’s contest’.13 At times of crisis in the twentieth-century leaders like Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill summoned up an active citizenship. And addressing students at the height of the Cold War, and after creating a Peace Corps of young public-spirited citizens, President John Kennedy sought to rouse US citizens to action by saying: ‘This Nation was not founded solely on the principle of citizens’ rights. Equally important… is the citizen’s responsibility.’14 ‘For, in a democracy, every citizen,’ he also explained, ‘holds office: every one of us is in a position of responsibility.’ If Kennedy, Lincoln and the rest are right, it is passivity, inactivity, complacency and opting out that will destroy our chances of a better future.

We are witnessing breakup on a global scale, and breakdown on a civic scale – but this is not the complete story, as our examination of public opinion reveals: even as disillusionment spreads, billions of us continue to live lives in search of meaning. We work, we give birth to and raise our children, attend baptisms, weddings and celebrations, and find satisfaction in what seem to some small joys – from family get-togethers to local successes shared by the whole community, such as sporting victories. And survey after survey shows that these everyday attachments underpin something more fundamental: that most of us do want to have stronger ties not only to our friends and family who share our sorrows and joys, but also to neighbours and wider communities.

Yes, we cooperate out of need. But do we not also have a human need to cooperate? Can this be the overlooked, often unrecognised and certainly undervalued key that could unlock a better world in the future – our longing for belonging?



Rebuilding for the twenty-first century

As I write, our world is changing fast. While events – from new bombings hitting hitherto safe havens to new alliances forming between once-sworn enemies – dominate the news, the underlying trends are my real focus. ‘Events are 75 per cent negative for the world,’ it has sometimes been said, ‘trends are 75 per cent positive.’15 In recent times, commentators may have been 75 per cent focused on events that come and go, when, if we are to make the right decisions, we need also to be 75 per cent focused on trends whose impact casts a long shadow. I hope to shift that balance a little – focusing less on immediate events, and less in particular on the negative news, and more on the huge underlying changes happening around us that are perhaps less noticeable but more consequential in shaping our destinies.

This book attempts to take the long view. In periods of peace and stability, when time seems to stand still, we tend to turn to policy specialists to address discrete problems. But in times of rapid change, when we are faced with massive, seemingly unmanageable challenges of strategic importance, we need to learn from the sweep of history as well as from contemporary thinkers. What one gains in breadth, however, one may lose in depth, and for reasons of space I have not covered in as much detail as I wanted astonishing developments like those in AI, quantum computing and cyber, or the consequences of the changing nature of warfare – such as the growing threat of nuclear proliferation, assaults on civilian populations by drones and cyberattacks.

But I believe our focus on public opinion – and what lessons we can draw from it – will stand the test of time. From listening to people express both their fears and their aspirations about the future, I have been able to assess what a future social contract and a new political economy might look like. I try to show how both our interests and our values matter, and how they are both important foundation stones for a better national and international order. And I suggest that it is only by combining, in a planned way, the benefits of the coming technological revolution with a commitment to human dignity that we will be able to deliver the security and prosperity that people seek.

If the first part of the book tries to understand the ‘why’ – why the current crises have emerged – the second half of this book focuses on the ‘how’ – how we might make a reality of a reinvigorated sense of belonging, and what that means for how we govern ourselves not just locally and nationally but as a global community.

We can start to glimpse an alternative to hyper-individualism at home and aggressive nationalism abroad by reaffirming that the goal of economic life is not simply to accumulate output, but to expand the range of choices each of us can freely make – to bridge the gap between what we are and what we have it in ourselves to become. That means the economy cannot be reduced to a marketplace of self-seekers out for themselves, nor simply to an exercise in production, consumption and distribution. We must redefine it as a joint effort in mutual cooperation, advancing a shared and sustained prosperity that delivers not just wealth but wellbeing – agreed, where possible, through citizens deliberating among themselves, and thus grounded in values we share in common.

Neoliberalism is characterised by five detrimental features: too little priority given to the five Es, as I will call them: Employment, Equality, Environment, Efficiency and Ethics. A programme for a better economic future must change this. In place of insecure, undervalued employment we must restore the dignity of work, with decent pay and recognition for all. In place of inequality, we must seek genuine opportunity for all, with unfair privilege for none: equality of opportunity leading to fairness of outcome. In place of environmental degradation, we must plan a future where we renew the natural world around us. In place of the blatant inefficiencies of a neoliberal economy – too often rigged in favour of the powerful – we must raise productivity and restore growth by realising the potential of all. And finally, we must recognise the importance of a benchmark of ethics, by which we judge value beyond the price mechanism: markets must be underpinned by morals.

If the economy is a joint effort in pursuit of agreed goals, then civil society is a joint effort in the attainment of a common good. Economic reforms will not be enough to build strong communities. Restoring faith in democracy also requires a renaissance of civic life, by honouring, and where possible resuscitating and revitalising, the institutions that lie between markets and the state and are far too often undervalued – family, schools, faith groups, charities, clubs and local civic associations.

It would be a mistake, however, to believe that renewal can be achieved just by looking inward. What good is it to invest in social clubs and jobs at home if, at the same time, our prosperity and security are undermined by the breakdown of order abroad, by the fires of climate change or by the spectre of war? We will be able to show from our polling that the single most convincing argument people offer for greater international cooperation is this: we need peace and stability abroad if we are to have the best chance of success at home. And, crucially, as we will find, ordinary people are open to and prepared to support international cooperation if it advances, globally, the very same rights they hope to secure at home – good jobs, a healthy environment, civic participation and a political voice.

We need to build a new world order based in a coalition of the responsible, united around shared values and mutually agreed rules that the vast majority of us can support and promote, and into which the superpowers of America and China are invited if they, too, meet the terms to join – a commitment to the rule of law, respect for human rights and democratic accountability. It should be an invitation to all countries as long as they will uphold these humane values even in the face of fierce economic competition and pressure from adversaries.

Events in Iran in early 2026 have made clear yet again – as they did in 1973, 1979, 2008, 2011 and 2022 – the role that fossil fuels play in translating geopolitical struggles into crises across the world. Even as our economies become less dependent on carbon-based energy, global consumption of oil and gas has doubled since the 1970s, sustaining our vulnerability to price shocks. In the 1970s, oil shocks brought not just inflation and recession, but the end of Keynesian economics and the birth of neoliberalism. A return to ‘stagflation’ in the West as in the 1970s, and genuine fuel and fertiliser shortages in the Global South as we saw in 2008 and 2011–12, could mark a decisive end to hopes for international cooperation. Or it could be a signal that the way we manage global warming and security needs to change. That is why I turn at the end of this book to the climate transition and argue for a new approach to North–South cooperation as key tests for a reinvigorated system of multilateral cooperation.

We have, therefore, two tasks: to revitalise our civic communities and to rebuild our international order. To achieve advances in international cooperation without rebuilding communities may still leave a vacuum and whole communities prey to populist xenophobic nationalists. To restore communities without renovating our global order will leave everyone still vulnerable to instability and insecurity.

The situation is perilous, but, as I have suggested, we are not powerless. Depressed as so many of us are about our present circumstances and future prospects, we are also, as I will show in the final chapter, eager to find seeds of hope, and can do so. Hope is not just the last thing to go when we are up against it; it is the first building block of a better world. And from our surveys we find that the worldview of so many commentators, which sees life as an endless struggle between ‘us’ and ‘them’, is not what most people believe. That, perhaps, is our most important discovery: contrary to the popular narrative of rising xenophobia and isolation, most people still feel something for those beyond their own communities and countries – even for those they will never meet or know. Millions feel the pain of others and believe in something bigger than themselves. Most of all, they feel that if they were empowered to do so, they could play their part in creating a better world and would want to do so. This means that the future starts with each of us: rebuilding our communities, one step and one connection at a time. It falls to each and every one of us to keep the flame alive – the flame of engagement, the flame of cooperation, the flame of mutual respect and the flame of hope.






PART ONE Breakup: The end of an order





1 THE RISE AND FALL OF FOUR WORLD ORDERS

On 7 April 2026, President Trump issued a threat that will be remembered in print as long as history books are written: ‘A whole civilization will die tonight,’ he wrote, ‘never to be brought back again,’ an ultimatum that threatened to destroy the entire infrastructure of Iran and inflict genocide on 90 million people.1 His words echoed a statement made a few days earlier when he also threatened crimes against humanity: ‘Over the next two to three weeks, we are going to bring them [Iran] back to the Stone Ages, where they belong.’2 While, as I write, full-scale war has been averted, no attempt was made by the president to justify such actions by reference to the international rule of law. Indeed his disdain for a rules-based order was made explicit when in January of the same year he replied to a question put to him by a New York Times journalist who asked what might halt US military actions in Venezuela and the possible annexation of Greenland: ‘Yeah, there is one thing,’ he said. ‘My own morality. My own mind. It’s the only thing that can stop me.’3 But what that means was made even more explicit by Stephen Miller, Trump’s close White House aide, who explained: ‘The real world is governed by strength, force, and power.’ Treaties and universal norms, he said, amount to nothing more than ‘international niceties’.4 Or as James Traub has put it, the Trump administration believes that their ability to coerce people by force or the threat of force renders ‘both institutions and allies superfluous’.5 The question that recent events pose is whether might will now invariably mean right or whether a rules-based order can be re-established over one based on raw power and brute force.

For President Trump is not the only world leader who is prepared to abandon long-established precepts supporting a rules-based world order. Statements that range from those of autocratic leaders from Xi and Putin (Xi has declared that reunification with Taiwan ‘cannot be stopped by any force or anyone’, while Putin argues that ‘no one is ready to play by rules set by someone far away’6) to the theocratic leadership of Iran favour rule by law, rather than the rule of law. And even leaders in democracies like Israel have recently asserted that might will always be right. ‘History proves that, unfortunately and unhappily, Jesus Christ has no advantage over Genghis Khan,’ Israel’s Prime Minister Netanyahu announced in March 2026. ‘Because if you are strong enough, ruthless enough, powerful enough, evil will overcome good. Aggression will overcome moderation.’7 But if he later walked this remark back, he has not corrected the statement he made in August 2018 that ‘the weak crumble, are slaughtered, and are erased from history, while the strong, for good or ill, survive’.8 These statements are in the tradition that was perhaps best personified by Otto von Bismarck, who was to become the first German chancellor: in 1862, a few years before he used force against France and Austria to unite Germany, he said: ‘Not through speeches and majority resolutions will the great questions of the time be decided – that was the great mistake of 1848 and 1849 – but by iron and blood.’9

The history books tell us where, by 1914, this resort to ‘iron and blood’ led. What we must now try to understand is: first, what has gone wrong to produce a return to such widespread insecurity that destroyed one world order; and second, as we consider what the shift to a new world order will entail for this era, what lessons, if any, we can learn from previous centuries at those times when rules gave way to the exercise of raw power.

For the best part of 500 years the West has been dominant. But no world order lasts forever, and no order ever anticipates its own collapse. A shorthand account of recent Western-led history might say that the fifteenth century belonged to the Portuguese, the sixteenth to the Spanish, the seventeenth to the Dutch, the eighteenth to the French, the nineteenth to the British and the twentieth to the Americans; indeed, when some commentators talk of the ‘Long Twentieth Century’, they mean that American leadership – first demonstrated by its intervention to end the First World War – remained dominant for at least two decades beyond 2000.10 But today, just over twenty-five years into what has already been a surprisingly violent and yet still young twenty-first century, we face not just a moment of truth but a point of departure, as we start to move from a unipolar moment dominated by a single Western power to a multipolar future where power will inevitably have to be shared.

Four Western-led world orders have risen and fallen in the last two centuries alone. The first two, which between them lasted 125 years, were the post-1815 Concert of Europe, which sought to balance the power of the main imperial states – Russia, Germany, France and Britain – followed by the post-1918 attempt to guarantee peace through a League of Nations. Now, over a relatively brief eighty-year period, we are seeing the rise and fall of the two world orders that followed: the post-1945 international architecture built around the United Nations which was, for the first time, ambitiously focused on economic prosperity as well as geopolitical security; and the post-1990 new world order built around American hegemony, a state of affairs which has survived intact for little longer than the average marriage.

The rise and fall of each world order is a matter of historical interest but it is also of contemporary relevance, for it is important to understand how and why each order ended, and to learn lessons from their failings that can inform and perhaps provide answers to our own current predicament.

The first order, from 1815 to 1914, which emerged after the defeat of Napoleon, was an attempt to maintain the balance between the power held by each major imperial state. It succeeded in keeping the peace, perhaps for longer than could reasonably have been expected, and had notable successes, for example in preventing Russia from overpowering Turkey in the 1850s and again in the 1870s. But over time the faith that the Concert of Europe placed in the diplomacy of the Great Powers was undermined by their diverging economic and political interests abroad, by the rise of nationalism and, in the wake of a brutal, uneven industrialisation, by the rising social tensions at home that produced the failed revolutions of 1848 to which Bismarck, quoted earlier, referred. As a result of all these pressures, the post-1815 order was unable to prevent the Crimean War of the 1850s, the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 and, ultimately, the far more dangerous and eventually catastrophic thirty-year build-up of imperial competition before 1914 between Germany, Russia, France, Britain, Italy and Turkey. What seems now like a fanciful notion – that we could forever balance the interests of imperial powers, curb their chauvinistic ambitions as they aggressively pursued colonial expansion, and do so without agreed rules and procedures to which everyone subscribed – ended in the bloodbath and barbarity of trench warfare in the First World War, claiming the lives of 20 million people. Elite diplomacy, underpinned by slowly emerging agreements but only on the rules of conduct of war, and ultimately without any shared norms to underpin it, could only take us so far. In the end, no amount of solidarity between social classes across borders proved able to prevent the xenophobia and the aggressive nationalism that led to widespread public support among each country’s populations for war. The events of 1914 proved that the appearance of order can easily unravel and at any time the façade of stability can crumble.

If the peace that was reached after the main dynastic empires collapsed was to be enduring, the post-1918 system had to be different. US president Woodrow Wilson set out his Fourteen Points, the objectives for a peaceful world to be achieved by a new set of rules that would replace the arbitrariness of the Concert of Europe’s practices. Wilson was pivotal to the establishment of a wholly new global body, the League of Nations, that would outlaw war.11 ‘If it be only a struggle for a new balance of power,’ he argued in his ‘Peace Without Victory’ speech, which rejected ‘the old diplomacy’ of the Concert, ‘who will guarantee… the stable equilibrium of the new arrangement? Only a tranquil Europe can be a stable Europe. There must be… not a balance of power, but a community of power.’12 But while forty-two nations initially signed up to the League in 1920, Wilson’s own country refused to join (and later other major powers – Germany, Italy and Russia – also walked out), and the collective institutions that Wilson had proposed were found wanting when tested by fascist regimes seeking territorial gains in Africa, Asia and Europe.

The League of Nations suffered from many design faults that any future order must avoid. It was brought into existence to keep the peace but it denied itself any peacekeeping force of its own. Its decision-making process was founded on the impossible dream that, on major and inevitably divisive issues around which conflicts arose, the League could proceed by unanimity. The difficulties that the League faced were compounded by the two-decade-long argument over the scale and alleged vindictiveness of the reparations enforced on Germany as a result of the Treaty of Versailles, a running sore that was never healed and a resentment never removed even after changes were made in the payback clauses. What’s more, an absence of international cooperation on the economy made for recession, high unemployment and widespread poverty – in turn exacerbating already deep social tensions, and fuelling support for protectionist trade policies (which a world trade conference failed abysmally to counteract) and extreme nationalist political parties.

And so, despite its foundation in clearly stated objectives and rules of procedure that marked a break from the old, the League of Nations proved unable to prevent or end the aggression of major powers. By the 1930s the world had once again succumbed to a bout of aggressive adversarial nationalism. What followed was even greater carnage than in the First World War as battles by land, sea and air spread from Europe worldwide and on this occasion hit the domestic fronts of most countries. At least 60 million lives (the very large number of Russian deaths have never fully been accounted for) were lost on the blood-strewn battlefields of Europe and Asia, in bombed-out towns and cities far from the trenches, in the horror of Nazi concentration camps designed to exterminate an entire Jewish people and ultimately in the burnt-out ruins of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, razed to the ground by the first nuclear bombs.

To avoid what President Truman later called the ‘mistakes’13 that had been made when creating the post-1918 world order – where country after country had ignored the peace treaties, defied the League of Nations and simply violated its rules with apparent impunity – the post-1945 architecture had to be different again. ‘Practical necessity’, not ‘idealism’, was how its principal author, Franklin D. Roosevelt, explained his proposed United Nations, warning that without US involvement, it would become a ‘new Holy Alliance’ dominated by Europe and by the old unanimity rules that, as he said, allowed ‘one or two recalcitrant nations’ to block the majority’s will.14 So in 1945, at America’s instigation, fifty nation-states came together in San Francisco to form the United Nations; with Poland’s later signature, the UN had fifty-one founding members. The UN was to be built around a commitment that countries would act together through a single executive body which would, where necessary, impose peace by military means. To this end the United Nations Security Council was created with provision under Article 43 of the UN Charter for a Military Staff Committee and a UN military force.15 The Council was, however, now dominated not by the League’s need for unanimity but by the veto-wielding power of the five major states – the USA, Russia, France, the UK and China – that had emerged victorious from the Second World War.

What was also novel about the new order was the emphasis, reflected in the convening of the Bretton Woods conference of 1944, on creating new overarching economic institutions; their intervention was thought to be the key to avoiding war by making trade and commerce between nations the driver of a shared peace achieved through a common prosperity. However, the world was still assumed to be one of separate nations operating like islands – and there was no sense at the time that a globally integrated economy would emerge with such complicated global supply chains and such extensive global flows of capital as we have today. And so, while the International Monetary Fund (IMF) was set up, it was, in essence, a bank created to smooth over the national balance-of-payments problems faced by individual countries, on the grounds that large deficits could endanger peaceful trade between countries. At the same time the World Bank was created, which was initially seen as the agency that would ensure reconstruction of a bombed-out Europe, but at the last minute of the negotiations the Indian delegate added ‘development’ to its remit as well as ‘reconstruction’. It was many years before it became the primary agency for dealing with global poverty. The IMF and World Bank were meant to work alongside a new trade body that would avoid the protectionism of the 1930s, but the International Trade Organization was never created as planned. Instead we saw the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) of 1947, which secured seven tariff-reducing world trade agreements, the most significant being the Kennedy Round of 1964, the Tokyo Round of 1973 and the Uruguay Round of 1986. This lasted until the World Trade Organization was eventually set up in 1995, since when no further world trade agreement has been secured.

Alongside these economic bodies there was to be a network of international agencies, covering health, humanitarian aid, peacekeeping and human rights, each of which sought to elevate global cooperation above tribal nationalism. The creation of the United Nations was followed by and linked to the later adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights on what were considered to be the inalienable rights of every human being – a charter conceived in the wake not just of the war but of the shocking revelations of the extent of the Holocaust.

All these new bodies had to operate for a third of a century in the shadow of a Cold War during which trade between its two blocs was virtually non-existent. The Security Council – originally intended as a NATO-style collective command and security body via Article 43 – instead became an arena for great-power politics and posturing, with the largest number – 59 – of the total number of 500 vetoes over its eighty years issued in the 1950s at the height of the Cold War, 57 of them by the USSR. If violence and conflicts were at least contained, it was probably more by the threat of mutually assured destruction than by any authority exercised by the Security Council.

The 1990s saw the breakup of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact, alongside what was then called a democratic revolution but which now seems more like a collection of nationalist revolutions against an exhausted Russian imperialism that had imposed itself on once-independent nations. This inaugurated an era of American hegemony, labelled ‘the new world order’ – a term the first President Bush is said to have dreamed up while fishing. It was, he told the US Congress, a ‘world order’ in which ‘the principles of justice and fair play [would] protect the weak against the strong – a world where the United Nations, freed from Cold War stalemate, is poised to fulfil the historic vision of its founders. A world in which freedom and respect for human rights find a home.’16

For a time after 1990, as the Cold War ended, people talked not just of the end of ideology but of ‘the end of history’, as famously stated by Francis Fukuyama.17 Fukuyama’s use of the word ‘end’ has been much misunderstood and was meant by him to signify the completion of the ‘objective’ of history as achieving an open liberal society – but was taken to signify that we had progressed to a comfortable and comforting future that would always be free of conflict. And even though the liberal world order was never fully liberal, never embraced the whole world and was not always orderly, we in the West nonetheless talked of the realisation of an open society with a governing philosophy and guiding framework in which democracy was expanding, freedom advancing, tolerance spreading, prosperity rising and poverty falling. Indeed, the world economy grew fifteenfold as population trebled, and global life expectancy rose from just forty-five years to seventy-three.

We did not reach the end of history. The year 1990 was the critical turning point where ultimately history did not fully turn. It was the moment when international cooperation was expected to take on a wholly new lease of life, building upon and renewing the international architecture designed in 1945 that had been undermined by the now-ended Cold War. Surprisingly perhaps, President George H. W. Bush resisted any formal charter setting out the new order’s objectives, and there was no serious attempt to update the architecture to recognise a changing world, and the failure to do this may be at the root of our current problems.

While GATT was transformed in the 1990s into, as we have charted, the more neoliberal World Trade Organization with powers to overrule individual member states, the IMF and World Bank remained under-resourced to accommodate the impact of rapid changes and the risks that flowed from the growing global supply chains, the growth of globally significant financial institutions and the emergence of a category of goods – like climate change and pandemics – that could be deemed global public goods and which required a globally coordinated approach. Nor was there an agreement on new laws or rules to define how the world would respond to
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