4. Global Trade - Economy

The global economic landscape is undergoing a fundamental transformation. The long-standing
belief that global trade acts as a “peace-maker” is being replaced by a more cynical reality- trade is
now a primary theatre for geopolitical conflict. This shift marks the end of an era defined by efficiency
and the beginning of one defined by resilience and security.

To understand the current shift, we must look at the philosophical origins of global trade-

Doux Commerce- A French term meaning ‘gentle commerce.” It posits that trade has a “civilizing” effect
on society, replacing violent conflict with mutually beneficial negotiation.

Economic Interdependence- A state where nations are so reliant on each other for goods, services, and
capital that any disruption would cause mutual economic ruin.

Geoeconomics- The use of economic instruments (like trade policy, investment, and sanctions) to
promote and defend national interests and produce beneficial geopolitical results.

Friend-shoring [ Near-shoring- The practice of relocating supply chains to countries that are either
geographically close (near-shoring) or share similar political values and alliances (friend-shoring).

For nearly three decades following the Cold War, the global order was built on the assumption that trade
integration was the antidote to war.

Mutual Deterrence- Policymakers believed that if countries (such as the US and China) were
economically entwined, the “cost of war” would become prohibitive, effectively deterring military
aggression.

Responsible Stakeholders- There was a widespread belief that bringing emerging powers into the
global trading system (e.g., admitting China to the WTO in 2001) would encourage them to follow
international rules and norms.

Efficiency Over All- The primary goal of trade was "optimization”—finding the cheapest labor and the
fastest logistics, regardless of political borders.

The assumption that trade brings peace has faltered because interdependence has been "weaponized.”
Vulnerability as a Weapon- Instead of promoting trust, deep ties created “choke points.” If one country
controls the world’s semiconductors or critical minerals, they can use that control to coerce other
nations.

Systemic Shocks- The COVID-19 pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine conflict proved that “just-in-time"
global supply chains were fragile. Dependence on a single "global factory” (China) or a single "global
gas station” (Russia) became a national security risk.

Rise of Protectionism- A flurry of new tariffs, "Buy National” mandates, and export controls has signalled
that domestic industrial health is now more important than global trade efficiency.

Technological Rivalry- Technologies like Al, 5G, and quantum computing are no longer seen as mere
commercial goods; they are viewed as the foundations of future military and political power.

The transition from "Globalism” to "Economic Security” can be summarized through the following shifts-

Feature The Era of "Doux Commerce” (1990s— | The Era of Strategic Rivalry (2020s-
2010s) Present)
Primary Goal Economic Efficiency & Cost Reduction | National Security & Supply Chain
Resilience
Sourcing Strategy | Offshoring- Go where it is cheapest. Friend-shoring- Go where it is safest.
Trade Multilateral (WTO-led rules). Bilateral or Bloc-based (Plurilateral).
Governance




View of Trade A tool for "Gentle” cooperation. A tool for Strategic Leverage/Coercion.

Supply Chain "Just-in-Time" (Minimal inventory). "Just-in-Case" (Redundancy/Stockpiling).
Logic

As nations move away from “gentle trade,” the global system faces several destabilizing outcomes-
Economic Fragmentation- The world is splitting into competing trade blocs, which reduces the overall
efficiency of the global economy.

Inflationary Pressures- "Friend-shoring” and domestic manufacturing are often more expensive than
offshoring, leading to higher costs for consumers.

Decline of the WTO- Multilateral institutions that settle trade disputes are being bypassed in Favor of
unilateral sanctions and state-led industrial policies.

Reduced Cultural Exchange- As trade ties fray, the "soft power” and people-to-people interactions that
come with commerce also decline, potentially increasing the risk of misunderstanding between nations.

The dream of a borderless world where commerce guarantees peace has ended. Trade is no
longer a neutral activity; it is a vital component of national defense. In this new eraq, the focus is not on
how much a country can gain from the global market, but on how much it can afford to lose if global ties
are suddenly severed.

Source- https-//indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/shashi-tharoor-writes-era-of-gentle-
trade-is-over-global-village-is-being-replaced-by-law-of-jungle-10577259/
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