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1

The State and Future of
International Economic Law

ISABELLA D BUNN & COLIN B PICKER

I. ARETURN TO BRETTON WOODS

The Conference at Bretton Woods [in 1944 erected a signpost—a signpost
pointing down a highway broad enough for all men to walk in step and side by
side. If they will set out together, there is nothing on earth that need stop them.!

an important treaty or milestone in global politics: Versailles, Geneva,

Yalta, Kyoto, Rome. For the international economic lawyer, no place
name holds greater resonance than Bretton Woods. To us, Bretton Woods
represents more than just the location of a war-time conference at which rep-
resentatives of 44 countries founded the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund. It is short-hand for the post-war international financial
and economic framework. More recently, perhaps, the name has become a
lightning rod for critiques about the adequacy of such a system in the face
of increased economic globalisation, unprecedented financial crises, and
the social consequences of its institutional policies. But still, Bretton Woods
carries a remarkable mystique.

When the prospect of holding a scholarly conference at Bretton Woods
was raised at a 2005 meeting of the American Society of International Law’s
International Economic Law Group (IELG) in Washington, the attention
of the group suddenly galvanised. There was a general sense of excite-
ment, despite some concerns about costs, travel logistics and bad weather.
But where was Bretton Woods, exactly? We had vague impressions of a
legendary Victorian-style resort in the mountains of New Hampshire. The
chance to visit this place that had profoundly shaped our work, whether in

l :OR THE INTERNATIONAL lawyer, many place-names hold an echo of

U A Van Dormael, Bretton Woods: Birth of a Monetary System (Holmes & Meier
Publishing, 1978) 222 (quoting ‘Proceedings and Documents of United Nations Monetary and
Financial Conference’, Bretton Woods NH, 1-22 Jul, 1944 (Washington DC: Dep’t of State
1948) (‘Proceedings’) 1224-8).



