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This dissertation explores the evolving dynamics of the international monetary system, focusing on the complex and often turbulent processes that have shaped global monetary relations in the modern era. It argues that conventional explanations for the rise and fall of world money, centered on international reserve holdings as the key indicator, are disconnected from international monetary theory and fail to capture the deeper mechanisms by which currencies acquire global status. Through a critical review of the literature, it reveals that beneath the surface consensus of these market-based explanations lie competing and often incompatible theories of money. These diverge in their assumptions about the nature of money, its primary function, as well as the process by which a currency comes to achieve international dominance.
This study identifies two distinct approaches running through the literature: one that defines international money primarily as either a medium of exchange or a store of value, and another that emphasizes its function as a denominator and settler of debt. By tracing the theoretical roots of these positions to conventional, New Keynesian and Post Keynesian currents, it argues that none provides an adequate explanation for why world money rises and falls. Through a review of historical precedent, empirical and theoretical insights, including those developed by Keynes (1930), it makes the case that the emergence of world money is best understood from the perspective of the unit of account function of money - the currency in which internationally traded goods, services and financial instruments are denominated. We discuss how this finding sits uneasily within the dominant Economic paradigms, while reflecting on the elements needed to develop a more comprehensive theory of the rise and fall of world money.
Throughout the dissertation, special attention is paid to the persistence of the challenges inherited from the collapse of Bretton Woods in 1973, including the asymmetric adjustment problem, the modern-day Triffin-dilemma, and the provision of global liquidity. We argue that meaningful reform of the international monetary system, capable of addressing these challenges, cannot take place without a more complete and well-founded theory of world money. In an increasingly fragmented world, indications that major groupings like the BRICS are intent on designing a parallel monetary architecture should be understood not simply as geopolitical realignment, but also a reflection of how far away we are from building any sort of meaningful consensus on how money and monetary arrangements should be understood and designed. 
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