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The beginning of the twenty-first century was marked by a profound contradiction. Never before in human history had societies been so interconnected through trade, finance, communication, technology, and institutional cooperation. At the same time, never had political systems appeared so vulnerable to fragmentation, uncertainty, and systemic disruption. The contemporary international order emerged from globalization with unprecedented levels of connectivity, yet increasingly limited capacity to maintain stability, predictability, or strategic coherence.

For much of the post-Cold War period, dominant political and intellectual narratives suggested that globalization was gradually transforming the nature of international politics itself. Economic integration, technological connectivity, and institutional governance were expected to reduce geopolitical rivalry and create conditions for a more cooperative global order. The expansion of liberal democracy, global markets, and multilateral institutions reinforced the belief that interdependence would progressively replace traditional power politics with systems of rules-based coordination.

This vision shaped the strategic culture of the post-Cold War era. International institutions expanded their influence, supply chains extended across continents, and digital networks compressed the significance of geographical distance. States increasingly delegated authority to transnational structures while markets and technological systems acquired unprecedented influence over political and economic life. Globalization appeared to dissolve many of the rigid boundaries that had previously defined sovereignty, territory, and political control.

Yet beneath this expanding architecture of interdependence, important structural tensions remained unresolved. The international system continued to lack a central sovereign authority capable of enforcing order universally. States retained military capabilities, geopolitical interests, and competing strategic ambitions. Economic integration deepened cooperation, but also generated new forms of dependency and systemic vulnerability. Connectivity increased prosperity, while simultaneously amplifying exposure to disruption across multiple interconnected domains.

The financial crisis of 2008 revealed the fragility of globally integrated economic systems. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed vulnerabilities within supply chains, public health systems, and institutional coordination mechanisms. Cyberattacks demonstrated the dependence of modern societies upon digital infrastructures vulnerable to disruption. Information technologies transformed communication while accelerating political polarization, informational fragmentation, and distrust in democratic institutions. At the same time, geopolitical rivalry returned with growing intensity. Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 shattered the assumption that large-scale territorial conflict had disappeared from Europe. Nuclear deterrence re-emerged as a central dimension of strategic calculation. Energy dependency became a source of geopolitical coercion. Hybrid warfare blurred the distinction between military conflict, informational manipulation, cyber disruption, and economic pressure. These developments revealed a deeper structural reality: globalization did not eliminate power politics. It transformed the environment through which power operates. 

The central argument of this book is that the contemporary crisis of international order does not stem from the disappearance of power or sovereignty, but from the fragmentation of control within increasingly interconnected systems. States remain essential actors within global politics, yet they no longer operate within environments defined solely by territorial authority or centralized command. Military capability remains decisive, but its effectiveness increasingly depends upon technological systems, financial infrastructures, informational legitimacy, and networked resilience extending beyond national borders.

The post-Cold War illusion was not the belief that globalization mattered. Globalization fundamentally altered the structure of international politics and remains central to understanding the modern world. The illusion was the assumption that interdependence had transcended geopolitics itself.

The contemporary international system instead reflects the coexistence of two realities simultaneously. On one hand, states remain embedded within an anarchic geopolitical environment characterized by competition, coercion, and strategic rivalry. On the other, these same states operate within deeply interconnected systems of finance, technology, communication, infrastructure, and energy that no single actor fully controls independently.

This coexistence generates profound instability. Actions within one domain increasingly produce cascading effects across others. Financial disruptions become geopolitical crises. Cyber operations affect military infrastructures. Energy dependency reshapes diplomatic alignment. Informational fragmentation weakens democratic legitimacy. Contemporary power operates through systems whose complexity exceeds the capacity of any single institution or state to manage comprehensively.

The consequence is a world characterized not by stable hierarchy, but by fragmented control.

This fragmentation does not imply the collapse of sovereignty or the irrelevance of the state. On the contrary, moments of crisis repeatedly demonstrate the continuing centrality of state power. Governments retain the authority to mobilize military force, regulate borders, coordinate emergency responses, and shape strategic policy. Nuclear deterrence, territorial defense, and geopolitical rivalry remain fundamentally state-centered realities. However, sovereignty itself is undergoing transformation. Political authority today depends not only upon territorial control, but increasingly upon the capacity to maintain resilience within interconnected systems vulnerable to disruption and coercion. Strategic autonomy now requires more than military capability alone. It depends upon technological infrastructure, economic resilience, informational coherence, energy security, and institutional adaptability.

The contemporary international system is therefore neither fully post-sovereign nor traditionally geopolitical in the classical sense. It is systemic.

The chapters that follow examine how this transformation reshapes governance, power, legitimacy, and international order in the twenty-first century.

The return of geopolitical confrontation in the twenty-first century marks one of the defining transformations of the contemporary international system. For decades, globalization encouraged the belief that economic integration and institutional governance would progressively reduce the significance of military coercion, territorial rivalry, and strategic competition among major powers. Liberal internationalism increasingly interpreted interdependence as a stabilizing force capable of replacing classical geopolitics with systems of cooperation governed through rules, institutions, and markets.

However, the resurgence of strategic rivalry between major powers has exposed the limits of this assumption. Russia’s confrontation with the West, the intensification of United States–China competition, the militarization of technological systems, and the fragmentation of global governance collectively demonstrate that hard power remains central to international politics. Military force, nuclear deterrence, territorial positioning, energy security, and strategic geography continue to shape global order in fundamental ways.

Yet the return of geopolitics does not represent a simple restoration of twentieth-century international relations. Contemporary power operates within a radically transformed environment characterized by technological interdependence, financial integration, informational saturation, and infrastructural complexity. Military coercion persists, but it now unfolds through systems extending beyond traditional territorial boundaries.

The war in Ukraine illustrates this transformation with particular clarity. The conflict is simultaneously a conventional territorial war, an energy crisis, a financial confrontation, a cyber conflict, a technological struggle, and an informational war. Military operations interact continuously with sanctions regimes, digital infrastructures, supply chains, media ecosystems, and nuclear deterrence dynamics. The battlefield extends beyond physical territory into the interconnected systems upon which modern societies depend.

This multidimensional environment challenges conventional theories of sovereignty and power. Classical realism emphasized the centrality of territorial states operating within an anarchic international system defined by military competition and balance-of-power dynamics. Liberal institutionalism, by contrast, highlighted the capacity of institutions, economic integration, and interdependence to facilitate cooperation and reduce conflict. Both perspectives capture important dimensions of contemporary politics, yet neither independently explains the complexity of the current international order.

This book argues that sovereignty in the twenty-first century must increasingly be understood as systemic sovereignty. 

Systemic sovereignty refers to the capacity of states and political systems to maintain strategic coherence, resilience, and adaptive control within interconnected environments characterized by fragmentation, interdependence, and systemic vulnerability. Sovereignty is no longer defined solely by territorial authority or legal independence. It increasingly depends upon the ability to operate effectively across overlapping systems of finance, technology, infrastructure, information, and geopolitical competition.

This transformation reflects broader structural changes within globalization itself. As economic integration deepened, critical infrastructures became transnational. Financial systems, digital communication platforms, supply chains, energy networks, and technological ecosystems evolved beyond the direct control of individual states. Yet these same systems became increasingly central to national security, political stability, and strategic autonomy.

Power consequently shifted toward those capable of influencing or controlling critical nodes within interconnected networks. Financial sanctions, technological restrictions, cyber operations, informational warfare, and energy dependency emerged as instruments of geopolitical leverage operating alongside traditional military force. Contemporary coercion increasingly functions through systems rather than territory alone.

At the same time, the complexity of interconnected systems generates growing unpredictability. Modern societies are vulnerable not only to military threats, but to cascading disruptions across infrastructures linking economic, technological, and political domains. Small disruptions can generate disproportionate systemic consequences. Strategic outcomes become increasingly difficult to predict or control through linear forms of governance.

This condition produces a paradox at the center of contemporary globalization. Interdependence simultaneously increases cooperation and vulnerability. Connectivity enhances prosperity while amplifying systemic risk. Technological integration expands capability while reducing strategic autonomy. The same systems enabling globalization also create new arenas of geopolitical competition and coercion.

The return of hard power therefore does not invalidate globalization; it transforms its strategic meaning.

This book examines how this transformation reshapes the nature of governance, legitimacy, and international order. It explores how:

Globalization altered the structure of power;

Geopolitical rivalry returned within interconnected systems;

Technological infrastructures became strategic terrain and sovereignty evolved beyond purely territorial forms.

The chapters combine insights from realism, liberal institutionalism, complexity theory, network theory, and political sociology to develop a broader framework for understanding contemporary power. The objective is not to argue that states are disappearing, nor that globalization has failed. Rather, it is to explain how power now operates within environments where military force, technological systems, economic interdependence, informational fragmentation, and infrastructural vulnerability interact continuously.

The contemporary world is neither post-geopolitical nor fully globalized in the optimistic sense imagined during the 1990s. It is a fragmented systemic order in which control is distributed across overlapping institutions, infrastructures, technologies, and strategic actors. In such a world, the defining challenge for states is no longer simply territorial defense or economic growth independently considered. It is the capacity to maintain strategic resilience within increasingly unstable and interconnected systems.

The crisis of the twenty-first century is therefore not the disappearance of power. It is the transformation of the environment through which power is exercised. And it is within this transformation that the future of sovereignty, governance, and international order will ultimately be decided.
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Part I — The Illusion of Control

Chapter 1 — The Promise and Breakdown of a Rules-Based World
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The contemporary international system is commonly described as a rules-based order, a term that captures both a historical achievement and a normative ambition. It refers to a framework in which the conduct of states is structured not solely by power or coercion, but by a set of agreed principles, institutional arrangements, and legal norms. This framework represents one of the most significant political constructions of the modern era, emerging not gradually, but as a deliberate response to systemic failure.

The origins of this order lie in the profound disruption caused by the first half of the twentieth century. The collapse of the interwar system and the failure of the League of Nations exposed the limitations of a weakly institutionalized international framework. The outbreak of the Second World War demonstrated the consequences of unrestrained power politics, where the absence of effective mechanisms for coordination and conflict resolution allowed competition to escalate into total war. In this context, the construction of a new system was not simply desirable—it was perceived as necessary for survival.

The establishment of the United Nations in 1945 marked the institutional cornerstone of this new order. Its design reflected a careful balance between ambition and political reality. On one hand, the organization sought to provide a platform for collective security, diplomacy, and coordination. On the other, it preserved the principle of state sovereignty, recognizing that major powers would not accept a supranational authority capable of overriding their interests. The inclusion of veto power within the Security Council exemplifies this compromise, embedding power politics within the institutional framework itself.

The theoretical foundations of the rules-based order are closely associated with liberal institutionalism, which emerged as a response to realist assumptions about the inevitability of conflict in an anarchic system. Scholars such as Keohane (1984) argued that institutions could facilitate cooperation by reducing uncertainty, lowering transaction costs, and establishing expectations of reciprocity. Through repeated interaction, states could develop patterns of behavior that stabilized the system, even in the absence of centralized enforcement.

This perspective did not reject the importance of power, but sought to discipline it through structure. Institutions would not eliminate competition, but they would make it more predictable and less prone to escalation. In this sense, the rules-based order was conceived as a mechanism for managing anarchy rather than overcoming it.

At the same time, the system was shaped by the geopolitical realities of the Cold War. The bipolar structure of international politics created a form of constrained competition between the United States and the Soviet Union. While rivalry was intense, it was also structured, with clear lines of influence and a shared interest in avoiding direct confrontation due to the risks of nuclear escalation (Gaddis, 2005). Within this environment, institutions played a secondary but important role, providing channels for communication and limited cooperation.

As Bull (1977) observes, international society can maintain a degree of order through shared norms and practices, even in the absence of a central authority. The early rules-based order reflected this principle. It was not a hierarchical system, but a normative and institutional framework layered onto an anarchic structure. States remained sovereign, but their interactions were increasingly shaped by agreed rules and expectations.

The success of this system in its early decades should not be overstated, but it was significant. Large-scale interstate war among major powers became less frequent, economic cooperation expanded, and institutional frameworks facilitated coordination across multiple domains. These outcomes contributed to a growing belief that international relations could be managed through rules rather than dominated by power alone.

However, it is essential to recognize the limits embedded in the system from the outset. The rules-based order depended on the alignment of interests among key actors and on the willingness of states to comply with its principles. It lacked independent enforcement mechanisms and relied on political consensus for action. These characteristics were not flaws, but design features, reflecting the constraints under which the system was constructed.

This dual nature - structured yet limited - defines the rules-based order at its inception. It is a system that aspires to regulate behaviour through norms and institutions, but operates within a context where sovereignty and power remain decisive. Its effectiveness, therefore, is contingent rather than guaranteed. The importance of this foundation becomes clear when considering the subsequent evolution of the system. As the rules-based order expanded beyond its original scope, the balance between ambition and capability began to shift. The mechanisms designed to manage interstate relations were increasingly applied to more complex and demanding challenges, setting the stage for the tensions that would emerge in later phases.

Understanding the origins of the rules-based order is therefore essential, not only for appreciating its achievements, but for recognizing the structural constraints that continue to shape its performance. The system was built to manage a particular set of conditions. As those conditions changed, so too did the pressures placed upon it.

The rules-based order, as initially conceived, was designed to stabilize relations among sovereign states and prevent the recurrence of large-scale conflict. However, over time, its scope expanded far beyond this original purpose. What began as a framework for managing interstate relations gradually evolved into a broader system of global governance, tasked with addressing an increasingly complex range of economic, social, and political challenges.

This transformation was neither accidental nor abrupt. It was driven by structural changes in the international environment, particularly the acceleration of globalization in the latter half of the twentieth century. Advances in communication technologies, transportation systems, and financial integration facilitated unprecedented levels of cross-border interaction. National economies became deeply interconnected, and domestic policies increasingly produced international consequences (Held et al., 1999).

As interdependence intensified, the need for coordination expanded. Issues that had once been confined within national boundaries—such as economic regulation, public health, and environmental protection—became transnational in scope. This shift required new forms of governance capable of managing collective problems that no single state could address independently. Institutions responded by extending their mandates. The United Nations, originally focused on peace and security, developed a wide network of specialized agencies addressing development, education, health, and humanitarian assistance. Peacekeeping operations, which had initially been limited in scope, evolved into more complex missions involving post-conflict reconstruction, governance reform, and the stabilization of fragile states.

At the same time, economic governance became increasingly institutionalized. Organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and later the World Trade Organization (WTO) provided structured frameworks for managing financial stability, development, and global trade. These institutions contributed to the liberalization of markets and the integration of national economies into a global system governed by rules and procedures. Parallel to these institutional developments, the normative dimension of global governance expanded significantly. International law, which had traditionally focused on relations between states, began to incorporate broader concerns related to human rights, environmental protection, and humanitarian intervention. This shift reflected a growing belief that certain standards should apply universally, transcending national boundaries (Donnelly, 2003).

The creation of the International Criminal Court in 2002 marked a particularly important development in this regard. For the first time, a permanent institution was established with the mandate to prosecute individuals for serious international crimes, including genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity. This represented a significant extension of legal accountability beyond the state, reinforcing the idea that global norms could have direct implications for individual actors (Schabas, 2011).

In addition, new doctrines emerged that sought to redefine the relationship between sovereignty and responsibility. The concept of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P), for example, introduced the idea that sovereignty entails obligations toward populations, particularly in preventing mass atrocities. Under this framework, the international community was seen as having a role in situations where states failed to fulfill these responsibilities (Bellamy, 2009).

These developments collectively transformed the expectations placed on the rules-based order. Institutions were no longer viewed solely as mechanisms for facilitating cooperation among states, but as instruments capable of actively managing global challenges. The system was expected to respond to crises, enforce norms, and deliver outcomes across a wide range of domains. This shift in expectations marked a critical turning point. While the system had been designed to operate within the constraints of state sovereignty and decentralized authority, it was now being asked to perform functions that required higher levels of coordination, capacity, and responsiveness. The gap between what institutions were designed to do and what they were expected to achieve began to widen.

Moreover, the expansion of global governance introduced new actors into the system. Non-governmental organizations, multinational corporations, and transnational advocacy networks became increasingly influential in shaping policy and implementing initiatives. While their involvement enhanced the reach of governance mechanisms, it also contributed to the diffusion of authority and the complexity of coordination.

From an analytical perspective, this phase can be understood as one of institutional expansion without structural transformation. The system extended its scope, but its foundational characteristics - state sovereignty, voluntary compliance, and decentralized authority - remained unchanged. This created a situation in which the system’s ambitions grew, but its capacity to deliver outcomes remained constrained by its original design. The consequences of this imbalance were not immediately apparent. For a time, the expansion of governance appeared to reinforce the success of the rules-based order. Cooperation increased, and institutions played a visible role in addressing global challenges. However, as the complexity and scale of these challenges intensified, the limitations of the system began to emerge more clearly.

The expansion of global governance thus represents both a success and a source of tension. It demonstrates the adaptability of the rules-based order, but also exposes the constraints inherent in its structure. By extending its reach without fundamentally altering its foundations, the system set the stage for the overextension that would follow. 

Understanding this phase is essential for interpreting the subsequent evolution of the system. It explains why expectations rose, why institutions became central to global governance, and why their limitations would become increasingly significant.

The expansion of global governance, while initially reinforcing the relevance of the rules-based order, gradually introduced a structural imbalance that would prove increasingly difficult to sustain. As institutional mandates widened and expectations grew, the system entered a phase that can be described as overextension—a condition in which the scope of responsibility expands faster than the capacity to deliver outcomes.

This development was not the result of a single decision or turning point, but rather the cumulative effect of successive adaptations. Institutions responded to emerging challenges by extending their roles, often in ways that were both necessary and politically supported. However, these adaptations occurred within a structural framework that remained largely unchanged. The foundational principles of sovereignty, voluntary cooperation, and decentralized authority continued to define the limits of institutional action. As a result, a mismatch began to emerge between what the system was expected to do and what it was structurally capable of achieving.

One of the clearest manifestations of this mismatch can be observed in the evolution of international peace operations. Early peacekeeping missions, typically authorized through the United Nations, were designed with relatively narrow mandates. Their primary function was to monitor ceasefires and provide a neutral presence between conflicting parties. These missions operated under conditions where the consent of the involved states was generally present, and where the scope of intervention was clearly defined. Over time, however, the nature of conflict changed. Interstate wars became less frequent, while internal conflicts, often involving non-state actors and fragile institutions, became more prevalent. In response, peace operations evolved to include broader objectives such as disarmament, electoral support, governance reform, and economic reconstruction. These expanded mandates reflected a growing expectation that international interventions could contribute not only to stability, but to long-term political transformation.

Yet these objectives required capabilities that extended far beyond the original design of such missions. They demanded sustained engagement, complex coordination among multiple actors, and a level of political consensus that was often difficult to maintain. In many cases, the resources and authority available to institutions were insufficient to achieve these goals consistently.

A similar pattern can be observed in the economic domain. The increasing integration of global markets created new vulnerabilities, particularly in the context of financial instability. Institutions such as the IMF were tasked with managing crises that could spread rapidly across interconnected economies. While they provided mechanisms for coordination and response, their effectiveness depended heavily on the willingness of states to cooperate and the alignment of economic policies across diverse contexts. The challenge was not simply one of scale, but of complexity. As Helbing (2013) argues, complex systems are characterized by non-linear interactions, where outcomes cannot be easily predicted or controlled. Small changes in one part of the system can produce disproportionately large effects elsewhere, making coordination more difficult and reducing the reliability of traditional governance mechanisms.

This complexity was further amplified by the increasing involvement of non-state actors. Multinational corporations, financial institutions, and civil society organizations became integral to the functioning of global governance. While their participation expanded the system’s reach, it also introduced additional layers of coordination and accountability. Authority became more diffuse, and the boundaries between public and private governance less clearly defined.

The result was a system that was both more capable and more constrained. On one hand, it possessed a wide array of institutions, norms, and mechanisms for addressing global challenges. On the other, its ability to mobilize these resources effectively was limited by structural factors, including the need for consensus, the variability of state capacity, and the absence of centralized enforcement. Importantly, the condition of overextension did not immediately translate into failure. In many cases, institutions continued to produce meaningful outcomes, particularly in areas where interests were aligned and coordination was achievable. However, their performance became increasingly uneven, varying across contexts and issue areas. This variability introduced a degree of unpredictability into the system. While rules and frameworks existed, their application was not consistent. Outcomes depended not only on institutional design, but on the specific configuration of actors, interests, and circumstances in each case. 

From a theoretical perspective, this phase illustrates the limits of institutional adaptation without structural transformation. Institutions can evolve and expand, but they remain constrained by the underlying logic of the system in which they operate. When the demands placed upon them exceed these constraints, the gap between ambition and capability becomes more pronounced. This gap is critical because it sets the stage for the next phase in the evolution of the rules-based order. As expectations continue to rise, the inability to consistently deliver outcomes becomes more visible. What had previously been understood as a set of structural limitations begins to manifest as observable discrepancies between what the system promises and what it achieves.

The transition from stability to overextension thus marks a turning point. It represents the moment at which the system’s internal tensions begin to surface, not as abstract constraints, but as practical challenges affecting its performance. The phase of overextension leads to a critical transformation in the functioning of the rules-based order: the growing divergence between formal rules and actual outcomes. At this stage, the system does not cease to operate; rather, it begins to produce results that are increasingly inconsistent with the principles and expectations that define it.

This divergence is significant because it shifts the nature of the problem from one of structural limitation to one of visible performance. The rules, institutions, and legal frameworks that constitute the system remain in place. Agreements continue to be negotiated, norms are articulated, and institutional processes are maintained. However, the ability to translate these elements into reliable and predictable outcomes becomes uneven.

This inconsistency is particularly evident in situations where political stakes are high or interests are sharply divided. In such contexts, the mechanisms of the rules-based order encounter their greatest constraints. Decisions may be delayed, diluted, or rendered ineffective by the absence of consensus among key actors. Institutions such as the United Nations illustrate this dynamic. The organization continues to provide a central platform for diplomacy and coordination, yet its capacity to produce decisive outcomes depends on the alignment of member states, particularly within its most influential bodies. When such alignment is absent, institutional processes may proceed without producing meaningful results. The key issue here is not the absence of rules, but the conditional nature of their application. Rules exist and are widely recognized, but their implementation depends on political will, strategic considerations, and the distribution of power among actors. As a result, outcomes vary across contexts, even when similar rules are in place.

This variability is also evident in the domain of international law. The International Criminal Court provides a framework for legal accountability, defining clear standards for the prosecution of serious crimes. However, its ability to enforce these standards is contingent on state cooperation. When states decline to execute arrest warrants or recognize jurisdiction, the Court’s decisions remain largely symbolic (Schabas, 2011).

Such cases highlight the distinction between normative authority and operational capability. Normative authority refers to the legitimacy and recognition of rules, while operational capability refers to the ability to enforce them. In the international system, the former is often strong, while the latter is uneven. This distinction becomes increasingly important as expectations rise. A system that articulates universal norms creates the expectation of universal application. When these expectations are not met, the discrepancy becomes more visible and more consequential.

The increasing visibility of global events further amplifies this effect. Advances in communication technologies ensure that conflicts, crises, and institutional responses are observed in real time. This transparency exposes the gap between what institutions are expected to do and what they are able to achieve. Instances of inaction or inconsistency are not isolated; they become part of a broader narrative about the effectiveness of the system.

From an analytical perspective, this phase represents the emergence of systemic inconsistency. The rules-based order continues to function, but its outcomes are no longer uniformly aligned with its principles. Instead, they reflect a combination of institutional frameworks, political dynamics, and situational factors. This inconsistency has several implications. 

- First, it reduces predictability. A rules-based system relies on the expectation that similar situations will produce similar outcomes. When this expectation is weakened, actors face greater uncertainty in anticipating how the system will respond;

- Second, it affects behavior. States and other actors adapt to variability by adjusting their strategies. Rather than relying exclusively on institutional mechanisms, they may pursue alternative approaches, including bilateral agreements, regional arrangements, or unilateral actions. This shift does not eliminate the role of institutions, but it reduces their centrality;

- Third, it alters the perception of the system. The rules-based order is not judged solely by its formal structure, but by its performance. When outcomes diverge from expectations, confidence in the system’s effectiveness is affected, regardless of its continued existence.

It is important to note that this divergence is not uniform across all areas of governance. In domains where interests are aligned and coordination is less politically sensitive, institutions continue to function effectively. However, the increasing frequency of situations in which outcomes fall short of expectations changes the overall perception of the system.

The transition from overextension to divergence marks a critical stage in the evolution of the rules-based order. It is the point at which structural limitations become visible as practical challenges, affecting both the functioning of institutions and the behavior of actors within the system. This development sets the stage for a deeper and more consequential issue: the erosion of credibility. When inconsistencies persist, they do not remain isolated. Instead, they accumulate, shaping broader perceptions of the system’s reliability and legitimacy.

The persistent divergence between rules and outcomes produces a deeper and more consequential effect: the gradual erosion of credibility within the rules-based order. While earlier stages of strain affect performance, this stage fundamentally alters how the system is perceived, interpreted, and engaged with by both states and broader publics.

Credibility, in this context, refers to the degree to which institutions and rules are regarded as reliable instruments of governance. It is closely linked to the concept of legitimacy, which Weber (1978) identifies as a central foundation of authority. In domestic systems, legitimacy is reinforced by the presence of enforceable laws and centralized power. In the international system, where enforcement is decentralized, credibility becomes an even more critical mechanism for sustaining compliance. When institutions consistently produce outcomes that align with their stated principles, they reinforce expectations of reliability. Actors come to anticipate that rules will be applied, agreements will be upheld, and institutional processes will lead to meaningful results. These expectations encourage compliance, not through coercion, but through the perceived value of participation in a stable system.

However, when institutions fail to deliver consistent results - particularly in high-profile or high-stakes situations - these expectations begin to weaken. The issue is not merely that specific outcomes fall short, but that such outcomes alter broader assumptions about how the system functions. Institutions such as the United Nations remain central to global governance, yet their perceived effectiveness becomes increasingly context-dependent. In some cases, they facilitate coordination and produce tangible outcomes. In others, their role is limited by political divisions, resulting in delayed or constrained responses. This variability affects how states assess the reliability of institutional mechanisms.

A similar pattern is evident in the operation of the International Criminal Court. The Court’s authority is grounded in widely accepted legal principles, yet its effectiveness depends on the cooperation of states in enforcing its decisions. When such cooperation is absent, the gap between legal authority and practical impact becomes apparent (Schabas, 2011). Over time, these discrepancies influence perceptions of the Court’s capacity to deliver justice.

The erosion of credibility is further amplified by the contemporary informational environment. Advances in digital communication have increased the visibility of global events, making institutional performance more transparent to both policymakers and the public. High-profile cases of inconsistency or inaction are rapidly disseminated, shaping narratives about the effectiveness of the system. This visibility contributes to what can be described as cumulative perception formation. Each instance of perceived failure adds to a broader assessment of institutional reliability. Over time, this accumulation can shift perceptions from confidence to scepticism, even if institutions continue to perform effectively in other areas.

From a theoretical perspective, this process can be understood in terms of legitimacy deficits. As Suchman (1995) argues, legitimacy is not static; it is continuously evaluated based on the alignment between institutional actions and societal expectations. When this alignment weakens, the authority of institutions is correspondingly reduced. The implications of declining credibility extend beyond individual institutions. They affect the broader system of rules and norms that constitute the rules-based order. If actors perceive that rules are applied inconsistently or selectively, their incentives to comply diminish. Compliance becomes more strategic and less normative, driven by calculation rather than by commitment to shared principles.

This shift in behaviour reinforces the very conditions that undermine credibility. As compliance becomes more selective, outcomes become more variable, further weakening confidence in the system. This creates a self-reinforcing cycle, in which declining credibility leads to reduced compliance, which in turn leads to further declines in credibility. Importantly, the erosion of credibility is not uniform. Different actors interpret institutional performance through the lens of their own interests and experiences. Some states may continue to support and engage with the system, while others adopt more cautious or opportunistic approaches. This divergence contributes to fragmentation within the system, as shared assumptions about its functioning become less cohesive.

Public perception also plays an increasingly significant role. As global issues become more visible, citizens form opinions about the effectiveness of international institutions. These perceptions can influence domestic political debates, shaping attitudes toward multilateral cooperation and international engagement.

In this context, credibility becomes a strategic asset. Institutions that maintain a reputation for effectiveness are better positioned to influence behavior and sustain cooperation. Conversely, those perceived as inconsistent face greater challenges in mobilizing support and achieving their objectives. The emergence of a credibility problem marks a critical stage in the evolution of the rules-based order. It represents a transition from structural limitation to systemic doubt, affecting not only what institutions can do, but how they are perceived and utilized within the system.

The trajectory of the rules-based international order, as developed throughout this chapter, reveals a transformation that is neither abrupt nor accidental, but the result of cumulative structural pressures. What began as a system designed to stabilize interstate relations has evolved into a framework expected to manage an increasingly complex and interconnected world. In this process, the relationship between institutional ambition and operational capacity has become progressively unbalanced.

The initial promise of the system rested on a relatively clear premise: that rules, institutions, and shared norms could structure international behaviour in ways that reduced uncertainty and facilitated cooperation. For several decades, this premise appeared to hold. Institutions provided mechanisms for coordination, and the system contributed to a degree of stability that reinforced confidence in its effectiveness (Ikenberry, 2011). However, as the system expanded in scope, the conditions under which it operated changed. The shift from managing interstate conflict to addressing multidimensional global challenges introduced demands that exceeded the system’s original design. Institutions were expected not only to facilitate cooperation, but to deliver outcomes in contexts characterized by complexity, competing interests, and high levels of uncertainty.

This expansion created a structural imbalance. While the capacity to generate rules and norms remained strong, the ability to ensure consistent implementation did not develop at the same pace. As a result, the divergence between rules and outcomes became more pronounced, particularly in high-stakes contexts. This divergence, in turn, contributed to the erosion of credibility, as expectations shaped by earlier successes were no longer consistently met. The concept of breakdown, as used here, does not imply the disappearance of institutions or the collapse of order. The United Nations continues to operate, along with a wide range of international organizations and frameworks. Agreements are still negotiated, norms are still articulated, and cooperation persists across multiple domains.

Rather, breakdown refers to a condition in which the system’s ability to deliver reliable and consistent outcomes no longer aligns with the expectations placed upon it. The system continues to function, but its effectiveness becomes uneven, its outcomes variable, and its authority increasingly contingent.

This shift has important implications for the behaviour of states. As confidence in institutional mechanisms declines, actors adjust their strategies. Rather than relying primarily on multilateral frameworks, they increasingly engage in selective cooperation, bilateral agreements, or unilateral action. Institutions remain relevant, but they are no longer perceived as sufficient instruments of control. The role of institutions themselves is also transformed. Instead of acting as mechanisms that reliably produce outcomes, they function more as arenas for negotiation, where results depend on the interaction of state interests rather than on the automatic application of rules. Their influence persists, but it is mediated by broader political dynamics. At a systemic level, this transformation introduces a greater degree of uncertainty. A rules-based order relies on predictability; actors must be able to anticipate how others will behave and how institutions will respond. When outcomes become inconsistent, this predictability
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