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    To the countless individuals—
In Venezuela, who witnessed their sovereignty violated in a single night
In Ukraine, who endured nearly four years of grinding warfare with no end in sight
In Gaza, who suffered beneath the fiction of a ceasefire that never truly was
In Iran, who rose for freedom only to face the most brutal crackdown in their nation's modern history
In Greenland and Denmark, who found themselves threatened by their own allies
And to all those living through this dangerous interregnum—
When the old rules no longer constrain power, but the new rules have yet to be written
This book bears witness to your courage and documents the world you must now navigate.
May future generations remember these hinge years not for what was lost, but for what, through resilience and determination, might yet be built.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "When power no longer needs permission, when sovereignty becomes merely a matter of capability rather than right, when alliances bind only the weak while liberating the strong—this is not the evolution of order but its dissolution. We are living through history's hinge, and the future will be written not by those who mourn what was lost, but by those who understand what is emerging."
— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig January 2026
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Preface
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My research for this book got a twist on January 3, 2026, not because I had planned to, but because history demanded it. That morning, the world awoke to news that the United States had invaded Venezuela and captured its president. Within days, the same administration was threatening military action against Denmark—a NATO ally—to acquire Greenland. The post-1945 international order wasn't gradually evolving; it was collapsing in real time, and someone needed to document it.

Over my career spanning more than 125 published works on international relations, strategic studies, and contemporary geopolitics, I have analyzed countless crises, conflicts, and transformations in the global system. I have written about the decline of Pax Americana, the shifting balance of power between India and Pakistan, the strategic implications of economic corridors connecting continents, and the intersection of political movements and global power dynamics. Yet nothing in my decades of scholarship prepared me for the speed and totality of what unfolded between 2024 and 2026.

This book emerged from a conviction that academic rigor need not sacrifice timeliness, and that accessibility need not compromise analytical depth. The international relations community has long struggled with a paradox: by the time scholars produce their definitive works on major events, those events have often been superseded by new crises, leaving policymakers, students, and engaged citizens to rely on fragmented news coverage or premature analysis. Rules No More represents an attempt to bridge this gap—to provide the analytical framework necessary to understand systemic collapse while events are still unfolding.

The Genesis of This Work

The inspiration for this book crystallized during the second week of January 2026. I was following multiple streams of information simultaneously: reports of Venezuelan chaos following Maduro's capture, emergency meetings in European capitals over the Greenland crisis, ceasefire monitoring reports from Gaza showing systematic violations, casualty figures from Ukraine's grinding fourth year of war, and increasingly alarming accounts from Iran as protesters faced what would become the deadliest crackdown in that nation's modern history.

What struck me wasn't simply the severity of each individual crisis, but the pattern connecting them. Here was Venezuela, where sovereignty died at the barrel of an American gun. There was Greenland, where seventy-five years of NATO alliance threatened to unravel over territorial ambitions that would have seemed absurd just months earlier. Ukraine exemplified the impossibility of returning to pre-war norms after nearly four years and 1.5 million casualties. Gaza's ceasefire existed only on paper, violated more than 1,450 times in its first three months. And Iran, where economic collapse, regional setbacks, and military strikes culminated in protests met with catastrophic state violence—over 6,900 confirmed deaths and counting.

Most troubling was realizing that these weren't separate crises requiring separate solutions. They were symptoms of a single underlying reality: the post-Cold War international system was not merely weakening but actively disintegrating. The rules that had governed international relations since 1945—sovereignty, alliance obligations, multilateral frameworks, humanitarian law—were being discarded not by rising challengers but by the system's own guarantor.

Methodology and Sources

This work draws on multiple streams of primary and secondary sources. I have consulted official government statements and documents from multiple nations, United Nations reports and Security Council proceedings, think tank analyses from institutions including the Center for Strategic and International Studies, the Institute for the Study of War, and Chatham House, international and regional media coverage across multiple continents, humanitarian organization assessments, and Congressional Research Service reports providing detailed briefings to US lawmakers.

I have intentionally cited sources across the ideological and geographic spectrum to provide the most comprehensive picture possible of these unfolding events. Where sources conflict, I have noted the contradictions rather than privileging one narrative. Where information remains uncertain due to active conflicts or government restrictions—such as precise casualty figures from Iran's internet blackout—I have indicated the ranges and explained why precise numbers remain elusive.

Throughout, I have followed the Chicago Manual of Style's standards for citation, ensuring that readers can verify every factual claim and explore primary sources themselves. In an era of information warfare and competing narratives, scholarly rigor in documentation is not merely an academic nicety—it is a democratic necessity.

Structure and Approach

The book is organized in three parts. Part I documents the five simultaneous crises that define this moment: Venezuela's sovereignty violation, the Greenland-NATO crisis, Ukraine's endless war, Gaza's paper ceasefire, and Iran's bloody confrontation. Each chapter provides detailed narrative, human testimony, and analysis of what each crisis reveals about systemic breakdown.

Part II steps back to provide historical context. How did we arrive at this point? What were the post-1945 order's foundations, why did it persist through the Cold War, and what factors eroded it between 1989 and 2024? This section traces the arc from post-WWII institution-building through unipolar triumphalism to contemporary fragmentation.

Part III examines what is emerging from the rubble. What does the new bipolarity look like, and how does it differ from Cold War structures? How are regions fragmenting and reforming around new power centers? What does it mean to live in the interregnum—that dangerous space between orders—and what possible futures might we be heading toward?

I have deliberately avoided false prophecy while still offering analysis of likely trajectories. No one can predict the future, especially during periods of radical uncertainty. But we can identify the forces shaping events, the decision points that will determine which path we take, and the range of plausible outcomes given current trends.

Who Should Read This Book

This book is written for multiple audiences. For policy professionals—diplomats, military analysts, intelligence officers, congressional staffers—it provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the interconnected crises you are managing. For academics and students of international relations, it offers real-time documentation of theoretical concepts like hegemonic decline, alliance dissolution, and systemic transformation as they actually manifest in practice.

For journalists covering these events, it connects disparate stories into a coherent narrative. For engaged citizens trying to make sense of an increasingly chaotic world, it explains not just what is happening, but why it matters and what might come next.

I have worked to make the material accessible without sacrificing analytical sophistication. You do not need a doctorate in international relations to understand this book, but readers with advanced training will find it substantive enough to merit serious engagement.

What This Book Is Not

This is not a partisan polemic. While I do not shy from critiquing specific policies and decisions, my goal is analysis, not advocacy. Readers across the political spectrum should find their assumptions challenged.

This is not a comprehensive history of international relations. The historical sections provide necessary context for understanding the present collapse, but this is fundamentally a book about now—about the hinge years of 2024-2026 when fundamental transformation became undeniable.

This is not a policy prescription manual. I raise questions about possible futures and identify factors that will shape outcomes, but I do not claim to have solutions to problems that have confounded generations of diplomats and strategists. The best I can offer is clear-eyed analysis of the challenges we face.

A Note on Objectivity and Bias

As a scholar born and educated in Pakistan who has spent decades studying great power competition, Middle Eastern politics, and South Asian security dynamics, I bring particular perspectives to this work. My intellectual formation occurred outside the Western academy even as I have engaged deeply with Western scholarship. This positioning offers both advantages—a global rather than purely Western or American viewpoint—and potential blind spots.

I have attempted throughout to recognize my own preconceptions and compensate for them through diverse sourcing and explicit acknowledgment of uncertainty. Where my analysis is contested or controversial, I say so. Where I am making judgments based on incomplete information, I explain the limits of what we know.

Perfect objectivity is impossible—all scholars bring their experiences, training, and perspectives to their work. But rigorous attention to evidence, intellectual honesty about uncertainty, and genuine engagement with alternative viewpoints can produce scholarship that transcends individual bias.

Acknowledgments

This book would not have been possible without the courageous reporting of journalists working in extremely dangerous conditions in Venezuela, Ukraine, Gaza, and Iran. Many of them cannot be named for their own safety. I am indebted to the scholars at research institutions worldwide who have provided rapid analysis of unfolding events. Their work, properly cited throughout, forms the foundation upon which this synthesis rests.

I am grateful to colleagues who reviewed portions of the manuscript and challenged my assumptions, making the final work stronger even when we disagreed. Any remaining errors of fact or interpretation are mine alone.

Most importantly, I acknowledge the millions of people living through these crises—those who have lost loved ones, homes, and security; those who face an uncertain future in a world where the old guarantees no longer apply. Your experiences and voices, transmitted through journalists, humanitarian workers, and your own testimony, remind us that these are not merely academic abstractions but human realities.

The Urgency of Understanding

We are living through a historical inflection point of profound significance. The choices made in 2024-2026 will shape international relations for decades to come. Whether we stumble toward great power war, achieve some new stable equilibrium, or muddle through years of dangerous chaos depends on decisions being made right now—by leaders certainly, but also by citizens who must understand what is at stake.

This book is offered in the spirit of clarification rather than prediction. I cannot tell you what will happen next. But I can help you understand what is happening now, how we got here, and what forces are shaping the emerging order. In an era of unprecedented information warfare, competing narratives, and deliberate obfuscation, such clarity is itself a form of resistance.

The old world is dying. The new world is struggling to be born. This is the interregnum, and anything can happen. But we need not navigate it blindly. Understanding is the first step toward agency. Knowledge is the foundation of wise action.

That is what I hope this book provides: the understanding needed to navigate an increasingly dangerous world, and perhaps, if we are wise and lucky, to help build something better from the ruins.
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Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Ph.D., International Relations
February 8, 2026
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Chapter 1: The Hinge Years
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January 3, 2026. The world wakes to news that shatters the fundamental assumptions of international order. The United States military has invaded Venezuela, captured its president from sovereign territory, and transported him in handcuffs to face trial in New York. From his Mar-a-Lago estate, President Donald Trump announces not just the operation's success but America's intentions: "We're going to run the country."¹

In Copenhagen, Danish officials watch in mounting alarm. For weeks, Trump has been threatening military action to acquire Greenland—Danish territory. Hours after the Venezuela operation, White House aide Katie Miller posts an image of Greenland covered by the American flag with a single word: "SOON."² European allies scramble to respond. This is not theoretical anymore.

In Kyiv, Ukrainian forces huddle in frozen trenches as the war approaches its fourth year. Nearly 1.5 million casualties lie behind them; fragile ceasefire negotiations lie ahead.³ Russia shows "no interest in ending the war," UK Foreign Secretary David Lammy tells Parliament.⁴ The fighting grinds on.

In Gaza, a ceasefire that isn't. Israel has violated the October 2025 agreement 1,450 times in less than four months, killing 556 Palestinians during what was supposed to be peace.⁵ Only 43 percent of promised humanitarian aid trucks have been allowed through.⁶ The world watches, records the violations, and does nothing.

In Tehran, mass protests shake the regime after US strikes devastated Iranian nuclear facilities in June. Thousands have died in government crackdowns. Trump tweets: "Help is on the way."⁷ Iranian officials warn they will "fire back with everything we have."⁸ Trump responds that Iran will be "wiped off the face of this earth."⁹

These are not separate emergencies. They are symptoms of a single, systemic collapse.

[image: ]

The Breaking Point

History pivots on certain moments—what scholars call "hinge years"—when the direction of events fundamentally changes, when one era ends and another begins. The years 1914, 1945, 1989: dates when the world order didn't evolve but ruptured. We are living through another such moment. Between 2024 and 2026, the post-1945 international order didn't gradually decline. It collapsed.

Consider what "world order" actually means. Since 1945, the international system has operated—however imperfectly—on certain foundational principles: sovereign equality of nations, inviolability of borders, peaceful resolution of disputes, collective security through alliances, and international law as a framework for state behavior.¹⁰ The United Nations Charter, codified in the aftermath of history's most devastating war, established that "all Members shall refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state."¹¹

For eight decades, these weren't just words. They formed the architecture of global politics. Wars happened, of course. Rules were violated. But the system itself held. Powers felt obligated to justify their actions within the framework, even when they bent or broke it. The very act of justification—of claiming legal authority, of seeking UN approval, of building coalitions—reinforced the system's legitimacy. Even violations acknowledged the rules' existence.

That acknowledgment is gone.

[image: ]

Venezuela: Sovereignty Dies in the Caribbean

The operation was months in the planning. By August 2025, the CIA had quietly deployed a team into Venezuela with explicit instructions to track President Nicolás Maduro's movements—where he slept, what he ate, where he traveled, even details about his pets.¹² Elite Delta Force operators trained for months using a full-scale replica of Maduro's compound, built based on intelligence gathered by agents on the ground.¹³

On December 19, 2025, Trump left Washington for the holidays with Mar-a-Lago serving as his operational headquarters. Before Christmas, he approved the mission—codenamed "Operation Absolute Resolve."¹⁴ A week before the strike, Trump called Maduro directly and demanded he surrender. "You got to surrender," Trump later recalled saying. Maduro "came close" to agreeing but stayed put.¹⁵

At 10:46 p.m. Eastern Time on January 2, 2026, Trump gave the final order.¹⁶

What followed was the most audacious military operation in either of Trump's terms. More than 150 aircraft launched from 20 bases across the Western Hemisphere.¹⁷ US forces disabled Venezuela's air defenses, plunging much of Caracas into darkness.¹⁸ Helicopter gunships, flying at 100 feet above the water to avoid radar, carried the extraction force toward the capital.¹⁹ At 2:01 a.m. local time, Delta Force operators touched down at Fuerte Tiuna, Venezuela's largest military complex, where Maduro and his wife Cilia Flores were sleeping.²⁰

The assault lasted less than 30 minutes. Venezuelan Defense Minister Vladimir Padrino López later confirmed that "most of Maduro's personal guard were killed during the attack."²¹ Cuba announced that 32 Cuban military personnel "lost their lives in combat" during the operation.²² By 4:29 a.m., Maduro was aboard a US aircraft carrier bound for New York.²³

Interior Minister Diosdado Cabello would later report more than 100 people killed in total.²⁴ Seven US service members were injured.²⁵

The legal justification offered by the Trump administration was breathtaking in its audacity. This was not war, officials insisted, but a "law enforcement action" to arrest an "indicted fugitive."²⁶ Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth described it as a "massive joint military and law enforcement raid."²⁷ The distinction mattered little to international law scholars, who noted that no legal doctrine permits one state to conduct military operations on another's sovereign territory to arrest its head of state.

On January 5, 2026, Maduro appeared in Manhattan federal court. "I am the president of Venezuela," he told Judge Alvin Hellerstein. "I consider myself a prisoner of war. I was captured at my home in Caracas."²⁸ He pleaded not guilty to drug trafficking charges. The judge ordered him held pending trial.

Back in Venezuela, Vice President Delcy Rodríguez was sworn in as acting president before the National Assembly.²⁹ Military personnel patrolled the streets of Caracas. Uncertainty gripped the country. Trump had been explicit about America's intentions. At his Mar-a-Lago press conference, surrounded by military commanders, he declared: "We're going to run the country, until we can do a safe, proper and judicious transition."³⁰

Run the country. Not assist a transition. Not support democratic forces. Run it.

The international response revealed the system's paralysis. UN Secretary-General António Guterres called the operation "a dangerous precedent" with "worrying implications for the region," stating that "the rules of international law have not been respected."³¹ At China's and Russia's request, the UN Security Council convened an emergency session.³² Russian and Chinese representatives demanded Maduro's immediate release. The US representative rejected any characterization of the operation as military aggression.

Nothing happened. No meaningful consequences. No enforcement mechanism. The world's most powerful nation had invaded a smaller neighbor, overthrown its government, and announced it would directly administer the country. The international community condemned, deplored, and expressed concern. Then moved on.

Senator Mark Warner, Vice Chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, articulated the precedent's danger: "Does this mean any large country can indict the ruler of a smaller adjacent country and take that person out?"³³ The question hung in the air, unanswered. Because everyone knew the answer. Yes. If you're powerful enough, yes.

Trump himself was candid about motivation. Asked about Venezuela's vast oil reserves, he didn't dissemble. The oil was part of the calculation. The strong were doing what they would. The weak were suffering what they must.³⁴
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Greenland: When Allies Become Targets

If the Venezuela operation shattered norms about sovereignty, the Greenland crisis revealed something even more fundamental: alliances built over 75 years could collapse in months when the guarantor becomes the threat.

Trump's interest in acquiring Greenland dated to his first term, when the idea was dismissed as a passing fancy.³⁵ But after the successful Venezuela operation, the threats intensified. In a Davos speech on January 21, 2026, Trump declared Greenland was "our territory" and that it "may be a choice" whether to preserve NATO or seize the island.³⁶ He said he no longer felt an "obligation to think purely of Peace" after not receiving the Nobel Peace Prize.³⁷

This wasn't diplomatic posturing. White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt stated explicitly that "utilizing the U.S. Military is always an option" for acquiring Greenland.³⁸ Senior advisor Stephen Miller went further in a CNN interview: "Nobody's going to fight the United States militarily over the future of Greenland."³⁹

Denmark, a founding NATO member, responded with alarm and resolve. Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen warned that an American attack on Greenland would "end NATO," noting: "If the United States chooses to attack another NATO country militarily, then everything stops. That is, including our NATO and thus the security that has been provided since the end of the Second World War."⁴⁰

She was right. NATO's Article 5—the alliance's mutual defense guarantee—states that an attack on one member is an attack on all. For 75 years, this commitment underwrote European security. But what happens when the alliance's most powerful member threatens to attack a fellow ally?

On January 6, 2026, seven European leaders—including Emmanuel Macron of France, Friedrich Merz of Germany, and Keir Starmer of the United Kingdom—issued a joint statement emphasizing "sovereignty, territorial integrity and the inviolability of borders." They declared: "Greenland belongs to its people. It is for Denmark and Greenland, and them only, to decide on matters concerning Denmark and Greenland."⁴¹

Trump's response was to threaten tariffs. He announced a 10 percent import tax on Denmark, Norway, Sweden, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Finland starting February 1, 2026, escalating to 25 percent on June 1, "until such time as a Deal is reached for the Complete and Total purchase of Greenland."⁴² The demands came with a message to Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Støre that Trump asked be shared with world leaders: he wanted "Complete and Total Control of Greenland" and attributed his attitude to not being awarded the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize, writing that he no longer felt an "obligation to think purely of Peace."⁴³

Denmark responded by deploying military reinforcements to Greenland starting January 14, 2026.⁴⁴ Norway and Sweden sent forces to support Danish defense efforts.⁴⁵ France dispatched a military contingent.⁴⁶ Former NATO secretary-general Anders Fogh Rasmussen said Trump spoke "like a gangster" in his threats against Greenland.⁴⁷

Security analysts assessed the situation with brutal clarity. "I don't see what NATO could do to stop the U.S.," said Georgios Samaras of King's College London, "for starters, because we're talking about a superpower having so many military bases across the continent, which could be used theoretically to invade a member of NATO from within its own ranks."⁴⁸ Jamie Shea of Chatham House agreed that any US escalation would "mean the end of NATO."⁴⁹

By late January, Trump walked back the explicit military threats at Davos, stating he would not use force to take Greenland.⁵⁰ But the damage was done. European officials described the crisis as potentially "the worst crisis of [NATO's] existence."⁵¹ Trust had evaporated. The guarantor had become the threat.

Mujtaba Rahman of the Eurasia Group assessed the crisis as presenting risks to NATO cohesion "arguably far greater than those presented by Russia's invasion of Ukraine."⁵² Because Russia was the enemy everyone prepared for. No one had prepared for this.

[image: ]

Ukraine, Gaza, Iran: The Grinding Crises

The Venezuela invasion and Greenland threats were acute shocks. But three other crises demonstrated the system's chronic failure.

Ukraine represented the war without end. As of February 2026, the conflict approached its fourth year with devastating human cost. Former CIA Director William Burns estimated 1.1 million Russian casualties; the Center for Strategic and International Studies estimated 500,000-600,000 Ukrainian casualties, including 100,000-140,000 fatalities.⁵³ Russia had gained control of approximately 13 percent of Ukrainian territory beyond Crimea and the areas it held before February 2022.⁵⁴

Ceasefire negotiations remained fragile. NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte described the security architecture under discussion: Ukrainian armed forces as the first line of defense, a European "coalition of the willing" providing support, and US backing through monitoring and verification mechanisms.⁵⁵ France and the United Kingdom pledged to establish "military hubs" in Ukraine if a ceasefire was achieved.⁵⁶

But Russian President Vladimir Putin showed no genuine interest in peace. On the night of February 2-3, 2026, Russia launched 450 drones and 71 missiles against Ukrainian targets—the biggest aerial assault of the year—deliberately ending a brief energy truce Trump had negotiated.⁵⁷ The attacks left more than 1,170 high-rise buildings in Kyiv without heating and destroyed a power plant in Kharkiv beyond repair.⁵⁸

Ukraine exemplified what international relations scholars call a "frozen conflict"—neither peace nor war, but endless suffering with no resolution in sight. The post-Cold War peace dividend was definitively over. Europe had returned to a wartime footing.

Gaza revealed the complete fiction of international humanitarian law enforcement. The ceasefire agreement announced in October 2025 stipulated full humanitarian aid delivery, withdrawal of Israeli forces to pre-designated lines, and protection of civilian populations.⁵⁹ The reality was starkly different.

According to the Gaza Government Media Office, Israel violated the ceasefire at least 1,450 times between October 10, 2025, and January 31, 2026.⁶⁰ Israeli forces shot at civilians 487 times, raided residential areas beyond the "yellow line" 71 times, bombed and shelled Gaza 679 times, and demolished properties on 211 occasions.⁶¹ Since the ceasefire took effect, Israeli attacks killed at least 556 Palestinians and injured 1,500.⁶² More than 100 children died during what was supposed to be peace.⁶³

Humanitarian aid remained severely restricted. The ceasefire stipulated 600 trucks per day; Israel allowed an average of 260, only 43 percent of the amount required.⁶⁴ Essential nutritious foods—meat, dairy, vegetables—were blocked while non-nutritious items like snacks and soft drinks were permitted through.⁶⁵ Israel banned 37 international humanitarian organizations, including Doctors Without Borders, Oxfam, and the International Rescue Committee, from operating in Gaza.⁶⁶

UN experts documented the pattern of violations, noting that 58 percent of Gaza remained under Israeli military control, with 40 active Israeli sites operating beyond the agreed withdrawal line in "clear breach of the ceasefire terms."⁶⁷ They urged the international community to "step up pressure" to enforce compliance.⁶⁸

The pressure never materialized. On January 14, 2026, Trump's Special Envoy Steve Witkoff announced the commencement of "phase two" of the ceasefire plan while phase one lay in ruins.⁶⁹ The announcement made a mockery of the process. Agreements meant nothing without enforcement, and there was no enforcement.

Iran combined every danger: nuclear escalation, mass civilian deaths, regional war, and apocalyptic threats exchanged at the highest levels.

On June 22, 2025, the United States executed "Operation Midnight Hammer"—bombing three Iranian nuclear facilities with B-2 stealth bombers carrying massive bunker-buster bombs and Tomahawk cruise missiles.⁷⁰ Seven B-2 bombers dropped fourteen GBU-57A/B Massive Ordnance Penetrators on the Fordow and Natanz facilities, while a submarine launched two dozen Tomahawk missiles at the Isfahan Nuclear Technology Center.⁷¹ The operation marked the first US attack on Iranian territory since 1988.⁷²

Trump declared the strikes "completely and totally obliterated" Iran's nuclear enrichment capacity.⁷³ A Pentagon assessment in July estimated Iran's nuclear program was set back approximately two years.⁷⁴ Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi confirmed the nuclear sites sustained "severe damage."⁷⁵

But the strikes ignited rather than resolved the crisis. Between December 28, 2025, and early January 2026, mass protests erupted across Iran, triggered by economic collapse but quickly evolving into anti-government demonstrations.⁷⁶ The Human Rights Activists News Agency reported at least 6,126 people killed in the crackdown, including 5,777 protesters.⁷⁷ Other sources estimated thousands killed.⁷⁸

Trump publicly supported the protesters. On January 2, 2026, he posted: "Help is on the way," signaling possible US military intervention.⁷⁹ Iranian officials responded with stark warnings. Judiciary Chief Gholamhossein Mohseni Ejei promised "no leniency" for anyone accused of aiding Iran's enemies.⁸⁰ Parliament Speaker Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf declared all American bases and forces "legitimate targets."⁸¹

The threats escalated. Iranian officials warned they would "fire back with everything we have" if attacked again.⁸² Trump countered that Iran would be "wiped off the face of this earth."⁸³ By late January 2026, Trump had deployed a "massive Armada"—the USS Abraham Lincoln carrier strike group with destroyers, bombers, and fighter jets—within striking distance of Iran.⁸⁴

On January 28, 2026, Trump intensified his threats, suggesting that if Iran didn't meet his demands, he could mount an attack "with speed and violence."⁸⁵ The demands included permanent cessation of uranium enrichment, limits on ballistic missiles, and cutting support for Hamas, Hezbollah, and the Houthis.⁸⁶

We were closer to great power war than at any point since the Cuban Missile Crisis. The restraints were gone.
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The Systemic Pattern

Most observers see discrete crises: a Venezuela problem, a Greenland issue, Ukraine as a separate concern, Gaza in its own category, Iran as yet another flashpoint. This fragmented view misses what matters most. These are not five separate emergencies. They are five manifestations of a single, systemic failure.

Consider the common threads:

Sovereignty violations. A military operation to overthrow Venezuela's government. Threats of military force against Denmark to acquire Greenland. Russia's continued occupation of Ukrainian territory. Israel's military control over more than half of Gaza in defiance of ceasefire terms. US strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities. In each case, borders mean nothing, sovereignty is optional, and the principle of territorial integrity is openly discarded.

Alliance breakdown. NATO, the most successful military alliance in history, threatened from within by its own guarantor. The transatlantic partnership that underwrote 75 years of European security rendered meaningless when the protector becomes the threat. Collective security replaced by bilateral calculations and hedging strategies.

Law without enforcement. The Gaza ceasefire violated 1,450 times with no consequences. Venezuela invaded without UN authorization and no meaningful international response. Greenland threatened despite NATO treaties. Iran bombed despite international law governing use of force. The rules exist. They're written down. They're just irrelevant.

The hegemon as destroyer. Most striking of all: the United States, architect of the post-1945 order, has become its primary demolisher. Not a rising challenger seeking to overturn American dominance. Not an authoritarian bloc offering an alternative vision. The system's creator abandoning its own creation.

Cascading effects. Each violation makes the next easier. Venezuela emboldens the Greenland threats. The successful military operation demonstrates that forceful seizure works. Iran observes that international condemnation means nothing. Small powers watch large powers act with impunity and draw conclusions about their own security.

This is not the gradual decline of hegemony. This is not multipolarity emerging through orderly transition. This is systemic collapse—the rapid disintegration of the principles, institutions, and norms that structured international relations for eight decades.

Political scientists David Lake, Lisa Martin, and Thomas Risse wrote in 2021 that "orders are born, grow, and die."⁸⁷ We are witnessing the death. Not the slow fading of an elderly system, but violent rupture. The 2024-2026 period will be remembered as the moment when collapse became undeniable and irreversible—when the international community faced the new reality and admitted, by its inaction, that it could do nothing to stop it.

On January 6, 2026, a bipartisan US congressional delegation traveled to Copenhagen to reassure Danish officials of American commitment to NATO.⁸⁸ It was a futile gesture. Everyone understood the truth. Words meant nothing. Treaties meant nothing. Commitments meant nothing. What mattered was power, and the willingness to use it.

The strong would do what they will. The weak would suffer what they must. Thucydides wrote those words 2,400 years ago describing the Peloponnesian War.⁸⁹ They apply again today because the architecture built to transcend that ancient logic has crumbled.

These are the hinge years. We didn't choose this moment. But we must navigate it. Understanding what's happening is the first step toward determining what comes next. The world order didn't gradually decline. Between 2024 and 2026, it collapsed. Everything that follows flows from this recognition.

The old rules are gone. New rules haven't been written. We live in the interregnum—the dangerous space between—where anything can happen.

[image: ]

Endnotes

¹ CBS News, "Trump Says U.S. is 'in Charge' of Venezuela, Maduro Jailed in New York After U.S. Military Operation," January 5, 2026, https://www.cbsnews.com/live-updates/venezuela-us-military-strikes-maduro-trump/.

² Atlantic Council, "Trump's Quest for Greenland Could Be NATO's Darkest Hour," January 6, 2026, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/dispatches/trumps-quest-for-greenland-could-be-natos-darkest-hour/.

³ Russia Matters, "The Russia-Ukraine War Report Card, Feb. 4, 2026," February 4, 2026, https://www.russiamatters.org/news/russia-ukraine-war-report-card/russia-ukraine-war-report-card-feb-4-2026.

⁴ NATO Transcript, "Press Conference by NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte with President Volodymyr Zelenskyy of Ukraine," February 3, 2026, https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/events/transcripts/2026/02/03/press-conference-by-nato-secretary-general-mark-rutte-with-president-volodymyr-zelenskyy-of-ukraine.

⁵ Al Jazeera, "How Many Times Has Israel Violated the Gaza Ceasefire? Here Are the Numbers," January 31, 2026, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/11/11/how-many-times-has-israel-violated-the-gaza-ceasefire-here-are-the-numbers.

⁶ Ibid.

⁷ NPR, "Trump Vows to 'Rescue' Iran's Protesters. Iran Warns the U.S. to Stay Out of It," January 2, 2026, https://www.npr.org/2026/01/02/g-s1-104265/trump-iran-protests.

⁸ TIME, "What to Know About Iran's Protests—and Trump's Threat of U.S. Intervention," January 15, 2026, https://time.com/7344450/iran-protests-latest-economy-trump/.

⁹ Ibid.

¹⁰ G. John Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American World Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 29-33.

¹¹ Charter of the United Nations, Article 2(4), June 26, 1945, https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/full-text.

¹² NBC News, "How the U.S. Captured Maduro in Venezuela: A CIA Team, Steel Doors and a Fateful Phone Call," January 4, 2026, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/donald-trump/us-venezuela-strike-nicolas-maduro-captured-how-timeline-trump-rcna252041.

¹³ Ibid.

¹⁴ Ibid.

¹⁵ Ibid.

¹⁶ CBS News, "Trump Says U.S. is 'in Charge' of Venezuela."

¹⁷ Ibid.

¹⁸ Al Jazeera, "How the US Attack on Venezuela, Abduction of Maduro Unfolded," January 4, 2026, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/4/how-the-us-attack-on-venezuela-abduction-of-maduro-unfolded.

¹⁹ CBS News, "Trump Says U.S. is 'in Charge' of Venezuela."

²⁰ Al Jazeera, "How the US Attack on Venezuela, Abduction of Maduro Unfolded."

²¹ Wikipedia, "2026 United States Intervention in Venezuela," accessed February 8, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2026_United_States_strikes_in_Venezuela.

²² Ibid.

²³ Al Jazeera, "How the US Attack on Venezuela, Abduction of Maduro Unfolded."

²⁴ CNBC, "Venezuela Says 100 Killed in U.S. Military Operation That Captured Maduro," January 8, 2026, https://www.cnbc.com/2026/01/07/us-venezuela-military-operation-maduro-injuries-casualties.html.

²⁵ Ibid.

²⁶ Wikipedia, "2026 United States Intervention in Venezuela."

²⁷ Ibid.

²⁸ Ibid.

²⁹ CNN, "January 3, 2026 — Maduro in US Custody," January 4, 2026, https://www.cnn.com/world/live-news/venezuela-explosions-caracas-intl-hnk-01-03-26.

³⁰ House of Commons Library, "The US Capture of Nicolás Maduro," February 7, 2026, https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10452/.

³¹ Wikipedia, "2026 United States Intervention in Venezuela."

³² Ibid.

³³ CBS News, "Trump Says U.S. is 'in Charge' of Venezuela."

³⁴ CNN, "From Order to Extraction: Inside the US Capture of Nicolás Maduro," January 4, 2026, https://www.cnn.com/2026/01/03/politics/nicolas-maduro-capture-venezuela.

³⁵ CNN, "Even Some Trump Advisers Are Wary of a Military Pursuit of Greenland. Is an Off-Ramp Possible?" January 19, 2026, https://www.cnn.com/2026/01/19/politics/military-greenland-trump-denmark-nato.

³⁶ Wikipedia, "Greenland Crisis," accessed February 8, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greenland_crisis.

³⁷ Ibid.

³⁸ CNBC, "Trump Weighs Using U.S. Military to Acquire Greenland: White House," January 7, 2026, https://www.cnbc.com/2026/01/06/trump-greenland-military-white-house.html.

³⁹ Ibid.

⁴⁰ Al Jazeera, "European Leaders Hit Back at Trump's US Takeover Designs on Greenland," January 6, 2026, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/6/danish-pm-says-us-attack-on-greenland-would-be-the-end-of-nato.

⁴¹ Wikipedia, "American Hybrid Warfare Against Greenland During the Second Trump Administration," accessed February 8, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_hybrid_warfare_against_Greenland_during_the_second_Trump_administration.

⁴² Wikipedia, "Greenland Crisis."

⁴³ Ibid.

⁴⁴ Wikipedia, "American Hybrid Warfare Against Greenland."

⁴⁵ Ibid.

⁴⁶ Ibid.

⁴⁷ Ibid.

⁴⁸ CNBC, "Trump is Desperate to Take Greenland. Can NATO Defend Itself — and Is It Willing To?" January 9, 2026, https://www.cnbc.com/2026/01/09/nato-trump-greenland-war-invade-defense.html.

⁴⁹ Ibid.

⁵⁰ Euronews, "NATO and Denmark Agree to Boost Arctic Security After Trump Walks Back on Greenland Threats," January 23, 2026, https://www.euronews.com/2026/01/23/nato-and-denmark-agree-to-boost-arctic-security-after-trump-walks-back-on-greenland-threat.

⁵¹ Atlantic Council, "Trump's Quest for Greenland Could Be NATO's Darkest Hour."

⁵² Stars and Stripes, "'We Need Greenland': Trump Raises NATO Alarms with Latest Wish for US Control of Danish Territory," January 5, 2026, https://www.stripes.com/theaters/europe/2026-01-05/trump-greenland-nato-20304265.html.

⁵³ Russia Matters, "The Russia-Ukraine War Report Card, Feb. 4, 2026."

⁵⁴ Ibid.

⁵⁵ NATO Transcript, "Press Conference by NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte."

⁵⁶ Al Jazeera, "US Backs Security Guarantees for Ukraine, as France and UK Pledge Troops," January 7, 2026, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/6/ukraine-talks-in-paris-yield-significant-progress-on-security-pledges.

⁵⁷ Russia Matters, "The Russia-Ukraine War Report Card, Feb. 4, 2026."

⁵⁸ Ibid.

⁵⁹ Wikipedia, "Gaza Peace Plan," accessed February 8, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaza_peace_plan.

⁶⁰ Al Jazeera, "How Many Times Has Israel Violated the Gaza Ceasefire?"

⁶¹ Ibid.

⁶² Ibid.

⁶³ UNRWA, "Situation Report #205 on the Humanitarian Crisis in the Gaza Strip and the Occupied West Bank," January 20, 2026, https://www.unrwa.org/resources/reports/unrwa-situation-report-205-situation-gaza-strip-and-west-bank-including-east-jerusalem.

⁶⁴ Al Jazeera, "US Declares Phase Two of Gaza Ceasefire, But What Did Phase One Deliver?" January 16, 2026, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/16/us-declares-phase-two-of-gaza-ceasefire-but-what-did-phase-one-deliver.

⁶⁵ Ibid.

⁶⁶ Wikipedia, "Timeline of the Gaza War (3 October 2025 – Present)," accessed February 8, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_Gaza_war_(3_October_2025_%E2%80%93_present).

⁶⁷ OHCHR, "UN Experts Urge States to Act as Israeli Violations Threaten Fragile Gaza Ceasefire," November 1, 2025, https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2025/11/un-experts-urge-states-act-israeli-violations-threaten-fragile-gaza.

⁶⁸ Ibid.

⁶⁹ Wikipedia, "Gaza Peace Plan."

⁷⁰ Wikipedia, "United States Strikes on Iranian Nuclear Sites," accessed February 8, 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_strikes_on_Iranian_nuclear_sites.

⁷¹ CBS News, "U.S. Launches Strikes on 3 Iranian Nuclear Facilities, Trump Says," June 22, 2025, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/u-s-launches-strikes-iranian-nuclear-facilities-trump-says/.

⁷² Wikipedia, "United States Strikes on Iranian Nuclear Sites."

⁷³ NPR, "U.S. Strikes 3 Nuclear Sites in Iran, in Major Regional Conflict Escalation," June 22, 2025, https://www.npr.org/2025/06/21/nx-s1-5441127/iran-us-strike-nuclear-trump.

⁷⁴ Wikipedia, "United States Strikes on Iranian Nuclear Sites."

⁷⁵ Ibid.

⁷⁶ TIME, "What to Know About Iran's Protests."

⁷⁷ ABC News, "Trump Says 'Massive Armada' Heading to Iran, Warns Time Is Running Out for Nuclear Deal," January 29, 2026, https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-massive-armada-heading-iran-warns-time-running/story?id=129635685.

⁷⁸ Ibid.

⁷⁹ NPR, "Trump Vows to 'Rescue' Iran's Protesters."

⁸⁰ TIME, "What to Know About Iran's Protests."

⁸¹ NPR, "Trump Vows to 'Rescue' Iran's Protesters."

⁸² TIME, "What to Know About Iran's Protests."

⁸³ Ibid.

⁸⁴ ABC News, "Trump Says 'Massive Armada' Heading to Iran."

⁸⁵ The Conversation, "US Military Action in Iran Risks Igniting a Regional and Global Nuclear Cascade," January 30, 2026, https://theconversation.com/us-military-action-in-iran-risks-igniting-a-regional-and-global-nuclear-cascade-274599.

⁸⁶ Ibid.

⁸⁷ David A. Lake, Lisa L. Martin, and Thomas Risse, "Challenges to the Liberal Order: Reflections on International Organization," International Organization 75, no. 2 (Spring 2021): 225-57.

⁸⁸ Chatham House, "US Intentions Towards Greenland Threaten NATO's Future. But European Countries Are Not Helpless," January 7, 2026, https://www.chathamhouse.org/2026/01/us-intentions-towards-greenland-threaten-natos-future-european-countries-are-not-helpless.

⁸⁹ Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, trans. Rex Warner (London: Penguin Classics, 1972), Book V, Chapter 89.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Venezuela — Sovereignty Dies in the Caribbean
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The world woke on the morning of January 3, 2026, to images that would once have seemed impossible: the President of Venezuela, Nicolás Maduro, blindfolded and handcuffed aboard a United States warship. Within hours, he was in federal custody in New York, facing narcoterrorism charges. Behind him lay the smoldering ruins of Venezuela's largest military complex, struck by American bombers. Ahead lay a courtroom where he would plead not guilty while insisting, "I am the president of Venezuela. I consider myself a prisoner of war."¹

This was not a covert operation whispered about in classified briefings. This was not a surgical strike justified by imminent threat. This was the United States military, operating with overwhelming force, capturing a sovereign head of state from his own territory and declaring that America would now "run the country" until it saw fit to hand power to someone else.² The post-1945 international order, already fraying, didn't just bend that night—it shattered.

The Months of Preparation

The capture of Nicolás Maduro was no improvisation. By the time Delta Force helicopters crossed into Venezuelan airspace in the predawn hours of January 3, the United States had spent five months preparing what would become Operation Absolute Resolve.

The groundwork began in August 2025, when the United States Southern Command initiated a massive military buildup in the Caribbean. Aircraft carriers, destroyers, and amphibious assault ships converged on the region in what became the largest U.S. naval deployment to the Caribbean in decades.³ By early December, the pieces were in place: the USS Gerald R. Ford supercarrier, the USS Iwo Jima amphibious assault ship carrying 2,200 Marines, F-22 and F-35 fighters stationed at the recently restored Roosevelt Roads base in Puerto Rico, and a network of surveillance aircraft blanketing Venezuelan airspace.⁴

Simultaneously, the Central Intelligence Agency inserted a ground team into Venezuela. For five months, these operatives tracked Maduro's movements, established what intelligence analysts call a "pattern of life," and cultivated sources close to the Venezuelan president.⁵ An RQ-170 Sentinel stealth drone—the same platform used to surveil Osama bin Laden's compound before the Abbottabad raid—maintained persistent surveillance over Caracas.⁶

Trump administration officials, led by Secretary of State Marco Rubio, engaged in months of escalating pressure. Starting in September 2025, U.S. forces began striking vessels in the Caribbean and Eastern Pacific that the administration claimed were trafficking drugs for Venezuela. By January 2026, at least 32 vessels had been attacked, resulting in approximately 115 deaths.⁷ In December, the CIA launched a drone strike on a Venezuelan port facility, likely as "a final probe of air defense alertness and reaction time."⁸

The Trump administration also seized multiple oil tankers carrying sanctioned Venezuelan crude, including some flying Russian flags.⁹ These actions formed an expanding blockade designed to both cripple Venezuela's economy and test the Maduro regime's response capabilities. Each escalation went unanswered with anything beyond diplomatic protests.

Meanwhile, Delta Force operators were building a full-scale mockup of Maduro's compound at Fort Tiuna, Venezuela's largest military complex, rehearsing the assault operation dozens of times. Trump later described the compound as "very highly guarded," with intelligence suggesting "as many as 75 anti-aircraft battery sites along the approach route."¹⁰

The Night of January 2-3: Operation Absolute Resolve

At 10:46 PM Eastern Time on January 2, President Donald Trump gave the final authorization. His message to the joint force was simple: "Good luck, and Godspeed."¹¹

What followed was a display of American military power on a scale rarely seen since World War II. More than 150 aircraft—including B-1B Lancer bombers, F-22 Raptors, F-35 Lightning IIs, F/A-18 Super Hornets, EA-18G Growler electronic warfare aircraft, E-2 Hawkeye early warning planes, and numerous drones—launched from 20 bases across the Western Hemisphere, converging on Venezuela in precisely coordinated waves.¹²

The operation began with what the military calls "shaping"—the systematic destruction of Venezuela's ability to respond. U.S. Cyber Command, working with Space Command and electronic warfare aircraft, plunged Caracas into darkness. "The lights of Caracas were largely turned off," Trump later said, "due to a certain expertise that we have."¹³ Communications were jammed. Radar systems went blind.

Then came the kinetic strikes. AGM-88 anti-radiation missiles targeted Venezuelan air defense radars. AGM-154C Joint Stand-Off Weapon precision-guided glide bombs destroyed surface-to-air missile sites, including Russian-made S-300VM and Buk-M2 systems.¹⁴ Targets included the Generalísimo Francisco de Miranda Air Base, the air base at Barquisimeto, and multiple locations within Fort Tiuna itself. The message was clear: Venezuela's military was being systematically dismantled to create a corridor of total air superiority.¹⁵

At 2:01 AM Venezuelan time (1:01 AM EST), as the bombing reached its crescendo, MH-60M Black Hawk and MH-47G Chinook helicopters from the Army's 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment—the Night Stalkers—crossed into Venezuelan airspace. They flew at 100 feet above the Caribbean Sea until reaching land, then thundered toward Fort Tiuna carrying approximately 200 Delta Force operators and FBI agents.¹⁶

The helicopters came under fire as they approached the compound. They responded, in the words of Joint Chiefs Chairman General Dan Caine, "with overwhelming force."¹⁷ MH-60 gunships configured as Direct Action Penetrators provided close air support. One helicopter was hit but remained operational. The assault force descended into Maduro's compound with "speed, precision and discipline," isolating the area and moving toward their objective.¹⁸

Venezuelan authorities later confirmed that at least 23 Venezuelan security officers were killed defending the compound. The Cuban government announced that 32 Cuban military and intelligence personnel "lost their lives in combat" during the operation.¹⁹ Interior Minister Diosdado Cabello subsequently stated that at least 100 people died and 100 were wounded in the U.S. operation.²⁰

Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, "gave up," according to General Caine, and were taken into custody by Justice Department agents.²¹ They were fitted with blindfolds and soundproof headphones, placed in gray Nike sweatsuits, and transported by helicopter to the USS Iwo Jima. Trump would later post a photograph on Truth Social showing Maduro aboard the warship, holding a plastic water bottle.²²

By 3:29 AM Eastern Time—less than three hours after the helicopters first entered Venezuelan airspace—the extraction force was back over water with both prisoners aboard.²³ The operation had achieved tactical perfection. Seven U.S. service members were wounded, none killed.²⁴ Venezuela's president was in American custody, en route to New York to face federal charges.

"We're Going to Run the Country"

At 11:00 AM on Saturday, January 3, President Trump strode into a hastily arranged press conference at his Mar-a-Lago resort in Palm Beach, Florida, flanked by Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, and General Caine. What followed was one of the most remarkable statements by an American president in the post-war era—a declaration that would reverberate through capitals worldwide and expose the complete collapse of the norms that had governed international relations for eight decades.

"Late last night and early today, at my direction, the United States Armed Forces conducted an extraordinary military operation in the capital of Venezuela," Trump began. "Overwhelming American military power, air, land, and sea was used to launch a spectacular assault... an assault like people have not seen since World War II."²⁵

Then came the statement that would dominate headlines: "We're going to run the country until such time as we can do a safe, proper and judicious transition. So we don't want to be involved with having somebody else get in and we have the same situation that we had for the last long period of years."²⁶

Asked to clarify whether this meant U.S. boots on the ground, Trump didn't hesitate: "We had boots on the ground last night at a very high level. Actually, we're not afraid of it. We don't mind saying it, but we're going to make sure that that country is run properly."²⁷

He announced that Venezuelan Vice President Delcy Rodríguez had been sworn in as acting president and that she had spoken with Secretary Rubio. "She's essentially willing to do what we think is necessary to make Venezuela great again," Trump said. When asked if the U.S. would designate specific people to run Venezuela, Trump replied: "We're going to be running it with a group, and we're going to make sure it's run properly."²⁸

Rubio elaborated that Congress had not been notified in advance of the operation. "This was not the kind of mission that you can do congressional notification on," he explained. "It was a trigger-based mission." Trump was more blunt: "Congress will leak, and we don't want leakers."²⁹

But it was Trump's comments about oil that revealed the operation's deeper purpose. "We're going to have our very large United States oil companies—the biggest anywhere in the world—go in, spend billions of dollars, fix the badly broken infrastructure, the oil infrastructure, and start making money for the country," he declared.³⁰

Venezuela possesses the largest proven oil reserves in the world—303 billion barrels, roughly 17% of global reserves.³¹ Trump made clear these resources were now effectively under American control. "We're going to be taking out a tremendous amount of wealth out of the ground," he said
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