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ABSTRACT

In the 21st century, the nature of conflict and cooperation has transcended geographical boundaries,
resulting in an intricate web of regional crises that reverberate globally. The conflicts in Europe, West
Asia, Africa, and the Indo-Pacific are no longer isolated theatres but interconnected battlegrounds
influenced by global power rivalries, energy dependencies, technological competition, and shifting
alliances. This paper investigates how regional conflicts in these areas—ranging from the Ukraine war to
the instability in the Middle East, African security crises, and Indo-Pacific maritime tensions—collectively
reshape global security architectures, economic stability, and normative orders. Employing a comparative
and systems-level approach rooted in Complex Interdependence and Neorealist theories, this study
elucidates how the intersection of local conflicts and global dynamics has transformed the post-liberal
international order into a multi-polar arena of contestation and cooperation.
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INTRODUCTION

The early 21st century has witnessed an unprecedented intertwining of regional conflicts and global
political dynamics, marking a definitive departure from the post-Cold War era. The war in Ukraine, the
enduring turbulence in West Asia, persistent instability across African regions, and the strategic
contestation in the Indo-Pacific are not isolated crises but rather symptomatic of a broader structural shift:
the fragmentation of the US-led liberal international order. As Acharya (Acharya, 2017) argues, this is not
being replaced by a new, coherent hegemony but is giving way to a "multiplex world" characterized by
competing power centres and normative claims. In this emerging reality, the very distinction between
"regional" and "global" security is collapsing. What occurs in one theatre is rapidly transmitted to others
through a complex web of energy markets, global trade and financial networks, overlapping security
architectures, and deepening ideological contestations between democratic and authoritarian governance
models. This interconnectedness ensures that local triggers—a border skirmish, a coup, or a blockade—
now possess an inherent potential for systemic disruption, challenging the capacity of existing
international institutions to manage conflict and maintain stability.

The actors navigating this complex landscape are no longer confined to traditional, geographically
bounded spheres of influence. Global powers, particularly the United States, China, and Russia, along
with assertive regional middle powers such as India, Turkey, Iran, and the European Union, are now
"multi-theatre players." They operate simultaneously across these disparate conflict zones, employing
strategies that blend military, economic, and diplomatic instruments. For instance, a single actor like
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Russia can be a direct belligerent in Europe through its invasion of Ukraine, a security guarantor and

mercenary provider in the Sahel, and a strategic partner to key states in West Asia and an energy supplier
to the Indo-Pacific. Similarly, China leverages its economic power in Africa to secure resources, engages
in diplomatic mediation in West Asia, and projects military power in the Indo-Pacific, all while navigating
a complex relationship with Russia and strategic rivalry with the US. This cross-regional engagement
means that these powers are not merely external interveners; they are integral, often destabilizing,
components of the regional ecosystems themselves, both participating in and, at times, benefiting from
the resultant chaos to advance their strategic positions.

Consequently, the central research question of this paper is critical: How do regional conflicts in Europe,
West Asia, Africa, and the Indo-Pacific interconnect to produce global reverberations that reshape the
contemporary world order? This inquiry moves beyond a simple cataloguing of parallel events to
investigate the causal mechanisms of systemic spillover. The paper posits that these conflicts collectively
act as accelerants of change, producing outcomes that fundamentally reshape the foundations of
international politics. These outcomes include the erosion of global governance frameworks such as the
UN Charter, the weaponization of economic interdependence leading to geoeconomic fragmentation, and
the challenge to universalist normative frameworks on human rights and sovereignty. By examining the
synergistic effects of these four conflict zones, this research aims to reveal the architecture of the nascent
world order—an order defined not by hegemonic stability but by persistent, interconnected volatility and
a precarious balance between contestation and ad-hoc cooperation.

1. Competing Lenses on Conflict and Order

1.1. The Liberal Institutionalist Paradigm and its Erosion:

The Liberal Institutionalist paradigm, which dominated the post-Cold War international landscape, posits
that cooperation and peace are best achieved through a framework of multilateral institutions, economic
interdependence, and the global promotion of democratic governance and liberal norms. Scholars like G.
John Ikenberry (Ikenberry, 2018) argue that this US-led "liberal international order" was not merely a
projection of American power but a sophisticated, rules-based system designed to lower transaction costs,
provide public goods, and lock in stability by making the exercise of power more predictable and
legitimate. Core institutions such as the United Nations, the World Trade Organization, the International
Monetary Fund, and NATO were conceived as the bedrock of this system, fostering cooperation by
mitigating the anarchy of the international system through binding rules, shared norms, and collective
security mechanisms. The promise was that embedding nations within this dense web of institutions would
socialize them into cooperative behaviour, ultimately making conflict less likely and prosperity more
widespread.

However, the resilience of this order has been fundamentally challenged in the 21st century, leading to a
period of profound erosion and fragmentation. The sources of this crisis are both endogenous and
exogenous. Internally, the order has been weakened by the perceived hypocrisy and selective application
of its own rules, such as the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, which undermined the UN Charter's norms
on sovereignty and the use of force, and the 2008 financial crisis, which tarnished the credibility of
neoliberal economic models. Furthermore, the rise of illiberal populism within the West itself, exemplified
by the Trump administration's "America First" policy! and Brexit?, signalled a retreat of the order's core
guarantor and a rejection of its core tenets from within. These internal contradictions have shattered the
consensus necessary for the order to function effectively, revealing it as a potentially contingent project
of a specific historical moment rather than an inevitable endpoint of history.

The external challenges, as articulated by scholars like Amitav Acharya, are equally potent. Acharya's
concept of "the end of American world order" (Acharya, A Multiplex World, 2014) describes a multiplex
system where power has diffused not just to rival great powers like an authoritarian China and a revanchist

! The White House. (2025, March 7). President Trump’s America First Priorities. https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-
statements/2025/01/president-trumps-america-first-priorities/

2 Nicholas Bloom, Philip Bunn, Paul Mizen, Pawel Smietanka, and Gregory Thwaites, "The Economic Impact of Brexit,"
NBER Working Paper 34459 (2025), https://doi.org/10.3386/w34459.
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Russia, but also to assertive regional powers and non-state actors. These actors do not seek to integrate

into the existing liberal hierarchy on Western terms but actively contest its norms and propose alternative
institutional models, such as the China-led Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the BRICS
coalition. This constitutes a dual crisis: a crisis of power, as US hegemony wanes, and a crisis of ideology,
as the liberal script of democracy and open markets faces compelling authoritarian alternatives.
Consequently, the Liberal Institutionalist paradigm now struggles to explain or manage a world in which
its core institutions are gridlocked, its norms are weaponized or ignored, and its foundational principles
are openly contested by a diverse coalition of states, leading to the fragmented, conflict-prone global
landscape observed today.

1.2 The Neorealist Resurgence:

Neorealism, also known as structural realism, represents a foundational paradigm in International
Relations theory, moving the primary focus of analysis from individual human nature or domestic state
characteristics to the constraining and enabling effects of the international system's anarchic structure.
Pioneered by Kenneth Waltz (Waltz, 1990), this perspective posits that the absence of a central world
authority requires states to operate in a "self-help" environment, where their primary, overriding goal is
survival. This foundational condition, coupled with the differential distribution of material capabilities
(power) among states, serves as the fundamental explanation for the recurring patterns of competition and
conflict that define world politics. Consequently, Neorealism acts as a powerful theoretical counterpoint
to the Liberal Institutionalist paradigm, arguing that the latter fundamentally misreads the post-Cold War
landscape. For Neorealists, the end of the superpower rivalry did not signify a transcendence of power
politics but merely a temporary, unipolar interlude before the inevitable return of multipolar rivalry.

This structural logic generates several inescapable dynamics. First, it forces states to be acutely sensitive
to relative gains—ensuring they acquire power and security faster than rivals—rather than being satisfied
with absolute gains, as this relative advantage is the ultimate source of security in an anarchic system.
Second, it creates an inescapable security dilemma, wherein one state's efforts to increase its security
(e.g., military buildups, alliance formation) are automatically perceived as threats by others, triggering
spirals of competition. From this vantage point, international institutions are not independent forces for
peace but are largely epiphenomenal reflections of the underlying distribution of power; they are tools that
great powers use to legitimize their dominance and manage secondary conflicts, but which are cast aside
when core strategic interests are at stake.

Within the Neorealist tradition, two distinct strands offer nuanced explanations of how states navigate this
treacherous environment. Defensive Realism (associated with Kenneth Waltz) views states as primarily
security maximisers. It argues that states generally seek to maintain an appropriate balance of power to
ensure their survival, often by pursuing moderate, restrained policies. From this view, aggressive,
expansionist behaviour is frequently counterproductive because it triggers counter-balancing coalitions,
ultimately reducing the aggressor's security. In contrast, Offensive Realism (championed by John
Mearsheimer)® presents a more pessimistic and proactive stance. It argues that the enduring uncertainty
inherent in anarchy compels states to be power maximisers. Mearsheimer asserts that the best way to
guarantee survival is to achieve regional hegemony, which drives states to constantly seek opportunities
for offensive action to shift the balance of power in their favour. This framework provides a stark
explanation for the rise of China: its assertive actions are not an aberration but the predictable behaviour
of a rising power seeking to dominate its region.

This aggressive impulse inherent in the pursuit of security is further elaborated by Power Transition
Theory, which is strongly connected to the Neorealist focus on the distribution of capabilities. This theory
argues that the international system is most volatile and prone to large-scale war when a rapidly rising,
dissatisfied challenger—whose values and vision for the global order conflict with the status quo—begins
to approximate the power of the established hegemon. The ongoing US-China rivalry is the quintessential
example of this dynamic, where Beijing’s growing capabilities and apparent dissatisfaction create a high

% Snyder, G. H. (2002). Mearsheimer’s World-Offensive Realism and the Struggle for Security: A Review Essay. International
Security, 27(1), 149—173. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3092155
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probability of conflict, not despite economic interdependence, but in many ways because of the strategic
anxieties it fuels.

The explanatory power of this Neorealist Resurgence (Nye, 1988) is demonstrated by its application to
the regional conflicts that define the current era. The Ukraine war is interpreted not as a singular tragedy
but as a textbook case of great power competition, driven by NATO's eastward expansion (a Western
attempt to consolidate influence) and Russia's subsequent Offensive Realist bid to redraw the regional
balance of power. Similarly, the strategic contestation in the Indo-Pacific is the central front in the power
transition struggle between the US and China. Even instability in Africa and the Middle East is reframed
as secondary theatres that become proxy battlegrounds where great powers compete for resources and
influence. In essence, Neorealism provides a parsimonious and grimly compelling narrative: the "global
reverberations" of regional conflicts are the logical, systemic consequences of a return to the perennial
and unforgiving struggle for power in an anarchic world.

1.3. Complex Interdependence and Globalization:

In direct contrast to the Neorealist focus on anarchy and force, the theory of Complex Interdependence,
(Keohane, 1977) pioneered by Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye, presents an alternative lens for
understanding world politics, particularly under conditions of advanced globalization. Arguing that the
"realist" model of international relations was an oversimplification, they developed a framework based on
three core characteristics. First, societies are connected by multiple channels beyond formal state-to-state
diplomacy, including interactions between transnational corporations (TNCs), non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), and global civil society networks. Second, the agenda of international politics is
not hierarchically structured with military security consistently at the top; instead, there is '""no clear
hierarchy of issues." A trade dispute, an environmental protocol, or a public health crisis can command
the same, if not greater, attention as a military confrontation. Third, and most fundamentally, military force
is largely ineffective or irrelevant for resolving disputes between states enmeshed in such a
relationship—for instance, the US would not consider invading Canada to resolve a lumber tariff dispute,
as the costs would far outweigh the benefits.

The literature on globalization serves to amplify and update the conditions of Complex Interdependence.
The unprecedented acceleration of cross-border flows of goods, capital, information, and people has
created a world of deep economic interconnectedness, where supply chains are global, financial markets
are integrated, and national economies are mutually vulnerable to shocks. This interconnectedness raises
the cost of conflict and increases the value of cooperation, creating powerful vested interests in stability.
Furthermore, globalization has empowered a diverse array of transnational actors who operate outside
state control and shape global outcomes. Multinational corporations can relocate capital and dictate
economic policy to small states; global terrorist networks like Al-Qaeda pose security threats that cannot
be deterred by traditional military means; and NGOs like Amnesty International or the Climate Action
Network can set global norms and hold states accountable, thereby "capturing" aspects of world politics.

However, contemporary scholarship does not naively posit Complex Interdependence as a utopian end to
conflict. Rather, it recognizes that this very interconnectedness creates new forms of vulnerability and
contestation. Keohane and Nye themselves acknowledged that asymmetries in interdependence can
become a source of power. This insight has been developed further by contemporary scholars like Henry
Farrell and Abraham Newman, who theorize the "weaponization of interdependence." (DREZNER,
2021) They argue that the global networks that facilitate cooperation—such as the SWIFT financial
messaging system, internet infrastructure, and supply chains for critical goods like semiconductors—can
be exploited by states as tools of coercion. For example, the use of financial sanctions or export controls
demonstrates how economic interdependence is not a substitute for power politics but a new domain for
its practice. Thus, the current global landscape is not a pure world of Complex Interdependence nor a pure
world of Realism, but a hybrid one where the cooperative substrate of globalization is increasingly
manipulated for strategic, neorealist ends, leading to a volatile and fragmented system of "geoeconomic"
competition.
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1.4. The Synthesis: Bridging the Divide.

The most compelling contemporary scholarship in International Relations moves beyond the traditional
Neorealism vs. Liberal Institutionalism/Complex Interdependence debate, arguing that the two are not
mutually exclusive but are in fact symbiotic in explaining the unique volatility of the 21st century. This
synthesis posits that the deep economic and technological interconnectedness described by Keohane and
Nye has not transcended power politics; instead, it has become its primary battlefield. The central
mechanism in this hybrid system is what Farrell and Newman term "weaponized interdependence."*
They argue that the very global networks that underpin globalization—financial systems like SWIFT,
internet infrastructure, and critical supply chains for semiconductors and energy—are not neutral
platforms. Their structure creates critical chokepoints and dependencies. States that occupy central
"nodes" within these networks (notably the United States and its allies) can exploit this positional power
to surveil, coerce, and sanction adversaries. This transforms the liberal logic of absolute gains into a realist
tool for waging conflict and securing relative advantage, effectively turning the products of cooperation
into weapons of competition.

This strategic exploitation of economic linkages is the core of geoeconomics, which Blackwill and Harris
(Csurgai, 2017) define as the use of economic instruments to promote and defend national interests and to
produce beneficial geopolitical results. In this synthesized view, trade policy, investment screening,
sanctions, and control over technical standards are not separate from security policy but are central to it.
China's Belt and Road Initiative, for instance, is not merely a development project but a geoeconomic
strategy to create strategic dependencies and reorient global trade routes. Similarly, the extensive Western
sanctions regime against Russia is a direct application of financial and technological interdependence as
a substitute for direct military confrontation. This demonstrates a key synthesis: the system's structure
remains anarchic (Neorealism), but the primary instruments of statecraft are now often drawn from the
toolkit of interdependence.

This synthesis culminates in the concept of hybrid conflict, (Jordan, 2009) which embodies the blurring
of traditional boundaries. Modern warfare and competition are no longer confined to the binary of war
and peace. Instead, states engage in sustained campaigns that blend conventional military posturing with
cyberattacks, disinformation campaigns leveraging global social media platforms, economic coercion, and
the use of proxy actors—all while remaining below the threshold of formal, declared war. The conflicts in
Ukraine and the South China Sea are prime examples, where military manoeuvres are accompanied by
cyber operations, energy blackmail, and information warfare. This hybrid model is the practical
manifestation of the theoretical synthesis: it leverages the tools and networks of a globalized world
(Complex Interdependence) to achieve classic, security-driven objectives of undermining rivals and
shifting the balance of power (Neorealism). Therefore, the emerging world order is not one of pure anarchy
or complex interdependence, but a deeply interconnected yet fiercely competitive system where the
weaponization of global networks is the defining feature of great power rivalry.

2. Theoretical Framework: The Dialectic of Interdependence and Anarchy
2.1. The Substrate of Interdependence:

To conceptualize Complex Interdependence as the "substrate™ is to argue that it constitutes the
fundamental, underlying material and relational reality upon which 21st-century world politics operates.
This is not to claim that it has eradicated conflict, but that it has fundamentally altered its context, channels,
and costs. The core tenets, as established by Keohane and Nye®, have been amplified by decades of
globalization into a pervasive condition that shapes all state action. The first tenet, the existence of
multiple channels of contact, has evolved into a dense, multi-layered ecosystem of connectivity. Beyond
formal diplomacy, this now includes the instantaneous flow of capital across global financial markets, the
intricate logistics of transnational supply chains that underpin national economies, the borderless realm of
digital information and social media that shapes public opinion, and the vast networks of non-state
actors—from multinational corporations and NGOs to terrorist groups and civil society organizations—

# ibid
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that operate with significant autonomy from state control. This multiplicity means that power and
influence are diffuse; a tech company or a humanitarian agency can often alter political outcomes as
significantly as a foreign ministry.

The second tenet, the absence of a clear hierarchy of issues, is a direct consequence of this
interconnected ecosystem. The traditional realist agenda, dominated by military-security concerns, has
been fragmented into a complex and fluid issue-area competition. A pandemic can shutter economies and
redefine diplomatic alliances, placing public health at the top of the global agenda. A ransomware attack
on a critical pipeline can elevate cybersecurity to a primary national security concern, rivalling traditional
military threats. Climate change acts as a “threat multiplier,” destabilizing regions through resource
scarcity and migration, thereby forcing environmental policy into the heart of security and economic
planning. In this substrate, a dispute over semiconductor exports or digital standards can command the
attention of heads of state, demonstrating that economic, technological, and environmental issues are not
"low politics" but are inextricably linked to, and often dominate, "high politics."

The third tenet, the diminished role of military force, remains a defining, though often misunderstood,
feature of this substrate. It does not mean that war is obsolete, but that its utility as a policy tool is severely
circumscribed within zones of deep interdependence. The catastrophic economic, diplomatic, and human
costs of using force between nuclear-armed or economically intertwined states make it a last resort, not a
viable first option. Consequently, states are enmeshed in a constant state of "neither peace nor war"—they
compete vigorously, but primarily through non-military means. This condition creates the essential
paradox of contemporary geopolitics: the very networks that foster cooperation and prosperity (the
substrate of interdependence) simultaneously become the new arenas for intense rivalry. It is this paradox
that gives rise to the phenomena of weaponized interdependence and geoeconomics, where states, unable
to readily use force, instead turn the very pillars of the globalized world—its financial systems,
information networks, and supply chains—into the primary instruments of strategic competition.

2.2. The Structuring Pressure of Anarchy:

While Complex Interdependence forms the substrate of 21st-century world politics, the anarchic structure
of the international system acts as an inescapable and structuring pressure that relentlessly pushes states
toward competitive, zero-sum behaviours. This Neorealist logic does not deny the existence of
globalization but explains why its cooperative potential is consistently undermined by the imperative of
survival. This pressure manifests through several core mechanisms that dictate state conduct, regardless
of the complex web of interconnections.

The most fundamental of these mechanisms is the security dilemma, a dynamic wherein a state's efforts
to increase its own security—by enhancing its military, forming new alliances, or securing economic
resources—are automatically perceived as threatening by other states, prompting them to respond in kind.
This triggers a spiral of competition and mutual suspicion that can occur even in the absence of aggressive
intent. For example, NATO's post-Cold War enlargement, viewed by the West as a stabilizing project,
was perceived by Russia through the lens of the security dilemma as an existential threat, compelling an
aggressive response that culminated in the invasion of Ukraine. This dynamic demonstrates that within
anarchy, defensive actions are often indistinguishable from offensive ones, creating a perpetual cycle of
insecurity that structures all interstate relations.

This inherent suspicion directly fuels a preoccupation with relative gains. In an anarchic system, states
are less concerned with their absolute economic or technological advancement and more concerned with
how that advancement compares to that of their rivals. A trade deal or technological partnership that
benefits all parties in absolute terms may still be rejected if it is perceived to provide a greater strategic
advantage to a competitor. This logic explains the failure of many liberal assumptions that economic
interdependence would inevitably lead to peace; instead, it has often shifted the arena of competition to
the economic and technological spheres, as seen in the US-China rivalry. Here, both nations may benefit
from trade in absolute terms, but the US is primarily concerned that China is using its gains to close the
power gap and challenge American hegemony, leading to policies of technological decoupling and export
controls aimed at slowing China’s relative advancement.
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Ultimately, this pressure culminates in a systemic drive for power maximization. For Offensive Realists
like Mearsheimer, anarchy generates such profound uncertainty about the intentions of others that the only
rational path to survival is to accumulate as much power as possible, ideally to the point of regional
hegemony. This is not necessarily an innate desire for domination but a strategic imperative born of a
dangerous world. This logic structures the grand strategies of major powers: China seeks to dominate the
Indo-Pacific to expel American influence, Russia seeks a buffer zone and a sphere of influence in Eastern
Europe, and the United States works to prevent any peer competitor from achieving regional hegemony.
Consequently, even cooperative initiatives within the substrate of interdependence—from climate
agreements to arms control—are constantly vulnerable to being subordinated to or dismantled by this
overarching, structuring pressure of anarchy, which ensures that conflict and competition remain the
default setting of international life.

2.3. The Core Mechanism: The Weaponization of Interdependence:

The most critical theoretical development for understanding 21st-century conflict is the concept of the
"weaponization of interdependence," as advanced by Farrell and Newman.® This mechanism provides the
missing link that explains how the cooperative substrate of Complex Interdependence is systematically
exploited to serve the competitive logic of Neorealism. It theorizes that the very global networks created
to facilitate cooperation and efficiency—finance, energy, information, and supply chains—are not neutral
conduits. Instead, their architecture creates critical chokepoints and positions of asymmetric
dependence. States that occupy central, "nodal™ positions within these networks can leverage their control
to coerce, sanction, and deter adversaries, transforming the tools of absolute gains into instruments of
relative advantage and strategic competition.

This weaponization operates across several key domains, each with distinct coercive logics. In the
financial domain, control over the global banking system—specifically the US dollar's role as the world's
reserve currency and American dominance over clearing systems like SWIFT—provides unparalleled
coercive power. By threatening to cut off a state, its companies, or its central bank from this financial
infrastructure, the US and its allies can inflict severe economic pain without firing a shot, as demonstrated
by the extensive sanctions’ regimes against Russia and Iran. In the energy domain, producers can
weaponize resource dependencies, as Russia did with its natural gas exports to Europe, using supply cuts
and price manipulation as a tool to weaken Western resolve and divide NATO. Conversely, consumers
can weaponize their markets, as seen with embargoes on oil and gas.

Furthermore, the information and technological domains have become primary battlegrounds. Control
over the underlying infrastructure of the internet, undersea cables, and key platforms allows for
surveillance, censorship, and the disruption of communication. More critically, dominance over critical
supply chains, such as for semiconductors or rare earth elements, provides a powerful coercive tool. By
restricting access to these foundational technologies, as the US has done by limiting China's access to
advanced chips’, a state can throttle a rival's economic and military modernization. This is not traditional
warfare; it is a form of strategic strangulation that exploits the very specialisation and efficiency of the
globalized economy. The core insight is that in this new era, power is derived not just from controlling
territory, but from controlling the networks that make the modern world function. This mechanism ensures
that economic interdependence does not lead to peace, but to a more complex, pervasive, and insidious
form of geoeconomic conflict woven into the fabric of daily life.

2.4. Operationalizing the Framework:

To empirically ground our synthesized theoretical framework, we must translate its core components into
a set of testable variables that can be tracked across the four regional case studies. This process of
operationalization allows us to move from the abstract claim that "anarchy and weaponized
interdependence explain global reverberations” to a concrete analysis of how this occurs. The framework

® Tbid

" Shivakumar, S., Wessner, C., & Howell, T. (2025, May 7). The Limits of Chip Export Controls in Meeting the China
Challenge. Center for Strategic and International Studies. https://www.csis.org/analysis/limits-chip-export-controls-meeting-

china-challenge
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IS built upon a causal logic where the structural pressure of anarchy creates the conditions for states to
identify and exploit critical nodes of global interdependence, the weaponization of which, in turn,
produces observable global reverberations.

The first key variable, the structural pressure of anarchy and the distribution of power, manifests
empirically through specific state behaviours driven by survival and competition. We can expect to
observe this through actions such as hard-balancing behaviour, evidenced by the formation of new
alliances like AUKUS or the reinforcement of existing ones like NATO. It will also be visible in direct
hegemonic contestation, where a rising or revisionist power undertakes military or coercive actions to
challenge the status quo, such as China's island-building in the South China Sea® or Russia's invasion of
Ukraine. Furthermore, this structural pressure often leads to proxy conflict, where great powers like
Russia or Iran support non-state actors in regions like Africa or West Asia to contest influence at a lower
cost and risk.

The central mechanism of this framework, the weaponization of interdependence, is operationalized by
identifying the exploitation of specific nodes within global networks. In the financial domain, this
manifests as the use of targeted sanctions and exclusion from systems like SWIFT® to cripple an
adversary's economy. In the energy sector, it appears as the deliberate manipulation of resource flows
and prices, such as OPEC+ production cuts or Russian gas shut-offs.° The information and technology
realm shows weaponization through state-sponsored cyberattacks, disinformation campaigns, and export
controls on critical technologies like semiconductors, aimed at throttling a rival's economic and military
advancement.

Finally, the dependent variable of global reverberations represents the systemic outcomes of these
interactions. These are the tangible spillover effects that define the interconnected nature of modern
conflict. We can track them through economic shockwaves, such as global inflation triggered by energy
price spikes or food shortages arising from blockaded sea lanes. Normative erosion is another key
manifestation, visible in the violation of international laws on territorial integrity and the resulting
paralysis of multilateral institutions like the UN Security Council. Ultimately, these reverberations
culminate in security externalities—such as the global diffusion of hybrid warfare tactics and increased
military spending—and profound humanitarian crises, where mass displacement creates regional
instability and fuels political tensions far from the original conflict zone. By applying this structured lens,
each case study will systematically reveal the pathways through which regional conflicts are amplified
into global systemic challenges.

Methodology: A Structured, Focused Comparison and Systems Analysis

To rigorously investigate the complex interplay between regional conflicts and global reverberations, this
paper employs a hybrid methodological approach that combines the analytical clarity of structured
comparison with the holistic perspective of systems-level analysis. The research design begins with the
deliberate selection of four critical theatres—Europe, West Asia, Africa, and the Indo-Pacific—as
they represent the most salient and interconnected nodes of contemporary crisis. These cases are not
chosen in isolation; they are selected because they collectively capture the full spectrum of security
challenges, from traditional interstate war to hybrid conflict and geopolitical competition, while also being
demonstrably linked through the strategic interests of major global powers. This selection provides a
diverse yet representative basis for analysing how localized instability triggers systemic consequences.

8 Southerland, M. & U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission. (2016). China’s island building in the South
China Sea: damage to the marine environment, implications, and international law (J. W. McManus, F. E. Muller-Karger, &

R. Pete Pedrozo, Eds.).
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Research/China%27s%201sland%20Building%20in%20the%20South%20China%20
Sea_0.pdf

® What is SWIFT? What to know about the SWIFT banking system | Stripe. (2025, January 23).
https://stripe.com/in/resources/more/what-is-swift

10 KORTEWEG, R., Policy Department, Directorate-General for External Policies, GARCES DE LOS FAYOS, E, &
BARTCZAK, K. (2018). Energy as a tool of foreign policy of authoritarian states, in particular Russia. In G. MACSAI (Ed.),
Policy Department, Directorate-General for External Policies [Report]. European Union. https://doi.org/10.2861/951739
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The primary analytical tool is the Structured, Focused Comparison, as developed by Alexander George
and Andrew Bennett. This method ensures methodological rigor and cross-case comparability by applying
a consistent set of analytical questions to each of the four regional case studies. Each case will be
systematically examined through the lens of our operationalized framework, focusing on: (1) the local
drivers and historical context of the conflict; (2) the manifestation of global power rivalries within the
theatre; (3) the specific global reverberations produced, particularly through the weaponization of
interdependence; and (4) the inter-theatre spillover effects. This structured approach allows for the
isolation of key variables and the identification of patterns that would be lost in a singular, in-depth case
study.

However, to fully capture the dynamic and interconnected nature of the subject, this paper supplements
the comparative method with a Systems-Level Analysis. This involves modelling the international system
as a complex adaptive system to trace the non-linear and cascading effects of regional conflicts. We will
specifically map feedback loops (e.g., how energy revenue from one conflict fuels military spending in
another), network effects (e.g., how the actions of a transnational actor like the Wagner Group create
linkages between African instability and European security), and models of cascading disruption (e.g.,
how a blockade in one region triggers a global food or energy crisis). The analysis will rely on a
triangulation of data sources, including primary documents from governments and international
organizations, quantitative datasets on conflict, trade, and energy flows, and robust secondary scholarly
analysis, while acknowledging constraints related to information accessibility and the evolving nature of
the conflicts under study.

Case Study I: Europe — The Ukraine War as Systemic Catalyst

The war in Ukraine!! stands as a paradigmatic example of a regional conflict that has acted as a systemic
catalyst, fundamentally reshaping the global landscape. The local drivers of the conflict are deeply rooted
in history and contested sovereignty. From the Ukrainian perspective, the conflict is an existential struggle
for national self-determination and territorial integrity against a neo-imperial aggressor. From the
Kremlin's viewpoint, it is a response to a historical and cultural claim to Ukraine, combined with a strategic
imperative to prevent what it perceives as an existential threat: the eastward expansion of NATO, a
military alliance of a rival power bloc. This clash over sovereignty and spheres of influence provided the
combustible material for a wider conflagration.

This local context provided the stage for the acute manifestation of global rivalries. The conflict rapidly
crystallized into a proxy war between Russia and a US-led Western coalition, which has supplied Ukraine
with unprecedented levels of financial, intelligence, and military aid. Beyond this core dichotomy, the war
has highlighted the complex roles of other global actors. China has pursued a strategy of strategic
ambiguity, providing Moscow with an economic lifeline!? while officially calling for peace, thereby
positioning itself as a counterweight to Western influence. Meanwhile, the "Global South," including
major powers like India and Brazil, has largely refused to align with the Western coalition, reflecting a
broader dissatisfaction with the US-led order and a desire for a more multipolar world.

The global reverberations of the war have been profound, demonstrating the direct weaponization of
interdependence. Russia’s initial weaponization of energy interdependence by curtailing natural gas
flows to Europe triggered a continent-wide energy crisis, forcing a frantic and permanent reconfiguration
of global LNG markets and plunging economies into recession’®. Simultaneously, the blockade of Black
Sea ports weaponized food interdependence, threatening famine in import-dependent nations across
Africa and the Middle East, and leading to the fragile Black Sea Grain Initiative as a stopgap measure. At
a deeper level, the invasion constitutes a stark normative erosion, delivering the most significant

Y War in Ukraine | Global Conflict Tracker. (n.d.). Global Conflict Tracker. https:/www.cfr.org/global-conflict-
tracker/conflict/conflict-ukraine

12 The China-Russia-North Korea alliance that needs no name. (n.d.). Lowy Institute. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-
interpreter/china-russia-north-korea-alliance-needs-no-name

13 Abuls, K. (2023). Russia's weaponization of energy in Europe; Its implications for the region and on European energy
security  [Proyek  Capstone  Kehormatan,  Syracuse  University]. @~ SURFACE at Syracuse  University.
https://surface.syr.edu/honors capstone/1864
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challenge to the UN Charter’s principles of territorial integrity and the prohibition of aggressive force
since World War I, thereby undermining the foundational legitimacy of the liberal international order.

Finally, the war has generated significant inter-theatre spillover, creating strategic opportunities and
challenges elsewhere. The massive diversion of Western military, economic, and diplomatic resources to
Ukraine created a perceived power vacuum exploited by other actors. In Africa, this has empowered the
expansion of Russian mercenary groups like the Wagner Group®, which have filled security voids,
supported anti-Western juntas, and secured resource concessions. In West Asia, it has complicated US
diplomatic efforts, for instance, by creating tensions with Saudi Arabia over oil production and providing
Iran with more strategic space to advance its nuclear and regional ambitions. Thus, the Ukraine war is not
a contained European event but a central catalyst whose shockwaves are actively reshaping the
geopolitical dynamics of other critical regions.

Case Study II: West Asia — The Permanent Crisis Node

West Asia functions as a permanent node of crisis in the global system, where deep-seated local conflicts
are perpetually amplified by the involvement of extra-regional powers. The local drivers of instability are
a complex and interlocking web. The enduring Israeli-Palestinian conflict' remains a potent symbol of
historical grievance and national aspiration, continuously fuelling regional anger. This is overlaid with the
sectarian and geopolitical contest for regional hegemony between Sunni-led Saudi Arabia and Shia-led
Iran, a rivalry that plays out across the region in proxy conflicts from Yemen to Syria. Compounding this
is the assertive foreign policy of Turkey, which under President Erdogan seeks to reclaim a leadership role
as a neo-Ottoman power®®, further complicating the regional balance. These internal fractures create a
landscape perpetually ripe for external intervention and global spillover.

This fractured landscape provides a fertile ground for the manifestation of global rivalries. The United
States' long-standing security architecture, built around alliances with Israel and Gulf Arab states, is being
directly challenged. Russia, having secured a permanent military foothold in Syria,” uses the region as a
stage to project power and divert Western resources, while China is making significant strategic and
economic inroads. Beijing’s brokering of a détente between Iran and Saudi Arabia in 2023 was a landmark
event®®, signalling its ambition to reshape the region's diplomatic architecture and challenge the US role
as primary security guarantor. The region is thus a chessboard where global powers vie for influence, with
middle powers like Turkey, Iran, and Saudi Arabia skilfully playing these rivalries to their own advantage.

The global reverberations emanating from this node are immediate and profound, primarily through the
lever of energy. As the world's key oil-producing region, decisions made by OPEC+, a cartel now heavily
influenced by a Russian-Saudi alliance, directly dictate global energy prices, influencing inflation rates
and economic stability worldwide. Furthermore, the region remains a primary source of ideological and
security spillovers. It serves as a foundational narrative and recruiting tool for transnational jihadist
groups like ISIS and Al-Qaeda, whose ideology and terrorist tactics have inspired attacks across Africa,
Asia, and Europe. The region’s model of proxy warfare, pioneered by Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps,® has been exported, creating a template for deniable conflict that destabilizes entire regions.

14 Bauer, R., Gerber, A., Mueller, E. E., Weinbaum, C., Cormarie, P., Sotubo, O., Kong, W., Brown, A., Shostak, M., &
Abdurahaman, Z. F. (2025, May 1). Russian mercenary and paramilitary groups in Africa: Examining changes and impacts
since the Wagner Rebellion. RAND. https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2613-1.html

5 Israeli-Palestinian Conflict | Global Conflict Tracker. (n.d.). Global Conflict Tracker. https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-
tracker/conflict/israeli-palestinian-conflict

18 Why Erdogan, not Netanyahu, is the real threat to Middle East peace - opinion. (2025, July 10). The Jerusalem Post |
JPost.com. https://www.jpost.com/opinion/article-860485

17 Russia’s enduring grip on Syria. (n.d.). Royal United Services Institute. https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-
research/publications/commentary/russias-enduring-grip-syria

18 Dagres, H. (2024, March 6). 4 year ago, Beijing brokered an Iran-Saudi deal. How does détente look today? - Atlantic
Council. Atlantic Council. https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/iran-saudi-arabia-china-deal-one-year/

19 Simsek, H. F. (2025). Iran’s proxy war paradox: strategic gains, control issues, and operational constraints. Small Wars and
Insurgencies, 36(6), 997-1024. https://doi.org/10.1080/09592318.2025.2512807
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Finally, the inter-theatre spillover® from West Asia creates critical feedback loops with other conflict
zones. The vast energy revenues accrued by petrostates, particularly during price spikes caused by the
Ukraine war, provide them with the financial means to pursue more assertive foreign policies, including
funding proxies or acquiring advanced weapons systems. Conversely, great power diplomacy in the region
has direct consequences for other theatres. China's mediation between Iran and Saudi Arabia?! was not
only a challenge to US dominance in West Asia but also a strategic move to secure its energy supplies and
potentially free Tehran to more directly support Russia in Ukraine with military hardware. Thus, every
diplomatic manoeuvre or conflict in West Asia sends ripples across the global strategic landscape, directly
impacting the calculus of power in Europe, Africa, and the Indo-Pacific.

Case Study III: Africa — Zone of Fragility and Resource Contestation

Africa, particularly the Sahel and the Congo Basin, represents a critical theatre where internal fragility
intersects with intensifying global competition, transforming local crises into issues of worldwide strategic
concern. The local drivers of conflict are deeply rooted in a triad of interconnected crises. Pervasive
governance failures, characterized by corruption, weak institutions, and a lack of public services?, have
eroded the social contract between states and their citizens. This is exacerbated by longstanding ethnic
strife and competition over dwindling resources, which are being violently intensified by climate-
induced stress. In the Sahel, desertification pushes herders and farmers into conflict, while across the
continent, climate shocks disrupt livelihoods and fuel displacement. This toxic combination creates vast
ungoverned spaces where insurgencies and criminal networks can flourish.

These local vulnerabilities have opened the door for a stark manifestation of global rivalries, as external
powers vie for influence and resources. The region has become an arena for a new "scramble,” defined by
the retreat of traditional powers and the advance of new actors. France, the former colonial power, has
significantly drawn down its counter-terrorism operations in the Sahel amid a wave of anti-Western
sentiment and military coups?. Filling this vacuum, Russia's Wagner Group has emerged as a key
security partner for juntas in Mali, Burkina Faso,?* and beyond, offering regime security in exchange for
lucrative mining concessions and strategic influence. Meanwhile, China pursues a distinct but equally
impactful strategy, leveraging massive infrastructure investments and debt diplomacy through its Belt and
Road Initiative to secure long-term access to critical minerals and expand its economic footprint,? while
the United States maintains a more limited presence focused on counter-terrorism and diplomatic
engagement.

The global reverberations from this contest over fragility are twofold and profound. First, Africa’s
position as a repository of critical minerals—including over 70% of the world's cobalt, ?vital for the
global green energy transition and technology sector—places it at the heart of geoeconomic competition.
Instability in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) or other resource-rich nations directly
threatens global supply chains for batteries, electronics, and defence systems, granting outsized influence
to whichever external power can secure stable access. Second, the region is a primary source of
transnational security threats. The expansion of jihadist networks, such as the Islamic State and Al-
Qaeda affiliates across the Sahel and into coastal West Africa, creates an expanding zone of instability.

20 Mansour, 1., Baiche, A. The impact of BRICS expansion on rivalries in West Asia and North Africa. Asian Rev. Political
Econ. 4,10 (2025). https://doi.org/10.1007/s44216-025-00052-w

2L Ali, Z. (2023, June 23). Saudi-Iran deal: A test case of China’s role as an international mediator - Georgetown Journal of
International Affairs. Georgetown Journal of International Affairs. https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2023/06/23/saudi-iran-deal-a-
test-case-of-chinas-role-as-an-international-mediator/

22 View of Reinventing a Democratic Republic of Congo Free from Political Corruption. (n.d.).
https://journals.scholarpublishing.org/index.php/ASSRJ/article/view/18904/11348

28 Lewis, D. (2025, April 23). Shifting sands in security: Foreign Counterterrorism influences in the Sahel. Vision of
Humanity. https://www.visionofhumanity.org/shifting-sands-in-security-foreign-counterterrorism-influences-in-the-sahel/

24 Bhattacharya, S. (2025, June 27). Wagner’s final chapter in Africa. orfonline.org.
https://www.orfonline.org/research/wagner-s-final-chapter-in-africa

25 Bharti, M. S., & Kumari, S. (2024). China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Southeast Asia and its implications for ASEAN-
China strategic partnership. Asian Review of Political Economy, 3(1). https://doi.org/10.1007/s44216-024-00042-4

6 Africa’s critical mineral resources, a boon for intra-African trade and regional integration | United Nations Economic
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This, in turn, drives mass migration flows towards Europe, fuelling political crises and the rise of right-
wing populism within European Union member states.

Consequently, the inter-theatre spillover (Bonga-Bonga, 2022) from African instability is direct and
strategically significant. The recent wave of coups and political instability in the Sahel, often facilitated
by Wagner Group support, provides Moscow with strategic footholds that allow it to project power,
threaten NATO's southern flank, and divert Western attention and resources from the Ukrainian front.
This creates a direct, if asymmetric, linkage between the conflicts in Europe and Africa. Furthermore, the
competition for resource access in the Congo Basin is not merely an economic issue but a core front in
the US-China tech rivalry?’, impacting the global balance in high-technology industries. Therefore, Africa
is not a peripheral concern but an integral and active node in the global network of conflict, where local
governance failures are systematically exploited by global powers, with consequences that reverberate
through the world's economy and security architecture.

Case Study IV: The Indo-Pacific — The Latent Core Conflict

The Indo-Pacific is indisputably the central geopolitical theatre of the 21st century, hosting a latent
conflict whose dynamics are rapidly reshaping the global order. The region’s volatility stems from key
local drivers, primarily complex territorial and political disputes. These include the contentious maritime
sovereignty disputes in the South China Sea,?® where China's expansive "Nine-Dash Line" claims and
the militarization of artificial islands challenge UNCLOS and the principle of Freedom of Navigation,
creating constant friction. Most critically, the status of Taiwan remains the single most volatile flashpoint,
with any military action across the strait guaranteed to trigger a catastrophic conflict involving the U.S.
and its allies, immediately sending shockwaves through the global economy and security structure.

These local issues are critically magnified by the overarching manifestation of global rivalries, as the
Indo-Pacific has become the primary arena for the U.S.-China strategic competition?®. This contest
transcends mere military posturing—which includes frequent naval deployments and sophisticated missile
defence system installations—to encompass a fundamental ideological struggle over the region’s
normative framework. The U.S. champions a “free and open Indo-Pacific" based on rules and democratic
values, directly challenging China’s state-centric governance model and pursuit of regional hierarchy.

The potential for conflict in the Indo-Pacific generates immense global reverberations due to the region's
immense economic importance. A conflict would pose a severe threat to global commerce because over
50% of the world's maritime trade and energy supply passes through vital maritime chokepoints like the
Malacca and Taiwan Straits. Furthermore, the region is central to technological decoupling, exemplified
by the critical struggle for supremacy in semiconductors and Al. Taiwan's dominance in advanced
semiconductor production makes it the linchpin of the global industry®, driving the U.S. and China to
actively fragment their tech supply chains through export controls and massive state subsidies. In response
to this systemic threat, new alliance architectures have emerged, such as the Quad (U.S., Japan, India,
Australia) and the advanced technology sharing pact AUKUS (Australia, U.K., U.S.), signalling a
formalized multi-polar strategy of containment and balancing against Chinese ambitions.

Finally, the Indo-Pacific acts as a strategic focal point that causes significant inter-theatre spillover. The
official designation of the region as the U.S.'s "'priority theatre' necessitates a major pivot of military
and diplomatic resources to East Asia. This intense focus creates a reduced capacity for the U.S. to
engage simultaneously and decisively in other critical theatres, such as the War in Ukraine or persistent
instability in West Asia. By acting as a strategic sink for global resources, the Indo-Pacific effectively

27 Congo’s mineral curse fuels US-China rivalry. (n.d.). Lowy Institute. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/congo-
s-mineral-curse-fuels-us-china-rivalry

8 Territorial disputes in the South China Sea | Global Conflict Tracker. (n.d.). Global Conflict Tracker.
https://www.cftr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/territorial-disputes-south-china-sea

29 Monthly Review. (2025, September 8). Changes in U.S. grand strategy in the Indo-Pacific and China’s countermeasures -
Monthly review. https://monthlyreview.org/articles/changes-in-u-s-grand-strategy-in-the-indo-pacific-and-chinas-
countermeasures/

30 Pandit, P. (2025, September 11). The world’s dependency on Taiwan’s semiconductor industry is increasing. Vision of
Humanity. https://www.visionofhumanity.org/the-worlds-dependency-on-taiwans-semiconductor-industry-is-increasing/
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compels allies and regional middle powers in other areas to assume greater security responsibilities, thus
actively contributing to the multiplexity and regionalization of security governance across the entire
international system.

The Character of the Emerging World Order: A Multi-Polar Arena of Contestation
and Cooperation

The synthesis of evidence from the four regional case studies reveals that the post-liberal world order is
not coalescing around a new, coherent hegemony or a unified set of rules. Instead, it is crystallizing into
a multi-polar arena of contestation and cooperation. This is not the stable, balance-of-power
multipolarity of the 19th century, but a volatile and fragmented system defined by the simultaneous
existence of deep interdependence and intense strategic rivalry. Its character is defined by three
interlocking features:

1. Issue-Specific, Transactional Cooperation

The era of broad, principled alliances bound by a shared vision of global order is receding. In its place,
cooperation has become transactional and situational, formed around specific issues where interests
temporarily align, even among strategic competitors. This is a direct consequence of the weaponization of
interdependence; states collaborate within the very networks they otherwise seek to dominate. For
instance, the United States and China remain locked in a fierce technological and geopolitical rivalry, yet
they may engage in limited cooperation on climate change or pandemic response, recognizing the mutual
threat. Similarly, the Black Sea Grain Initiative *was a quintessential example of transactional
cooperation: it involved bitter adversaries (Russia and Ukraine) and a mediator (Turkey) temporarily
collaborating to alleviate a global food crisis, even as the underlying war continued. This issue-based
alignment extends to middle powers like India, which partners with the US in the Quad to counter Chinese
maritime expansion while simultaneously maintaining a strategic partnership with and purchasing oil from
Russia. Alliances are no longer "till death do us part" commitments, but rather "“for this purpose, at this
time" arrangements.

2. The Persistence of Conflict within a State of Deep Interdependence

The foundational assumption of liberal theory—that economic interdependence makes war prohibitively
costly and thus obsolete—has been decisively refuted. The new order is defined by the paradox of conflict
enmeshed within interconnection. States do not seek to disengage from the global system entirely;
rather, they compete within it, using its networks as both shields and swords. The substrate of Complex
Interdependence has not eliminated conflict but has changed its character and instruments. We see this
in the prevalence of hybrid warfare—cyberattacks on critical infrastructure, disinformation campaigns
on global social media, and economic coercion—all of which are waged below the threshold of formal,
declared war. The Ukraine conflict is the ultimate testament to this: a brutal, high-intensity conventional
war is being fought alongside a parallel battle of financial sanctions, energy blackmail, and information
warfare, demonstrating that interdependence does not prevent conflict but simply provides a new, more
complex battlefield. The world has entered a state of perpetual, low-grade conflict where the lines between
war and peace are permanently blurred.

3. The Decline of Universal Norms and the Rise of Normative Fragmentation

The liberal international order was built on a claim to universalism—the promotion of democracy, human
rights, and the inviolability of rules-based conduct. This claim has shattered, giving way to an era of
normative fragmentation. The core institutions and principles of the old order, such as the UN Charter’s
provisions on territorial integrity and the prohibition of aggressive force, are now openly contested and
selectively applied. Russia's invasion of Ukraine is the most blatant example of this erosion, but it is part
of a broader pattern. China promotes an alternative, sovereignty-centric model of global governance
%that prioritizes non-interference and state-led development, an attractive proposition for many
governments in the Global South wary of Western conditionalities. This has led to a world where spheres

81 Wintour, P. (2023, July 21). What was the Black Sea grain deal and why did it collapse? The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jul/20/what-was-the-black-sea-grain-deal-and-why-did-it-collapse
32 Trace China’s rise to power. (n.d.). https://www.cfr.org/china-global-governance/
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of influence are re-emerging, each with its own associated normative framework. The international system
is no longer oriented toward a single, universally accepted "pole” of legitimacy. Instead, it is characterized
by a clash of competing visions—a liberal vision championed by a weakening West, an authoritarian state-
capitalist vision promoted by China and Russia, and a post-colonial, non-aligned perspective from the
Global South. This fragmentation ensures that global governance is increasingly gridlocked and that basic
principles, once considered sacrosanct, are now up for grabs in the great power contest.
In conclusion, the emerging world order is not a tidy system but a contentious and fluid arena. It is defined
by the uneasy coexistence of cooperation and conflict, where the very networks that bind the global
economy together have become the primary instruments of strategic competition. This results in a system
that is less predictable, more volatile, and fundamentally defined by the absence of a single, overarching
authority or shared set of rules—a true multiplex world of contested multipolarity.

CONCLUSION

This research has demonstrated that the central research question—how regional conflicts in Europe, West
Asia, Africa, and the Indo-Pacific interconnect to produce global reverberations—is answered through the
powerful, synergistic operation of two mechanisms. First, the structural pressure of anarchy drives
major and regional powers to engage in multi-theatre competition, transforming local conflicts into proxy
battlegrounds in a broader struggle for security and influence. Second, and most critically, this competition
is executed through the weaponization of the globalized substrate of interdependence. The empirical
evidence from the four case studies reveals a consistent pattern: the networks of energy, finance, food,
and information that constitute the backbone of the global economy are systematically exploited as
instruments of coercion. The Ukraine war weaponized energy and grain; West Asia leverages oil and
ideological networks; Africa is a theatre for the weaponization of critical mineral supply chains; and the
Indo-Pacific contest is fundamentally over technological and maritime chokepoints. The "global
reverberations" 33are therefore not accidental spillover but the direct, systemic outcomes of this deliberate
strategy, resulting in a world order defined by persistent, interconnected volatility.

The primary theoretical contribution of this paper is the development and application of a dialectical
framework that synthesizes the insights of Neorealism and the theory of Complex Interdependence. It
moves beyond the sterile debate pitting anarchy against cooperation by demonstrating that they are two
sides of the same coin in the 21st century. Neorealism alone cannot explain why states choose sanctions
over tanks or cyberattacks over invasions. Complex Interdependence alone cannot explain why economic
interconnectedness has not led to peace but to geoeconomic fragmentation. Our framework resolves this
by positing that the deep interconnectedness described by Keohane and Nye provides the very medium
through which the competitive logic of Waltz and Mearsheimer is now primarily expressed. The concept
of "weaponized interdependence™ is the crucial linchpin in this synthesis, providing a concrete
mechanism that explains how the tools of globalization are converted into levers of power politics, offering
a more robust and empirically grounded explanation for the current era of hybrid conflict and fragmented
order.

The analysis conducted here yields several critical policy implications for navigating this new era:

e The Need for Integrated, Cross-Regional Analysis: Foreign and security policy can no longer
be conducted in regional silos. A crisis in the Sahel has direct implications for European migration
and Russian influence; a diplomatic manoeuvre in the Gulf impacts energy prices and the strategic
calculus regarding Ukraine. Policymakers must adopt a "systems-aware™ approach that actively
maps the secondary and tertiary effects of actions in one theatre on the stability of others, breaking
down the institutional stovepipes that hinder a holistic understanding of global security.

e The Imperative of Building National and Systemic Resilience: In an age of weaponized
interdependence, the classic goal of deterrence must be supplemented by a new focus on resilience.
Nations must reduce critical vulnerabilities in their supply chains (e.g., for energy, semiconductors,
critical minerals), fortify their financial and digital infrastructure against coercion, and diversify
their economic partnerships. This is not a retreat from globalization but a strategic effort to reduce

33 Review, H. (2025, September 15). Global reverberations: What Europe’s war preparations mean for the horn. HORN
REVIEW. https://hornreview.org/2025/09/15/global-reverberations-what-europes-war-preparations-mean-for-the-horn/
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the leverage that adversaries can wield, thereby making weaponization less effective and conflict
less likely.

e The Challenges for Multilateralism and Conflict Prevention: The erosion of universal norms
and the rise of a multi-polar arena of contestation present a profound challenge to traditional
multilateralism. The UN Security Council is often paralyzed, and broad-based treaties are
increasingly difficult to negotiate. In this context, the future of cooperation likely lies in more
flexible, often smaller-scale *"Mini lateral™ or “plurilateral’ initiatives (like the Quad or
AUKUS) focused on specific functional issues. Furthermore, conflict prevention becomes
exponentially more difficult in an interconnected system, as local triggers can have immediate
global consequences. This necessitates a renewed, if more modest, focus on confidence-building
measures, crisis communication channels, and the strengthening of international law where
possible, even as its foundations are being actively challenged. The task is no longer to build a
universal liberal order but to manage the inevitable friction of a fragmented one.

The Way Forward: Research and Policy in an Interconnected Age

The analysis presented in this paper underscores a world at a structural inflection point. Navigating this
new reality requires both a refinement of academic inquiry and the development of innovative, adaptive
policy strategies. The way forward is not to restore a bygone hegemonic order, but to manage complexity
and build stability within a contested, multipolar system.

I. Agenda for Future Research

To deepen our understanding of this interconnected conflict system, future research should pursue several
promising avenues:

1. Quantifying Interconnection: Develop metrics and models to measure the density and direction of
spillover effects between conflict theatres. This could involve network analysis to map the flow of
fighters, weapons, capital, and disinformation, and economic modeling to precisely calculate the
cascading impacts of weaponized interdependence on global GDP, inflation, and trade.

2. The Agency of the "Global South™: A critical area of study is the evolving role of middle powers
and Global South nations (e.g., India, Brazil, Indonesia, South Africa). Research should investigate
their strategies for navigating great power rivalry, their capacity to act as "swing states,"” and their
potential to form new, non-aligned blocs that shape the rules of the emerging order.

3. Non-State Actor Ecosystems: Examine the structure and evolution of the transnational ecosystem
of non-state actors, including private military companies (like the Wagner Group), transnational
criminal networks, and digital platforms. Understanding their relationships with state sponsors and
their role as vectors of conflict diffusion is essential.

4. The Governance of Emerging Technologies: Focused research is needed on the geopolitical
impacts of transformative technologies like Artificial Intelligence, quantum computing, and
synthetic biology. A key question is whether these technologies will become new domains of
weaponized interdependence or potential avenues for new, albeit fragile, arms control regimes.

I1. Refined Policy Prescriptions
Moving beyond broad principles, policymakers must adopt a more granular and proactive stance:

1. From Siloed Departments to "Situational Awareness Hubs": Foreign ministries and intelligence
agencies should establish permanent, cross-functional teams dedicated to mapping inter-theatre
connections. These hubs would use data analytics and war-gaming to anticipate second- and third-
order effects of policy decisions, ensuring that a sanctions policy in Europe, for instance, is
evaluated for its impact on food security in Africa and strategic alignments in West Asia.

2. ATiered Resilience Strategy: Building resilience requires a tiered approach:

o National Level: Mandate stress-testing of critical national infrastructure (energy grids,
financial systems, data networks) against geopolitical shocks. Diversify import sources and
onshore/shore-near the production of absolutely critical goods.
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o Alliance Level: Develop "alliance resilience plans™ with trusted partners. This includes
coordinated stockpiling of resources, shared early-warning systems for hybrid threats, and
joint investments in alternative supply chains for critical technologies and minerals.

o Systemic Level: Work with a wide range of partners, including competitors, to establish
rudimentary "guardrails” on the most destabilizing forms of weaponized interdependence,
such as attacks on the global financial messaging infrastructure or the core of the internet.

Adaptive and Inclusive Multilateralism: Accept that the era of universal, top-down governance is
over. Instead, pursue a multi-track approach:

o Reinforce Effective Mini laterals: Strengthen functional coalitions like the Quad and
AUKUS, ensuring they deliver concrete public goods (e.g., vaccine diplomacy,
infrastructure funding, maritime security) to demonstrate the value of cooperation.

o Cultivate "Coalitions of the Willing": For specific issues like climate change or pandemic
preparedness, build ad-hoc coalitions that include rival powers, focusing on narrow,
actionable goals where mutual interest is undeniable.

o Revitalize What Works: Protect and modernize the technical, apolitical institutions of
global governance (e.g., the International Civil Aviation Organization, the World
Meteorological Organization) that remain essential for daily global functioning, insulating
them from geopolitical disputes where possible.

In conclusion, the way forward requires a shift from control to agility, from dominance to resilience, and
from universalism to pragmatic, issue-focused collaboration. The aim is not to eliminate the inherent
competition in the multipolar arena but to develop a system that is strong enough to endure shocks and
adaptable enough to capitalize on rare opportunities for cooperation.
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