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The Twilight of the Rules-Based Order: The Return of Hard Power

By Dr. RAJEEB MISRA, Ph.D.

Fehruar}r 28, 2026 was
not just another geopo-
litical crisis—it was a turn-
ing point. It marked the
beginning of the twilight of
the rules-based order and a
clear signal that Pax Ameri-
cana is pushing back.

What started as Operation
Epic Fury, a joint U.S.-Israel
strike on Iran’s nuclear and
military sites, has quickly
grown into a much larger
confrontation. In a matter
of weeks, long-standing dip-
lomatic norms have weak-
ened, global trade routes
have been disrupted, and
the risk of major power con-
flict, with involvement of not
less than fifty-odd nations,
has returned.

As Tehran faces heavy
strikes and the contol of the
Strait of Hormuz turns the
bone of contention, shaking
global markets, one question
stands out: is this a tempo-
rary shock, or the start of a
new phase where the United
States is fighting to hold—
and reshape—the global or-
der it once led?

The Casus Belli: Why the
Clock Struck Midnight

The decision to launch a
direct military strike on Iran
was not sudden; it was the
result of mounting pressure
and a collapsing strategic
framework. What changed
in 2026 was not intent, but
urgency—and that urgency
reflects a deeper shift in how
Pax Americana now oper-
ates: less as a manager of or-
der, and more as its defender.

At the core of this escala-
tion was the growing anxiety
surrounding Irans nuclear
program. By early 2026, the
International Atomic Energy
Agency had effectively lost
meaningful oversight over
Irans enrichment activities.
The opacity surrounding fa-
cilities such as Natanz and
Fordow heightened fears that
Iran had reached “threshold
capability, where weapon-
ization could occur with-
in weeks. This uncertainty
forced Washington and Tel
Aviv into a stark calculation:
act now or risk losing deter-
rence entirely.

Alongside this, Irans
internal instability created
what some policymakers
saw as a strategic opening.
Economic collapse, infla-
tion, and unemployment
triggered widespread pro-
tests, exposing cracks in the
regimes legitimacy. How-
ever, rather than weakening
Iran decisively, this instabil-
ity risked hardening resis-
tance—especially in the face
of external attack.

The final trigger was the
collapse of diplomacy The
failure of the 2025 negotia-
tions signaled that the old
tools of the rules-based or-
der—sanctions, agreements,
inspections—were no lon-
ger sufficient. As diplomatic
credibility eroded, military
force re-emerged not as a
first choice, but as the only

remaining lever of control.

The Ideological Engine:
Revolutionary Doctrine and
Strategic Resistance

The persistence of this
conflict cannot be under-
stood without recognizing
the ideological foundations
of the Iranian state—and
how they clash with the
Western-led order.

Since 1979, Iran has op-
erated under the doctrine of
Velayat-e Fagih, where po-
litical authority is fused with
religious legitimacy. This
creates a system in which
compromise is not merely
political—it can be framed
as ideological surrender. In
such a framework, confron-
tation with external powers,
especially the United States,
becomes existential.

At the same time, the
United States views itself as
the principal guarantor of a
rules-based order grounded
in sovereignty, stable trade,
and non-proliferation. How-
ever, it is equally driven to
preserve the structural pillars
of its global primacy—name-
ly the dominance of the US
dollar in international trade,
the continued centrality of
SWIFT in global financial
flows, and assured access to
the world’s critical resources.

Together, these sustain
Americas position as the
preeminent global power.
What we are witnessing in
2026, therefore, is not mere-
ly a regional conflict, but a
clash between two compet-
ing visions of order—one
revolutionary and resistant,
the other institutional, de-
fensive, and rooted in power.

Iran’s strategy of export-
ing its influence through
aligned movements across
the region further ampli-
fies this tension. This is not
classical expansionism; it is
influence without borders,
operating through ideolo-
gy, networks, and indirect
control. For Pax Americana,
this represents a direct chal-
lenge—not just to power, but
to the very structure of the
system it built.

Scriptural Friction: Nar-
rative as a Tool of Power

Religion in this conflict
is often overstated as a cause
but underestimated as a tool.
Concepts such as jihad are
invoked not as fixed doc-
trines, but as flexible narra-
tives that help mobilize sup-
port and legitimize actions.

In Irans case, religious
language strengthens in-
ternal cohesion and frames
geopolitical goals in moral
terms. However, this should
not be mistaken for purely
theological motivation. The
real driver remains strategic
survival and regional influ-
ence.
What makes the current
moment dangerous is not
religion itself, but the way it
is used to harden positions
and reduce space for com-
promise. When conflicts are
framed in absolute terms, di-

plomacy weakens—and con-
frontation more likely.

The  Architecture of
Asymmetric Power: The
Proxy Advantage

Iran’s most effective chal-
lenge to Pax Americana has
not been direct confronta-
tion, but asymmetric strate-
gy

Through networks built
over decades—ranging from
Hezbollah to regional mili-
tias—Iran has created a sys-
tem of indirect power pro-
jection. This allows it to exert
influence, disrupt stability,
and challenge adversaries
without engaging in full-
scale war.

For the United States, this
model represents a structural
threat. It undermines con-
ventional deterrence and
stretches the rules-based sys-
tem into areas where attribu-
tion is unclear and response
is difficult.

The current military
campaign can therefore be
seen as an attempt not just to
weaken Iran, but to disman-
tle this entire architecture.
However, this carries signif-
icant risk. If these networks
activate in response, the con-
flict could expand rapidly be-
yond traditional battlefields,
making control far more dif-
ficult.

Power Behind the Nar-
rative: Control, Not Civili-
zation

Despite the rhetoric,
this is not a clash of civili-
zations—it is a contest for
control.

At stake are critical en-
ergy routes, regional dom-
inance, and the ability to
shape the security architec-
ture of the Middle East. The
Strait of Hormuz, through
which a significant portion
of global oil flows, is more
than a geographic choke-
point—it is a lever of global
influence.

Religion and ideology
provide the language of con-
flict, but power defines its
direction. Now that power is
being contested openly and
directly as never before.

The Great Power Dimen-
sion: Pax Americana Under
Pressure

This conflict has moved
beyond the Middle East—it
is now a test of the global or-

der itself.
Chinas dependence on
energy flows through the

Gulf makes stability essen-
tial, yet its rivalry with the
United States complicates
coordination. Any disrup-
tion in maritime routes risks
economic consequences that
extend far beyond the region.
Russia, meanwhile, ben-
efits from higher energy
prices and the diversion of
Western attention, but pro-
longed instability introduces
uncertainty even for those
who appear to gain in the
short term.
India finds itself balanc-
strategic partnerships
economic necessity,

ing
with

highlighting the challenges
faced by emerging powers in
a shifting global landscape.

What is clear is that Pax
Americana is no longer op-
erating uncontested. It is
now being tested simultane-
ously across regions—and
responding more assertively
than before.

Economic Shockwaves:
The Cost of Disorder

The economic impact of
the conflict has reinforced
a central reality: the rules-
based order was not just po-
litical —it was economic.

Energy prices have
surged, supply chains have
been disrupted, and infla-
tionary pressures have re-
turned. Shipping risks in
the Strait of Hormuz have
increased costs globally, af-
fecting everything from fuel
to food.

Financial markets have
reacted with volatility, as in-
vestors seek stability in an
increasingly uncertain en-
vironment. Emerging econ-
omies, in particular, face
heightened vulnerability.

These disruptions high-
light what is truly at stake.
The erosion of order is not
abstract—it has direct con-
sequences for global pros-
perity.

Alliance Fractures: Lim-
its of the Old System

The crisis has also re-
vealed cracks within allianc-
es that once appeared stable.

Differences in priorities
and risk tolerance have led
to varied responses among
Western partners. Some
support strong action, while
others remain cautious, con-
cerned about escalation and
economic fallout.

At the same time, many
countries in the Global
South are increasingly un-
willing to align automatically
with Western positions. This
reflects a broader shift to-
ward a more fragmented and
multipolar world.

For Pax Americana, this
represents a deeper chal-
lenge: maintaining lead-
ership in a system where
consensus is no longer guar-
anteed.

The Escalation Ladder: A
Narrowing Path

The path forward is un-
certain—and  increasingly
NArrow.

De-escalation remains
possible, but it would re-
quire concessions that may
be politically difhcult for all
sides. More likely is a period
of continued tension, with
asymmetric actions expand-
ing the scope of the conflict.

The risk of regional war
remains real, and the pos-
sibility of great-power con-
frontationcannot be ignored.

Each step forward reduc-
es room for error.

The Structural Crisis: The
Twilight Becomes Visible

What sets 2026 apart is
not just the scale of the con-
flict, but what it exposes. The
rules-based order is no lon-

ger operating from a position
of strength; its core instru-
ments—diplomacy, deter-
rence, and cooperation—are
visibly under strain. At the
same time, the United States
is no longer managing the
system from ungquestioned
dominance, but actively
defending it. Its appeals to
NATO allies underline a
deeper concern: acting alone
risks pushing the conflict
into a prolonged war that
serves no ones interest.

This is the essence of the
twilight moment—the sys-
tem still stands, but its au-
thority is no longer uncon-
tested.

Condlusion: The
Americana Fights Back

The events of 2026 are
not just another geopoliti-
cal crisis—they are a turn-
ing point. They expose the
growing strain on the rules-
based order and signal that
Pax Americana is no longer
operating from a position of
unquestioned dominance,
but from one of active resis-
tance.

This is not merely a fight
over territory or influence; it
is a battle over who sets the
rules in a rapidly changing,
multipolar world. The old or-
der is under pressure, and the
United States is now moving
decisively to defend—and re-
shape—it.

What happens next will
define the global system for
years to come. The choices
made in the coming weeks
will not just decide the out-
come of this conflict, but the
future balance of power itsell
for at least next ten years.

Pax Americana is no lon-
ger uncontested—but it is
far from over. It is pushing
back, hard, to retain its place
in a world that is no longer
willing to follow without
question.Major powers are
reassessing the strengths and
limits of American power as
they recalibrate their future
strategies vis-a-vis the Unit-
ed States.

In doing so, the United
States stands at the threshold
of a new and defining chap-
ter in its global role. In this
unfolding moment, Presi-
dent Trump has the oppor-
tunity to be remembered as
a transformative leader—one
who reshaped the trajectory
of American power in the
face of intense challenges.

(The author served at
a premier Government
of India development

financial institution in a

senior capacity and can

be reached at misral960@
gmail.com.)
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