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Abstract

The liberal international order, as a project, was placed prominently on the
agenda of Western countries—particularly the United States—especially in
the aftermath of World War Il. The idea through which this order took
shape and evolved can be conceptualized within the framework of liberal
internationalism. The central question of this study is: How does the liberal
international order evolve? The hypothesis under examination posits that
the liberal international order has passed through three stages—namely, a
thin liberal order, a Cold War-era moderate liberal order, and a thick
hegemonic liberal order under the United States—and is now confronted
with challenges stemming from deficiencies in its agenda and the weakening
of its principal agent. As a convergent and homogenizing project, the liberal
international order faces growing constraints. It appears that, alongside
domestic crises within its primary agent—the United States—which no
longer possesses the will or capacity to lead the liberal order effectively,
the persistence of unresolved global issues and structural shortcomings
within this order have accelerated and intensified its decline. The
methodology employed in this research is qualitative and analytical, drawing
upon library-based sources.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The role of the United States in the international system has long
transcended that of a mere superpower dominant in global affairs. Following the
devastating experience of World War 11, the United States, along with its Western
allies, embarked on an ambitious project to establish a rule-based, hierarchical
international order embedded with distinct liberal characteristics. This project—
conceptually anchored in liberal internationalism—sought to create a framework for
global governance that promoted multilateralism, open trade, collective security,
democratic governance, and human rights. For decades, the Liberal International
Order (LIO) served as the primary mechanism for mitigating geopolitical rivalries,
fostering unprecedented economic interdependence, and facilitating institutionalized
cooperation among major Western democracies. It acted not only as a structural
matrix for international events but also as a grand strategy for its primary architect
and custodian, the United States. However, in recent years, this order has
encountered severe structural, operational, and normative crises. Understanding the
trajectory of this global agenda is of paramount importance, as the L1O significantly
impacts the systemic environment, state behavior, and the foundational dynamics of
contemporary global politics. This study aims to deepen the conceptual
understanding of the LIO, trace its historical evolutionary phases, and analyze the
contemporary internal and external challenges that threaten its stability and
persistence.
Research Question: The central inquiry guiding this research is: How does the
liberal international order evolve, and what are the primary structural and agent-
based challenges driving its contemporary decline?
Research Hypothesis: The study examines the hypothesis that the liberal
international order is not a static set of fixed principles but a dynamic project that
has historically progressed through three distinct phases: a thin Wilsonian liberal
order, a moderate Cold War-era liberal order, and a thick hegemonic liberal order
under US unipolarity. Currently, the order is facing a profound structural crisis fueled
by the dual vulnerabilities of agenda deficiencies (structural dysfunctions across
economic, political, and social dimensions) and agent weakening (the erosion of the
domestic capacity, willpower, and legitimacy of its primary custodian, the United
States). This dual crisis has injected divergent shocks into an inherently convergent,
homogenizing global project, thereby accelerating and intensifying its structural
decline.
Methodology and Theoretical Framework: This study employs a qualitative-
analytical methodology combined with a historical-processual approach to evaluate
the LIO's continuity, transformation, and structural ruptures across different
historical epochs. The empirical and theoretical data are gathered from extensive
library-based sources, including peer-reviewed books, scholarly journals, and
reputable international reports. These sources are synthesized through a critical lens
using the insights of prominent international relations theorists.The theoretical
framework is grounded in theories of international orders, structural hegemony, and
liberal institutionalism, drawing heavily on the typologies of John Ikenberry, Robert
Cox, and Barry Buzan. An international order is conceptualized as a stable pattern
of social arrangements consisting of a structural dimension (the distribution of power
and anarchy) and a functional dimension (the norms, rules, and institutions that
govern interactions). In this study, the LIO is uniquely structured as a global
"project" comprising two main pillars:

1. The Agenda: The content and norms of liberal internationalism spanning

the economic (free markets and economic interdependence), political-
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security (multilateralism and rule-based governance), and cultural-social
(human rights and liberal values) realms.

2. The Agent: The leading hegemon (the United States) that possesses the
material capacity, structural power, and political willpower to enforce
rules, bear the costs, and provide global public goods.

Research Findings: The findings of this research illustrate that the evolution of the
liberal international order is a cyclical process deeply tied to shifts in global power
distribution and institutional density. The LIO has historically manifested in three
major versions:

LIO 1.0 (Thin Liberal Order): Initiated under Woodrow Wilson after World War 1,
it emphasized collective security (the League of Nations), self-determination, and
open trade. However, due to its institutional weakness and limited scope, it remained
"thin" and failed to prevent systemic collapse.

LIO 2.0 (Moderate/Cold War Liberal Order): Developed after 1945 via the Atlantic
Charter, the Bretton Woods system, the UN, and NATO. It was a bounded
hegemonic order primarily restricted to the Western bloc, acting as a mechanism for
countering Soviet expansionism while solidifying Western economic integration.
LIO 3.0 (Thick Hegemonic Liberal Order): Following the collapse of the Soviet
Union, the order became universalized and hyper-globalized under US unipolarity.
National sovereignty became increasingly porous as the agenda of neoliberal
economic integration, global governance, and aggressive democratization expanded
horizontally and vertically across the globe.

However, the findings demonstrate that this "thick hegemonic project" has run into
a severe crisis of sustainability. The contemporary challenges are evaluated through
two main axes:

1. Deficiencies in the Agenda: In the economic sphere, hyper-globalization
and neoliberal policies have generated severe distribution inequalities and
domestic economic dislocations within Western societies, fueling anti-
globalization and populist backlashes. In the political-security sphere, the
aggressive imposition of liberal values and military interventions under the
guise of democratization have undermined state sovereignty and triggered
deep geopolitical resistance.

2.  Weakening of the Agent: The United States is experiencing severe
domestic national crises, political polarization, industrialization
challenges, and social fragmentations. The election of Donald Trump in
2016 and the rise of "Trumpism" signaled a structural retreat from liberal
internationalism, marked by protectionism, isolationism, and open
hostility toward multilateral institutions. The US no longer possesses either
the absolute material capacity or the normative willpower to single-
handedly sustain the LIO.

Furthermore, the study finds that transnational shocks (such as the 2008 financial
crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the rise of populism) have acted as powerful
catalysts or "divergent impulses," exposing and accelerating the pre-existing cracks
in both the order's institutional architecture and its leadership.

Conclusion: In conclusion, the liberal international order is undergoing a structural
and epochal decline rather than a temporary or superficial crisis. The foundational
assumption that liberal democracy and market capitalism could serve as universal
blueprints for global governance has proven unsustainable. The dual collapse of
agenda efficacy and agent capacity has fractured the normative consensus of the
international system. Simultaneously, the rise of powerful non-Western challengers
like China, alongside revisionist states like Russia, Iran, and Turkey, offers
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alternative pathways for political governance and economic development. As a
result, the global system is moving past the era of Western-dominated "hyper-
liberalism" into a condition often described as "Westlessness," paving the way
toward a more fragmented, multipolar, and normatively pluralistic international
order.

Keywords: International Order; Liberal International Order; United States of
America; Hegemonic Decline; Multipolarity.
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