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Forward:
I have written this synthesis paper to summarize the information presented and learned throughout my time in the ISS program. Given the breadth of the content, this synthesis paper thus asserts a great deal with, in some cases, minimal explanation. A minimal amount of analysis has been performed regarding the contemporary context of ISS as it pertains to the world at the time this paper was written. It is my sincere hope that this demonstrates a functional level of understanding of ISS subject matters.
Western Hegemony and the Axis of Upheaval
            The Western International Order formed in the wake of World War II, with the formation of such international bodies as the United Nations (UN), the Inferential Criminal Court (ICC), International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). These have become the bulwarks of Western Hegemony and a vital tool in democracy promotion, during and post the Cold War. This entire apparatus is now internally slowly eroding while also being externally attacked by a mixture of adversarial powers that feel threatened by its existence and a multitude of internal factors undermining or destroying faith in the system and its credibility to maintain or promote peace and security. The enumeration of these external and internal factors and the perceived effects that are independently and in aggregate is worth addressing. 
Why the Western Hegemony is
            The Western Hegemony is broadly defined as those nations who are members of NATO and the European Union (EU) or otherwise politically or militarily dependent upon or allied with these institutions, to whom the United States can exert a not insignificant amount of political influence upon their policies (Lake, 2001)(Olsen, 2021). The constituent members of these nations are predominantly democratic and support the Western ideals of democracy promotion and human security, partly due to their faith in the idea of the Democratic Peace Theory. The Democratic Peace theory, initially proposed by Immanuel Kant, is the idea that democracies are better at signaling and willing to compromise with other democracies to avoid conflict (Bingham, 2012). Often taken as the closest thing to an imperial law in international relations, due to statistical observation, it has been found more recently that democratic peace theory, in effect, only seems to exist for those democracies that are part of the Western liberal international order (Hayes, 2011) (Henderson, 2008). This means that those democracies formed during the Third Wave of Democratization, from the early 1970s through the collapse of the Soviet Union, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa as well as Central and South America, do not display the empirical or statistical observations that would imply that that the Democratic Peace Theory is applicable for these new democracies. 
            It bears consideration that the two most significant factors that created and influenced the Western power bloc were its opposition to the Axis in World War II and opposition to the Soviet Bloc throughout the Cold War. These factors are far too numerous and nuanced to detail here specifically. However, they instigated the formation of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), which formed the foundation for what would later develop into the intranational European Union (Olsen, 2021). The post-war also saw the efforts to end colonialism, only to be replaced in many cases by Western (and in particular U.S.) backed autocratic regimes seen as more controllable and resistant to Communist influence, as was the case with the removal of Mohammed Mosaddegh for returning Iran to a near absolute monarchy under Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi (Kinzer, 2011). Other similar instances of this include the support for the South Korean military dictator Park Chung Hee and the two subsequent dictatorships that followed, the South American Contras, General Li Mi in Burma, Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt, Carlos Castillo Armas in Guatemala, Ngo Dinh Diem in South Vietnam, amongst dozens of other attempts, both successful and failed to create client states across the world throughout the cold war (House, 2012)(Willford, 2019).


The Failures of Western Democracy Promotion and Foreign Policy
            Western State building efforts did not transition fully to democracy promotion until near the end of the Cold War, in part due to the advent of the concept of Human Security, an effort that seeks to make the individual the object of security focus, transitioning away from classical realist doctrines that saw the state as the primary object of security focus (Newman, 2016).  The concept of Human Security can be summarized in the context of a state trying to provide and ensure through policy that an individual Maslow's hierarchy of needs is provided for and protected through state-backed policy. Another way to contextualize human security is in the seven facets of economic, food, health, environment, personal, community, and political security, such that through the development of those domains with a focus on humanitarianism, every individual of a state is better served (Liotta & Owens, 2006).
            The aim of promoting internationally, the concept of human security was then seen as something that democracy promotion could solve, and in the wake of the third wave of democratization and Western Hegemony, something Western Hegemony assumed would be an intrinsic outgrowth of such efforts. The assumption that human security would be a natural outgrowth of democratization was inherently flawed and false, as has been affirmed and reaffirmed in the decades since. Nevertheless, this idea persists as a core tenant of Western Democracy promotion efforts despite this (Piccone, 2017)(Thomas, 2001). While the intentions of this speak well of the great powers amongst the West, in particular the United States and European Union, it should also be noted that they have repeatedly struggled with almost all aspects of democracy promotion internationally (Hanau & Hassan, 2012)(Huber, 2008)(Lehne, 2017). The struggles include trying to improve the quality of foreign governments by attempting to induce anti-corruption efforts through both domestic policy and non-government organization watchdogs, acceptance of human security as a national concern, and even the idea of democracy as a beneficial and desirable form of government in some cases (Whitlock & Bittner, 2021).
            These hurdles to democracy promotion are compounded when human rights and human security concerns are leveraged and asserted to abrogate national sovereignty, as was one of the legal justifications for the U.S. invasions of both Iraq and Afghanistan, in the early 2000's (Magen & McFaul, 2009)(McFaul, 2004). This further served to undermine the legitimacy of democracy promotion and human security as a tool for the betterment of a nation and its people. Instead human security was for many autocracies, instead contextualized as an ultimatum and threat to their sovereignty, pushing them away from the Western Security umbrella and into that of the rising Autocratic superpowers, who opposed this anti-Westphalian description of sovereignty (McFaul, 2004). Ultimately, the U.S. failure to commit to actual nation buildings in Iraq and Afghanistan has severely marred the perceived legitimacy of Western democracy and security interests internationally, drawing into question the efficacy of the Western security apparatus and its goals of democracy promotion (Whitlock & Bittner, 2021).

Hypocrisy in the international order
            Further harming Western efforts at Democracy promotion and the legitimacy of the international orders, as presented and advocated by them, is the United States' unwillingness to be beholden and answerable to the system it has helped create. The U.S., as an international advocate of the International Criminal Court (ICC), was a signatory that withdrew its signature in light of war crimes related to the U.S. War on Terror, in particular those of U.S. detainment operations at Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib (HRW, 2022). Prior to this, the U.S. has always sought to downplay and internally address breaches of International Humanitarian Law and is one of the slowest adopters of International Human Rights law domestically, despite its outspoken foreign advocacy of the same (Eisenman, 2007)( Richter-Montpetit & Wibben, 2017). 
            This hypocrisy and political double-think between U.S. domestic and foreign policy has not gone unnoticed and serves as a key argument against the U.S.-led Western international order from those nations and actors who wish to see it destabilized and removed. The U.S.'s further inconsistency in pressing for or holding other states within its umbrella of influence accountable further damages and demeans the international order's legitimacy as an impartial arbiter of state behavior and standards. It can instead often be best assumed to be a political weapon of censure, to be used against those states too weak or politically isolated to fend it off, which only serves to further draw into question its actual legitimacy in the eyes of the international community and those states on the fence, to whom the U.S. is seeking to draw into the fold. 

The Axis of Upheaval and Democratic backsliding
            While multiple different definitions have been used to define what makes a state a Superpower, from access to the nuclear triad, being a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council, economic strength, the ability to ignore or pressure the international community, and the ability to conduct a conflict beyond its immediate borders have all been yardsticks used to quantify the status of superpower. Two states, Russia and China, by most metrics, qualify as superpowers and, more importantly, as autocratically aligned regimes opposed to U.S. and Western political power and the prevalence in the international order. These two autocratic superpowers, in conjunction with Iran and North Korea, are forming a coalition dubbed the 'Axis of Upheaval' by some modern Foreign Security experts. This coalition aims to restore 'realms of influence' lost in the Third Wave of Democratization and the collapse of the Soviet Union, place themselves as the regional dominant power, and work in relative conjunction to support each other in the pursuit of those objectives (Ellis, 2024)(Kendall-Taylor & Fontaine, 2024). This includes the transfer of technology, arms, manpower, and equipment in pursuit of achieving their own regional and domestic security goals. 
            China, in particular, is working to expand its sphere of influence through such tools as the Road and Belt Initiative, providing material goods and infrastructure in exchange for access to foreign military bases and foreign resource access and development. This has proven particularly effective as a means of economic coercion in resource-wealthy autocracies and weak democracies, where rent-seeking behaviors and industrialization support come at a perceived cheaper expense than that of other Western-backed development initiatives, with often ignored hooks of eventual Chinese coercion and exploitation (Eisenman & Heginbotham, 2019). 
            It should be noted that this Axis of Upheaval is an alliance of convenience, as three of these countries are heavily sanctioned internationally and have few economic alternatives than to trade and support each other economically, and have little in the way of ideology that unifies them aside from a stalwart opposition to the U.S. and the Western international order. This opposition, along with other economic, ideological, and political factors, seems to be causing an international loss of faith in the ability of liberal democracies as the ideal political form of government. Many nations, including the U.S., have seen backsliding in the past decade in the perceived quality of their Democracies as they trend back towards autocratic norms due to increased corruption, a decreased faith in the governments themselves, and attacks on the media and other institutions that would otherwise serve as political watchdogs, discussed below (Bermeo, 2016)(Mechkova et al., 2017)(Roberts, 2016).

The Second Renaissance and Diffusion of Responsibility  
            The conflict of the U.S. and its allies against the Axis of Upheaval is occurring amid the birth of the information age, a second renaissance where the ease of information publication, distribution, and access is increasingly becoming more accessible. This can be chiefly attributed to the dominant acceptance of the Internet as a repository for the near sum of human knowledge and its primary form of conveyance. The ever-evolving nature of this platform and means of communication is not without its consequences and problems. The first among these is the slow death of print journalism in favor of news aggregators, who have a parasitic relationship with print journalism, in particular local news outlets, in that they aggregate and depend on these journalist outlets for their product while also providing one of their core products in a more readily accessible capacity. Combine this with other services that invalidate classic print journalism revenue streams, and there is little question why journalism as a profession is struggling in an era where the cost to present or practice journalism is at an all-time low. However, the means to monetize that effort is limited and fiercely competitive. Information quality is only compounded by the issues of dropping literacy and media literacy rates, as well as the natural human biases towards information anchoring, echo chambers, and diffusion of responsibility (Ali, 2022) (Media Literacy Now, 2023). The anchoring bias is most simply defined as using the first facts learned about something as the foundation to contextualize new knowledge on a matter, most easily demonstrated with the example of lemmings being known for throwing themselves off cliffs in great droves, a falsehood conjured to captivate viewers of a documentary but now serves as the primary anchor of most American's understands of the lemming. Echo chambers are our natural tendency to seek out media and information that confirms our inherent beliefs and biases. At the same time, many people similarly suffer from a diffusion of responsibility in the information they consume, trusting the media (and very often their peers on social media) to have done 'their research', and defer critical analysis and validation of what they are consuming onto the producer (Bennet, 2016) (Roberto, 2013). This, along with the aforementioned ease of publication, has led to a media environment where we have some of the highest government and media transparency drowned, muddled, or otherwise attacked in ever more sophisticated ways, causing a great deal of distrust of just about all institution, but in particular the government and media due to these and other factors attacking the public faith and ability to access and analyze them (Collins, 2012)(Hayes & Guardino, 2013).
            This does not even touch on the complications added in by being cut out from these digital resources, and the concerns around data aggregation, cyber-threats, generative artificial intelligence, and other digital tools are threatening cyber-dependent infrastructure and information in every manner and capacity. For fear of sounding overly dystopian, we live in an era where shared perception, experience, and understanding are under constant assault, alienation, and monetization (Singer & Friedman, 2020) (Mcbeth, 2024a)(McBeth, 2024b).

The Beginning of the Third World War
            There is cause to believe we are in the opening years of the Third World War (McBeth, 2024c). The U.S. and its Western allies are currently embroiled in two active proxy conflicts against members of the Axis of Upheaval (Cooley & Nexon, 2020). The first in the ongoing war in Ukraine against Russia, in its ongoing efforts to reclaim many of the client states it lost in the collapse of the Soviet Union, reestablish its perceived stolen sphere of influence, and shore up its regional security concerns. The second is the conflict of Israel fighting the Iranian-backed astringencies of Hamas and Hezbollah, to which the United States is obliged to support Israel. These two active wars, which the U.S. and its allies are supporting, are, in truth, proxy wars, in part meant to test U.S. and Western determination, drain Western resources, and promote tension both domestically and internationally for states supporting this conflict. This tension, in particular, is of concern, for the very active conflict in the domains of cyber, information, and command of the commons that the U.S. and its Western allies are actively engaged in against the Axis of Upheaval. Further escalation of these conflicts surrounding the island nation of Taiwan is expected to begin within the next four years, as China attempts to annex and reassimilate the island, something the U.S. and its allies are bound by treaty and defensive pacts to prevent (O'Rourke, 2023).
            The realms of cyber and information conflict are not only fought over the increasing integration and prevalence of technology in all forms of modern life and how those systems can be degraded, destroyed, or denied, but also the increasing volumes of data and meta-data (data about data) that can be captured, weaponized, and used to market, deceive, and influence large swaths of the population, via social media platforms and similar media outlets. It is not unreasonable to deduce that the deteriorating public abilities in critical thinking and media literacies, both domestically and internationally, may, in part, be an outgrowth of efforts or platforms aimed at information warfare, with some potential 'cyber-weapons' not just targeting the platforms or infrastructure, but in some cases the users themselves, to influence their actions, provide propaganda, and even potentially 'radicalize' them in hostile actors (Mcbeth, 2024a)(McBeth, 2024b).

Conclusions
            The United States and the Western international order are threatened both within and without. Some of these threats have been created by a failure to develop or hypocrisy in the promotion of policies and ideals the U.S. and its allies advocate and promote, such as human security, international humanitarian law, and democracy promotion. This is further complicated by the fact that despite the widespread access to the greatest repository of information yet devised, this repository is being actively, both intentionally and unintentionally, polluted with propaganda, disinformation, and other forms of deceptive persuasion that exploit biases, sew division, and promote perceptions of reality that may not be biased in facts.
            The U.S. and its allies must find ways to combat their domestic autocratic backsliding and rebuild confidence in the Western international order by bringing their foreign policy more in light with their expressed ideals and addressing the perceptions of hypocrisy and privilege to exemplify further and restore confidence in them and the Western International order. The West must also find ways to promote literacy, media literacy, and critical thinking, as well as systems to combat disinformation and police the Internet so that free speech and its norms of information sharing are promoted while mitigating its ability to be weaponized as a platform against itself.
            Finally, the U.S. must hold firm against the Axis of Upheaval and its political aims lest the international order collapse and return to a state akin to that of international fiefdoms. The survival of the United States as a superpower is revocably tethered to the Western International order, and its success or failure will depend on how the U.S. faces these threats in the coming decades.
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