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Abstract: This article examines how the contemporary polycrisis (the entan-
glement of economic, geopolitical, and ecological disruptions) reshapes the 
structural conditions under which U.S. hegemony can be sustained. Drawing 
on complexity theory and second image reversed theory, it argues that the 
challenge confronting the U.S. is not a simple decline in power but a trans-
formation of the environment in which leadership operates. The polycrisis 
generates nonlinear interactions across global systems, producing feedback 
effects that no single actor can control. As a result, the material and ideational 
foundations of hegemonic stability have become increasingly fragile. At the 
same time, the complexity of governing interdependent crises amplifies domes-
tic political pressures, rendering policymaking more volatile and reactive. The 
article develops the concept of hegemonic complexity to capture how systemic 
interdependence and internal polarization combine to undermine coherent for-
eign and economic policy. Two empirical cases illustrate these dynamics: the 
prolonged 2023–24 congressional struggle over Ukraine aid, and the oscilla-
tion between the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) of 2022 and the “Big Beautiful 
Bill” (BBB) introduced under the subsequent administration. Both cases show 
how U.S. policymakers attempt to reduce global complexity through targeted 
interventions that are increasingly susceptible to partisan conflict and insti-
tutional fragility. The article concludes that U.S. hegemony endures but with 
diminishing coherence, reflecting a broader shift from the construction of liber-
al order to the episodic management of disorder in an era of global complexity.
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Introduction

The early twenty-first century marks a critical juncture in global politics.1  The 
U.S. remains the most powerful state in military, economic, and technological 
terms, yet its hegemonic role appears increasingly uncertain.2  A series of over-
lapping disruptions - the COVID-19 pandemic, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
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the accelerating climate crisis, and intensifying democratic backsliding - have 
eroded the foundations of the liberal international order that the U.S. once 
underpinned.3 What distinguishes this moment from earlier crises of American 
leadership is not simply the magnitude of challenges but their interconnect-
edness. We are living in an era of polycrisis: a condition in which multiple, 
interdependent crises interact across domains, amplifying one another’s effects 
and undermining the very conditions under which U.S. hegemony can be 
sustained.4

The concept of polycrisis, introduced by Edgar Morin and Anne-Brigitte Kern 
and revived by scholars such as Michael Lawrence, Eric Helleiner, and others 
describes a world in which economic, ecological, and geopolitical disruptions 
are entangled through dense interdependencies and feedback loops.5  Crises 
in one domain (financial instability, climate disruption, or conflict) cascade 
across others, creating a state of continuous turbulence in which global order 
itself becomes adaptive but unstable.6  Empirically, this interconnection is 
visible in the concurrent rise of geopolitical risk, trade uncertainty, and military 
confrontation since the mid-2010s. These trends point not merely to growing 
volatility but to a structural condition in which crises interact and accelerate 
one another.7

This article advances two arguments. First, the polycrisis has altered the 
conditions of U.S. hegemony. It does not simply challenge American pow-
er; it reshapes the systemic context in which it operates. The postwar liberal 
order’s earlier stability rested on relatively separable domains of governance, 
economic, security, and ecological, that could be managed through institutions, 
norms, and alliances.8  In contrast, the polycrisis challenges and obscures these 
boundaries. As global governance has become complex, crises interact through 
shared infrastructures, supply chains, and information networks, producing 
feedbacks that no single actor can control.9 U.S. hegemony, which histori-
cally depended on providing stability and public goods within these discrete 
domains, becomes harder to maintain as governance demands rise and system-
ic uncertainty increases. In this sense, the challenge is not only geopolitical 
competition but the erosion of the structural conditions that once made U.S. 
rule-setting and order maintenance viable.

Second the polycrisis destabilizes democratic governance itself by raising the 
complexity of policy responses. Interdependent crises require simultaneous 
coordination across multiple issue areas, yet domestic political systems are ill-
equipped to meet these demands. Following Peter Gourevitch’s “second image 
reversed” theory, systemic pressures reshape domestic alignments and insti-
tutions, which then constrain foreign policy.10 Global instability reverberates 
back into the U.S., reshaping its internal political structures and constraining 
its external behavior. Economic dislocation, migration pressures, and cultural 
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polarization feed populist mobilizations that erode elite consensus on Ameri-
ca’s global role. The result is a feedback loop between domestic fragmentation 
and international disorder. In short, U.S. power persists, but with diminishing 
control and increasing hegemonic fragility under conditions of complexity.

The empirical illustrations explored in this article - the U.S. response to the 
war in Ukraine and the contrasting trajectories of the Inflation Reduction Act 
(IRA) and the “Big Beautiful Bill” (BBB) under the Trump administration 
- illuminate these dynamics in practice. Both cases reveal how a powerful 
hegemon struggles to formulate effective and consistent policy responses 
under polycrisis conditions. In the Ukraine case, U.S. leadership through 
NATO and sanctions demonstrates material dominance but also exposes the 
limits of coherence under partisan polarization and resource fatigue. In the 
domain of climate and industrial policy, the contrast between the IRA and the 
BBB highlights the volatility of U.S. governance and the difficulty of sustain-
ing complex, long-term strategies across administrations. Across both cases, 
policymakers attempt to reduce global complexity (through security guaran-
tees, sanctions, subsidies, or strategic industrial policy) but these interventions 
repeatedly encounter domestic contestation that undermines coherence and 
sustainability.

Complexity theory helps explain why these patterns emerge. It highlights that 
in densely interconnected systems, stability cannot be imposed hierarchical-
ly but must be continuously maintained through coordination, learning, and 
adaptability across networks.11  When applied to U.S. leadership, this per-
spective shifts the analytical focus from debates over hegemonic “decline” 
versus “persistence” to the structural transformation of hegemony itself: from 
an order-anchoring, public-goods-providing system to one characterized by 
fragility, recursive feedback, and governing overload. The U.S. no longer 
operates as the architect of a coherent liberal order. Rather, it increasingly acts 
as a crisis-driven responder whose ability to govern is constrained by the very 
complexity it seeks to manage.

The article proceeds as follows. Section II develops the theoretical framework 
by linking polycrisis and complexity to changing conditions of hegemony. Sec-
tion III examines how these conditions reshape U.S. hegemonic practices by 
interacting with domestic polarization and institutional fragmentation. Section 
IV provides empirical illustrations from U.S. foreign, climate, and industrial 
policy, showing how governing complexity manifests in practice. Section V 
concludes by outlining the implications of polycrisis for the future of U.S. 
leadership and global order.
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Theoretical Framework: From Crises to Complex Systems

Understanding U.S. hegemony in the twenty-first century requires moving 
beyond conventional accounts of order, power, and hierarchy. The dynamics of 
global politics have become shaped by interaction effects between multiple cri-
ses unfolding across economic, political, and ecological systems. The result is 
a system of complex interdependence, in which shocks travel rapidly between 
domains, amplifying one another’s effects and producing outcomes that no sin-
gle actor (hegemon or otherwise) can fully control.12  Under these conditions, 
the core assumptions that once sustained hegemonic stability theory no longer 
hold.

Traditional theories of hegemonic stability assumed that a dominant power 
could provide public goods, maintain open markets, and enforce rules.13  After 
1945, U.S. leadership largely fit this model: economic preponderance, insti-
tutional design, and ideological legitimacy allowed the U.S. to stabilize the 
international order through hierarchical forms of governance. Yet the world 
that enabled this model has changed profoundly. Globalization, technological 
acceleration, and financial integration have produced a system that is densely 
connected, nonlinear, and difficult to steer. Order now emerges less from cen-
tralized control than from horizontal coordination across multiple actors, both 
public and private.14

Complexity theory provides a vocabulary for describing this transformation. 
As Bousquet and Geyer argue, complexity challenges linear causality and re-
ductionist understandings of global politics.15  Global systems exhibit emergent 
properties that arise from the interaction of many components without central 
direction. Winston  likewise conceptualizes norms and institutions as emer-
gent outcomes of complex adaptive systems, where stability is not fixed but 
constantly renegotiated through feedback, learning, and reorganization.16  This 
perspective does not imply that all states are affected equally; it highlights that 
the terms of leadership have changed, reducing the ability of even a hegemon 
to impose coherent, durable solutions.

The concept of polycrisis extends this understanding by emphasizing how 
crises become causally entangled across domains. Helleiner and Lawrence 
et al. describe polycrisis not as the mere simultaneity of shocks but as struc-
tural coupling: economic, geopolitical, and ecological disruptions interact 
through shared infrastructures and institutions, creating cascading effects that 
overwhelm traditional modes of governance.17  The polycrisis is therefore not 
simply a collection of simultaneous shocks but a condition in which crisis 
management becomes increasingly reactive and uncertain.18 

Davies provides a historical reminder that periods of crisis entanglement have 
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occurred before, but the present moment differs in both scale and tempo: crises 
now unfold globally and with unprecedented simultaneity.19  This density of in-
terconnection produces governance overload, straining institutional capacities 
for coordination. For the U.S., this means that hegemonic leadership becomes 
increasingly difficult to sustain, not because the material foundations of power 
have disappeared, but because the system no longer aligns with the premises of 
hegemonic control.

In this sense, polycrisis is not an episodic anomaly but the structural backdrop 
of contemporary international politics. It creates a condition of hegemonic 
fragility under complexity: U.S. leadership persists, yet the coherence and 
stability that once underpinned it are harder to maintain. The U.S. retains 
unmatched capacities to mobilize coalitions, set agendas, and shape markets, 
but the interdependence of crises undermines its ability to provide predictable, 
long-term order. What declines is not U.S. power per se, but the sustainability 
of hegemonic stability - materially (through budgetary strain, supply chain 
vulnerability, and security commitments) and ideationally (through declining 
legitimacy and domestic contestation).

Gourevitch’s second image reversed framework helps explain how system-
ic complexity transforms domestic politics.20  Economic globalization has 
reshaped domestic coalitions, intensifying cleavages between sectors, regions, 
and social groups. Trade disruptions, technological displacement, and migra-
tion flows have sharpened distributive conflicts within advanced democracies. 
In the U.S., these pressures coincide with deep partisan polarization and de-
clining consensus on global engagement.21 Populist movements frame external 
interdependence as a threat, linking international commitments to domestic 
grievances.22

Importantly, this feedback loop is not entirely new, domestic politics have 
always influenced U.S. foreign policy. What is new under polycrisis is the in-
tensity, speed, and systemic reach of feedback effects. International disruptions 
now reverberate domestically more quickly and more widely, while domestic 
political fragmentation more immediately constrains external action. This pro-
duces a heightened volatility in foreign policy decision-making, not because 
the U.S. has abandoned leadership, but because sustaining it has become more 
politically and institutionally costly.23

These dynamics link the systemic and domestic levels through recursive 
feedback: global turbulence exacerbates domestic fragmentation, which 
reduces governing capacity, which in turn limits the ability to manage global 
crises effectively. Hegemonic fragility is therefore not a sign of straightfor-
ward decline; it is a consequence of governing in a system where complexity 
has outpaced the organizational and political capacities required for coherent 
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strategic action.24

For these reasons, the primary challenge facing U.S. hegemony in the polycri-
sis era is not adaptation in the sense of strategic adjustment, but the declining 
sustainability of hegemonic governance. As crises increasingly cross domain 
boundaries, policy responses become more complex, more politicized, and 
more prone to reversal. This transforms U.S. leadership from a project of long-
term order-building into one of short-term crisis management, an orientation 
that creates its own contradictions and further undermines coherence.

The following section develops these implications more explicitly by examin-
ing how polycrisis conditions reshape the substantive practice of U.S. hege-
mony and expose the systemic and domestic constraints that complicate its 
sustainability.

U.S. Hegemony under Polycrisis Conditions

The analytical framework developed above allows for a different reading of 
U.S. hegemony under the systemic conditions of the twenty-first century. Tra-
ditional accounts conceive hegemony as the relatively stable provision of order 
by a dominant state, grounded in material preponderance, institutional design, 
and the capacity to supply public goods. The postwar U.S. largely operated 
under such conditions: governance domains were sufficiently separable, crises 
were more contained, and global interdependence, although expanding, did 
not yet produce the deeply recursive dynamics observed today.25 By contrast, 
the contemporary polycrisis has altered the structural environment in which 
U.S. leadership functions. It does not eliminate American power, but it renders 
hegemonic stability increasingly difficult to sustain.

The defining change is not simply the proliferation of crises but their interde-
pendence. Globalization, technological acceleration, and financial integration 
have produced a system in which shocks propagate rapidly across economic, 
political, and ecological domains. The resulting environment is one of coor-
dination overload: the demands for strategic consistency are increasing, while 
the capacity to maintain coherence is diminishing. In this context, hegemony 
no longer rests on directive leadership but on the far more fragile ability to 
prevent systemic breakdown. Authority remains asymmetrical, yet its exercise 
becomes more contested, reactive, and vulnerable to contradiction.

Two transformations illustrate this shift. First, the temporal logic of leadership 
has changed. During the mid-twentieth century, the U.S. exercised influence 
through long-term institutional projects (Bretton Woods, NATO, global trade 
regimes) that presumed a certain stability in the geopolitical environment. 
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Today’s crises, however, emerge unpredictably and interact nonlinearly. Policy 
responses must therefore be formulated rapidly and under uncertainty. The 
cumulative effect is a narrowing of strategic horizons: crisis response crowds 
out long-term governance, undermining the consistency on which hegemonic 
authority depends.

Second, the spatial logic of governance has changed. Authority is increasingly 
distributed across networks of states, firms, and technological infrastructures. 
The U.S. still occupies a central position in these networks, but it no longer 
controls them. Efforts to stabilize one domain—for instance, through sanc-
tions, export controls, or industrial subsidies, generate destabilizing conse-
quences elsewhere. This recursive dynamic exemplifies the unsustainability 
of hegemonic leadership under polycrisis conditions: intervention becomes 
necessary but systematically produces new strains.26

These pressures translate into the domestic arena through mechanisms iden-
tified by Gourevitch’s second image reversed. Global turbulence generates 
domestic distributional conflict, ideological polarization, and institutional 
blockage, factors that in turn weaken the state’s ability to respond coherently to 
external shocks. Three processes are particularly consequential. First, econom-
ic interdependence intensifies domestic conflict over trade, industrial restruc-
turing, and redistribution. The uneven effects of globalization have generated 
new cleavages between sectors and regions, fostering polarization and eroding 
the broad coalitions that once supported liberal internationalism. 

Second, the digitalization of politics amplifies ideological conflict. Internation-
al crises (wars, pandemics, climate shocks) become domestically salient within 
hours, mobilizing partisan identities and narrowing the space for bipartisan 
decision-making. Foreign policy issues that once commanded cross-party 
support, such as support for NATO or climate cooperation, now map onto 
polarized domestic identities.

Third, institutional fragmentation magnifies these pressures. The U.S. political 
system contains numerous veto points, and the intensification of partisanship 
has made procedural tools such as filibusters, holds, and motions to vacate 
instruments of ideological confrontation. As a result, external shocks increas-
ingly produce domestic paralysis rather than coordinated response.

These feedback effects undermine the material and ideational foundations of 
U.S. hegemony. Materially, sustained leadership requires the ability to mobi-
lize resources, coordinate allies, and implement long-term strategies (capac-
ities that become strained when domestic politics is volatile). Ideationally, 
hegemony depends on credibility, predictability, and the perception of strategic 
competence. Polycrisis erodes all three. The U.S. remains central to global 
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governance because of its economic weight, technological capacity, and alli-
ance networks. Yet its ability to organize international responses has become 
less reliable, more contested, and more episodic.

Under polycrisis conditions, therefore, U.S. hegemony persists but becomes 
increasingly difficult to sustain. Leadership no longer resembles a stable archi-
tecture of order but instead approximates a pattern of governance instability, 
in which the system relies on the U.S. but cannot rely on its consistency. Allies 
adjust to American unpredictability; rivals exploit domestic fragmentation; and 
global challenges accumulate faster than coherent responses can be formulated.

The empirical cases examined below illustrate these dynamics. They show 
how the U.S. attempts to manage global interdependence through targeted 
interventions, yet how these interventions are repeatedly disrupted, politicized, 
or reversed due to domestic contestation. As such, they illuminate the central 
argument of this article: polycrisis makes hegemonic stability less sustainable 
and governing increasingly unstable.

Empirical Illustrations: Adaptive Hegemony in Practice

The effects of the polycrisis on U.S. leadership become clearest where ex-
ternal shocks intersect with domestic fragmentation. In such settings, even 
a materially preponderant state struggles to sustain coherent policy because 
the complexity of global crises magnifies the demands on governance while 
internal polarization constrains the capacity to respond. Two cases illustrate 
these dynamics. The first concerns the protracted congressional struggle over 
Ukraine aid between 2023 and 2024, which exposed how institutional vola-
tility and partisan conflict weaken strategic coherence. The second examines 
the contrasting trajectories of U.S. climate and industrial policy under the IRA 
of 2022 and the subsequent BBB, demonstrating how long-term governance 
becomes increasingly unstable under polycrisis conditions. Both cases show 
how U.S. policymakers attempt to reduce global complexity through targeted 
interventions, yet these efforts remain deeply vulnerable to domestic contesta-
tion and cycles of partisan reversal.

Congressional Turmoil and the Limits of Coherence: U.S. Aid to Ukraine 
(2023–2024)

The U.S. response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine initially appeared to reaf-
firm the structural endurance of American leadership. Washington coordinated 
sanctions, mobilized NATO, and provided substantial military and financial as-
sistance. Yet as the war continued, the sustainability of this leadership became 
a function not of material capability but of domestic political cohesion.
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When Republicans assumed control of the House of Representatives in 
January 2023, their narrow majority heightened procedural fragility. Speaker 
Kevin McCarthy secured his position only after agreeing to rules that allowed 
a single member to trigger a motion to vacate the chair, effectively enabling 
internal dissidents to depose him. This concession institutionalized instability 
and ensured that any major vote (on spending, border policy, or Ukraine) could 
ignite a leadership crisis.

By late 2023, a government shutdown loomed. Hard-right legislators demand-
ed deep spending cuts and stringent border provisions as conditions for passing 
appropriations bills. They also opposed further aid to Ukraine, reframing 
foreign assistance as a diversion of resources from domestic priorities. To 
avert a shutdown, McCarthy passed a short-term continuing resolution with 
Democratic support. He excluded Ukraine aid to secure the votes necessary 
for passage. The move avoided immediate fiscal disruption but triggered his 
removal, making him the first Speaker in U.S. history to be ousted through an 
intra-party revolt.27

The weeks of paralysis that followed brought foreign-policy decision-making 
to a standstill.28 Only at the end of October 2023 did Republicans rally behind 
a new Speaker, Mike Johnson, who inherited the same structural dilemma: 
foreign-policy commitments had become embedded within domestic ideo-
logical disputes.29 The Republican leadership insisted that Ukraine assistance 
be tied to U.S. border policy, making international commitments contingent 
on unrelated domestic issues. Under pressure from former President Trump, 
House and Senate Republicans rejected a bipartisan Senate compromise that 
paired Ukraine aid with asylum reforms in February 2024.

It was not until April 2024 (after months of legislative deadlock, allied con-
cern, and reputational damage) that Congress passed a new “national security 
package” providing $61 billion in aid to Ukraine, alongside support for Israel, 
Taiwan, and Indo-Pacific partners. While Johnson’s decision ultimately se-
cured the passage of the package, it provoked another internal revolt, trigger-
ing a second motion to vacate from the party’s right flank. This time, Demo-
crats voted to protect Johnson, signaling that bipartisan coalitions had become 
necessary to maintain basic functionality in the House.30 

This episode illustrates the growing difficulty of sustaining hegemonic com-
mitments under polycrisis conditions. The problem was not the U.S. capacity 
to support Ukraine (resources, military capabilities, and coalition structures 
were readily available) but the inability to translate that capacity into timely 
and predictable policy. The crisis revealed three structural constraints. First, 
domestic polarization transformed a core geopolitical issue into a partisan 
symbol. Rather than treating Ukraine as a strategic question linked to Euro-
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pean security, legislators increasingly debated it through the lens of domestic 
ideological conflict, immigration politics, and presidential campaigning. Sec-
ond, institutional fragility allowed small factions to wield outsized influence. 
The procedural tools available to individual members or small groups, mo-
tions to vacate, procedural blockades, and threats of shutdown, turned foreign 
policy into a hostage of internal party bargaining. Third, the temporal logic of 
crisis governance produced short-termism. Decisions were reactive, shaped by 
immediate political incentives rather than long-term strategic planning. The 
polycrisis environment amplified this dynamic: global shocks fed into domes-
tic polarization, which then fed back into policy instability.

In systemic terms, the Ukraine episode demonstrates that even where the U.S. 
possesses the material means and international legitimacy to act, the ability to 
sustain leadership depends increasingly on domestic political stability. The fra-
gility of congressional governance, the partisan reframing of external threats, 
and the cyclical nature of internal conflict all undermine strategic reliability. 
For allies and adversaries alike, U.S. hegemony thus remains indispensable but 
increasingly unpredictable.

Climate Policy, Industrial Strategy, and the Politics of Volatility

A similar dynamic is visible in the field of climate and industrial policy, where 
the U.S. faces the simultaneous pressures of decarbonization, technological 
competition, energy security, and domestic economic restructuring. These chal-
lenges exemplify how the polycrisis forces policymakers to confront inter-
acting risks across ecological, economic, and geopolitical domains, and how 
attempts to govern this complexity become unstable under polarized political 
conditions.31 

The IRA of 2022 represented the most comprehensive effort in decades to 
respond to these intertwined pressures. Rather than treating climate, industrial, 
and social policy as separate issues, the IRA deliberately bundled them into a 
single framework. Its design responded to the systemic nature of contempo-
rary crises: tax incentives for renewables were linked to supply-chain resil-
ience, subsidies for clean technologies were tied to domestic manufacturing 
provisions, and climate goals were embedded within broader concerns about 
U.S.–China technological rivalry. This integration reflected a governing logic 
attuned to polycrisis conditions. The IRA acknowledged that energy transition, 
economic competitiveness, and security vulnerabilities cannot be separated 
without generating new risks elsewhere. It attempted to reduce global com-
plexity not by narrowing the scope of policy, but by aligning multiple objec-
tives within one legislative architecture.

Yet precisely because the IRA sought to manage interconnected crises through 
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an expansive and multi-pronged approach, it became acutely exposed to 
domestic politicization. Its passage through budget reconciliation meant that 
it rested on a narrow partisan majority and lacked institutional insulation. The 
same features that made the IRA an attempt to govern complexity made it a fo-
cal point of ideological conflict. For conservatives, the IRA symbolized fiscal 
excess and government intervention; for some progressives, it was insufficient-
ly transformative. The result was a policy innovation structurally vulnerable to 
reversal.

This vulnerability materialized rapidly with the introduction of the BBB under 
the subsequent administration.  The BBB reversed core elements of the IRA 
and recast U.S. climate and industrial strategy around fossil fuel expansion, 
deregulation, and narrowly defined energy security. Whereas the IRA em-
braced systemic interdependence (treating climate, industry, and geopolitics 
as mutually reinforcing) the BBB reverted to siloed, short-term policymaking. 
It decoupled energy policy from industrial transformation, sidelined climate 
objectives, and returned to an extractive model framed through the rhetoric of 
“energy dominance.” Global interdependence was no longer interpreted as a 
structural condition requiring coordination, but as a vulnerability best ad-
dressed by insulating the U.S. from external pressures.

This shift was not merely a partisan disagreement but a reflection of the gov-
erning instability produced by the polycrisis. The complexity of climate and 
industrial transformation requires long-term planning, cross-sectoral coordina-
tion, and stable expectations for industries and international partners. Yet such 
strategies are difficult to sustain in a polarized political environment where 
each electoral cycle triggers sharp reversals. The oscillation from IRA to BBB 
makes clear that U.S. climate and industrial strategy does not evolve along a 
coherent trajectory; instead, it swings between attempts to confront systemic 
complexity and attempts to simplify it through retrenchment.33

Viewed through the lens of polycrisis, this oscillation reveals deeper con-
straints on U.S. hegemonic stability. The ecological transition is not simply 
a domestic policy area, it has become a central dimension of geopolitical 
competition, global economic governance, and technological leadership. In 
this context, volatility in U.S. climate policy undermines its capacity to shape 
global rules and expectations. Allies must hedge against abrupt shifts, while 
rivals exploit policy incoherence. The IRA briefly positioned the U.S. as a po-
tential leader in coordinating the global green transition, but the BBB quickly 
signaled that such leadership is contingent and reversible.

More broadly, the rapid policy turn illustrates how the complexity of mod-
ern governance exposes the fragility of U.S. institutional capacity. Efforts to 
manage interconnected risks require durable coalitions and cross-institutional 
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alignment, yet polarization erodes both. Long-term strategies are continually 
disrupted by short-term electoral incentives, preventing the accumulation of 
institutional learning and undermining predictability. In this sense, the IRA–
BBB sequence exemplifies how polycrisis conditions interact with domestic 
fragmentation to produce volatility that weakens the sustainability of U.S. 
leadership.

Comparison

The Ukraine and IRA–BBB cases differ in policy domain but converge analyti-
cally. Each demonstrates how the U.S. remains structurally central to global 
crisis responses, yet both reveal the growing fragility of the domestic political 
foundations on which such leadership rests. In Ukraine, the issue at stake con-
cerned the credibility of U.S. security commitments; in climate and industrial 
policy, it concerned the capacity to sustain long-term strategic investment. In 
each case, efforts to govern interdependence were filtered through the con-
straints of polarization, procedural fragmentation, and partisan volatility.

The Ukraine aid struggle shows how external crises are refracted through 
domestic ideological conflict. What began as a broadly supported response to 
an act of interstate aggression quickly became entangled with internal battles 
over immigration, fiscal priorities, and party leadership. The resulting delays 
and leadership crises did not reflect a material inability to support Ukraine but 
a diminishing capacity to translate systemic imperatives into coherent policy. 
Allies witnessed that U.S. commitments had become contingent on unstable 
congressional dynamics and narrower partisan battles.

The IRA–BBB oscillation underscores a similar dynamic in a different do-
main. The IRA attempted to integrate climate action, industrial strategy, and 
geopolitical risk management into a single framework, an effort to govern 
complexity by building institutional linkages across policy fields. Its rapid re-
versal under the BBB revealed how vulnerable such integrated approaches are 
to shifts in partisan control. Whereas the Ukraine case illustrated how polar-
ization delays crisis response, the IRA–BBB cycle illustrated how polarization 
fragments long-term strategy. In both instances, the central problem was not a 
lack of resources or international leverage but the erosion of continuity and the 
deepening politicization of global policy domains.

Taken together, these cases show that U.S. hegemony persists in terms of 
material capability, alliance networks, and agenda-setting power. Yet they also 
reveal a narrowing capacity to sustain coherent leadership under polycrisis 
conditions. The U.S. remains indispensable to global governance, but increas-
ingly struggles to provide stability in a sustained or predictable manner. What 
emerges is not a hegemon in decline so much as a hegemon operating under 
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conditions that systematically undermine the coherence of its leadership: a 
world in which interdependence magnifies domestic conflicts, and domestic 
conflicts erode the reliability of international commitments. The dual nature 
of contemporary U.S. power (enduring centrality coupled with diminishing 
coherence) captures the core tension of hegemonic complexity under polycrisis 
conditions.

Conclusion: Hegemony in an Age of Complexity

The contemporary global order is defined less by the decline of American 
power than by the transformation of the environment in which that power is 
exercised. The convergence of economic, geopolitical, and ecological disrup-
tions has produced a persistent polycrisis that alters the structural conditions of 
international politics. In this environment, U.S. hegemony continues to matter, 
but the foundations that once sustained it (clear domains of governance, pre-
dictable institutional settings, and broad domestic consensus) have eroded.

This article has advanced two central claims. First, polycrisis makes hegemon-
ic stability materially and ideationally more difficult to sustain. The intercon-
nection of crises across economic, ecological, and security domains creates 
nonlinear, recursive challenges that no single actor can control. The U.S. still 
possesses unmatched military, financial, and technological capacities, but it 
must now operate within a system in which crises interact and cascade faster 
than policy instruments can respond. Leadership persists, yet the ability to 
transform capabilities into stable order is diminished.

Second, polycrisis makes governing increasingly unstable because the com-
plexity of policy responses intensifies precisely as domestic political coherence 
deteriorates. Gourevitch’s second image reversed dynamic is more pronounced 
under today’s conditions: global turbulence shapes domestic alignments, 
while domestic polarization constrains international action. The feedback 
loop between systemic interdependence and domestic fragmentation produces 
institutional strain, short-term policymaking, and inconsistency in foreign and 
economic policy.

The empirical cases illustrate these dynamics. The congressional struggle 
over Ukraine aid revealed how institutional fragility and partisan competition 
undermine the reliability of U.S. commitments, even when strategic interests 
are widely acknowledged. The oscillation between the IRA and the subse-
quent BBB demonstrated how efforts to govern complex global challenges 
are exposed to abrupt reversal. In both cases, U.S. policymakers attempted to 
reduce or manage global complexity, but these interventions became entangled 
in polarized domestic politics. The result was not an absence of capacity but a 
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persistent deficit in coherence.

The picture that emerges is one of hegemonic complexity: a form of leadership 
that endures, but under conditions that render its expression more fragmented, 
reactive, and politically contested. The U.S. remains indispensable to global 
governance, no other actor can orchestrate large coalitions, mobilize financial 
power, or set regulatory standards to the same degree. Yet its ability to pro-
vide stable expectations to partners and rivals is increasingly compromised by 
domestic volatility and the density of global interdependence.

The implications extend beyond the U.S. experience. As global systems 
become more tightly coupled and prone to cascading crises, all major powers 
confront the limits of linear planning and centralized control. Purposeful action 
requires navigating complex feedback loops rather than imposing order upon 
them. For allies, this means relying on a hegemon that is powerful but unpre-
dictable; for scholars, it means rethinking analytical categories that assume 
stability, hierarchy, or clear separation between domestic and international 
politics.

Ultimately, the U.S. is not experiencing hegemonic decline in the conventional 
sense but a shift toward a more uncertain and fragile mode of leadership. The 
ability to mobilize resources and shape global agendas persists, yet the coher-
ence required to sustain long-term strategies often falters. Hegemony today is 
exercised less through the construction of durable order and more through the 
management of disorder, an expression of power conditioned by the complexi-
ty of the polycrisis itself.

Endnotes

1.	 Columba Peoples, “The Liberal International Ordering of Crisis,” International Re-
lations 38, no. 1 (2024): 3–24; Jon-Hans Coetzer, Daniel Rajmil, and Lucía Morales, 
“The New Normal: Multifaceted and Multidimensional Crises and the Interplay of 
Geoeconomics and Geopolitics,” Peace Review 35, no. 4 (2023): 555–61, https://doi.or
g/10.1080/10402659.2023.2287212.

2.	 G. John Ikenberry, “Three Worlds: The West, East, and South and the Competition to 
Shape Global Order,” International Affairs 100, no. 1 (2024): 121–38.

3.	 Malte Brosig, “How Do Crises Spread? The Polycrisis and Crisis Transmission,” 
Global Sustainability 8 (2025), https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2025.14; Stacie E. Goddard, 
Ronald R. Krebs, Christian Kreuder-Sonnen, and Berthold Rittberger, “Contestation in 
a World of Liberal Orders,” Global Studies Quarterly 4, no. 2 (2024): ksae026.

4.	 Malte Brosig, “From Neologism to Promising Research Agenda? The Global Polycrisis 
and IR,” International Relations(2025), https://doi.org/10.1177/00471178251333294; 
Michael Lawrence, Thomas Homer-Dixon, Scott Janzwood, Johan Rockström, Ortwin 
Renn, and Jonathan F. Donges, “Global Polycrisis: The Causal Mechanisms of Crisis 
Entanglement,” Global Sustainability 7 (2024), https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2024.1; 
Catherine Hoeffler, Stéphanie C. Hofmann, and Frédéric Mérand, “The Polycrisis and 



23

EU Security and Defence Competences,” Journal of European Public Policy 31, no. 10 
(2024): 3224–48, https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2024.2362762.

5.	 M. Lawrence, M. Shipman, S. Janzwood, C. Arnscheidt, J. Donges, T. Homer-Dixon, 
C. Otto, P. J. Schweizer, and N. Wunderling, Cascade Institute Polycrisis Research and 
Action Roadmap (Waterloo, ON: Cascade Institute, 2024); Eric Helleiner, “Economic 
Globalization’s Polycrisis,” International Studies Quarterly 68, no. 2 (2024), https://
doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqae024. 

6.	 M. Lawrence et al., Cascade Institute Polycrisis Research and Action Roadmap; Mi-
chael J. Albert, Navigating the Polycrisis: Mapping the Futures of Capitalism and the 
Earth (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2024).

7.	 David Henig and Daniel M. Knight, “Polycrisis: Prompts for an Emerging Worldview,” 
Anthropology Today 39, no. 2 (2023): 3–6, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8322.12793; 
Judith J. Rakowski et al., “Characterizing the Global Polycrisis: A Systematic Review 
of Recent Literature,” Annual Review of Environment and Resources 50 (2025).

8.	 Tanja A. Börzel and Michael Zürn, “Contestations of the Liberal International Order: 
From Liberal Multilateralism to Postnational Liberalism,” International Organization 
75, no. 2 (2021): 282–305.

9.	 Brian W. Head, Wicked Problems in Public Policy (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 
2022); Caroline Baylon and Sophia Robele, Polycrisis and Long-Term Thinking 
(New York: United Nations Development Programme, 2022); Rafael Duarte Villa and 
Haroldo Ramanzini, Crisis and Changes in International Governance in the Dawn of 
the Twenty-First Century: Rethinking the Spheres of International Politics (São Paulo: 
SciELO Brasil, 2021).

10.	 Peter Gourevitch, “The Second Image Reversed: The International Sources of Domes-
tic Politics,” International Organization 32, no. 4 (1978): 881–912.

11.	 Carla Winston, “International Norms as Emergent Properties of Complex Adaptive 
Systems,” International Studies Quarterly 67, no. 3 (2023), https://doi.org/10.1093/
isq/sqad063; Antoine Bousquet and Robert Geyer, “Introduction: Complexity and the 
International Arena,” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 24, no. 1 (2011): 1–3, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2011.558713; Antoine Bousquet and Simon Curtis, 
“Beyond Models and Metaphors: Complexity Theory, Systems Thinking, and Interna-
tional Relations,” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 24, no. 1 (2011): 43–62, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2011.558054.

12.	 Antonio Daood, Serghei Floricel, Daniele Mascia, and Luca Giustiniano, “Under-
standing Multiple Crises Unfolding within Megaprojects: Crises’ Interdependencies, 
Responses, and Outcomes,” International Journal of Project Management 42, no. 1 
(2024), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijproman.2023.102545; Erik Gartzke, “Interdepen-
dence Really Is Complex,” unpublished manuscript, Columbia University, 2006.

13.	 Duncan Snidal, “The Limits of Hegemonic Stability Theory,” International Organiza-
tion 39, no. 4 (1985): 579–614.

14.	 Anne-Marie Slaughter, The Chessboard and the Web: Strategies of Connection in a 
Networked World (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2017); Han Dorussen, Erik 
A. Gartzke, and Oliver Westerwinter, “Networked International Politics: Complex 
Interdependence and the Diffusion of Conflict and Peace,” Journal of Peace Research 
53, no. 3 (2016): 283–91.

15.	 Bousquet and Geyer, “Introduction: Complexity and the International Arena”.



24

16.	 Winston, “International Norms as Emergent Properties of Complex Adaptive Systems“.

17.	 Helleiner, “Economic Globalization’s Polycrisis.”; Lawrence et al., Cascade Institute 
Polycrisis Research and Action Roadmap.

18.	 Scott Janzwood and Jinelle Piereder. “Complex Systems Approaches to Global Poli-
tics.” In International Relations, 2020.

19.	 Stephen Davies, “From Regions to the World: Global Crises from the Third Cen-
tury to Today,” Social Philosophy and Policy 40, no. 2 (2024): 455–81, https://doi.
org/10.1017/s0265052524000153.

20.	 Gourevitch, “The second image reversed: the international sources of domestic poli-
tics.”.

21.	 Simon A. Levin, Helen V. Milner, and Charles Perrings, “The Dynamics of Political 
Polarization,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 118, no. 50 (2021), 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2116950118.

22.	 Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, Cultural Backlash: Trump, Brexit, and Authoritari-
an Populism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019).

23.	 Emery Roe, “Social Complexity, Crisis, and Management,” in Oxford Research 
Encyclopedia of Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019); Dawn R. Gilpin and 
Priscilla J. Murphy, Crisis Management in a Complex World (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2008).

24.	 Helga Nowotny, “The Increase of Complexity and Its Reduction,” Theory, Culture & 
Society 22, no. 5 (2005): 15–31, https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276405057189.

25.	 Alexander Cooley and Daniel Nexon, Exit from Hegemony: The Unraveling of the 
American Global Order (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).

26.	 Daniel Hywel Nicholls, “All Hegemons Are Not the Same: The Role(s) of Relational 
Structures and Modes of Control,” International Studies Review 22, no. 3 (2020): 
600–25.

27.	 “McCarthy Says He Thinks He Will Survive Leadership Challenge in US House.” 
Reuters, October 4, 2023. https://www.reuters.com/world/us/mccarthy-says-he-thinks-
he-will-survive-leadership-challenge-us-house-2023-10-03/.

28.	 Sarah A. Binder, and Fred Dews. “What Kevin McCarthy’s Ouster as Speaker of the 
House Means for Governance.” Brookings Institution, October 4, 2023. https://www.
brookings.edu/articles/what-kevin-mccarthys-ouster-as-speaker-of-the-house-means-
for-governance/?b=1 

29.	 Stephen Groves, Lisa Mascaro, and Mary Clare Jalonick. “Deal on Wartime Ukraine 
Aid and Border Security Stalls in Congress as Time Runs Short.” PBS NewsHour, 
January 31, 2024. https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/deal-on-wartime-ukraine-aid-
and-border-security-stalls-in-congress-as-time-runs-short.

30.	 “H.R.815: Making emergency supplemental appropriations for the fiscal year ending 
September 30, 2024, and for other purposes.” 118th Congress (2023-2024). April 24, 
2024. https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/815.

31.	 Andrew Atkeson et al. “Emissions and Energy Impacts of the Inflation Reduction Act.” 
arXiv, July 3, 2023. https://arxiv.org/abs/2307.01443.



25

32.	 “H.R.1: An act to provide for reconciliation pursuant to title II of H. Con. Res. 14.” 
119th Congress (2025-2026).  July 4, 2025. https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-con-
gress/house-bill/1.

33.	  Institute for Energy Research. “Summary of Key Provisions in the One Big Beautiful 
Bill Act.” Institute for Energy Research. https://www.instituteforenergyresearch.org/

regulation/summary-of-key-provisions-in-the-one-big-beautiful-bill-act/.

Bibliography
Albert, Michael J. Navigating the Polycrisis: Mapping the Futures of Capitalism and the Earth. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2024.

Baylon, Caroline, and Sophia Robele. Polycrisis and Long-Term Thinking. New York: United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 2022.

Börzel, Tanja A., and Michael Zürn. “Contestations of the Liberal International Order: From 
Liberal Multilateralism to Postnational Liberalism.” International Organization 75, no. 2 (2021): 
282–305.

Bousquet, Antoine, and Simon Curtis. “Beyond Models and Metaphors: Complexity Theory, Sys-
tems Thinking, and International Relations.” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 24, no. 1 
(2011): 43–62. https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2011.558054.

Bousquet, Antoine, and Robert Geyer. “Introduction: Complexity and the International Arena.” 
Cambridge Review of International Affairs 24, no. 1 (2011): 1–3.  https://doi.org/10.1080/095575
71.2011.558713.

Brosig, Malte. “From Neologism to Promising Research Agenda? The Global Polycrisis and IR.” 
International Relations (2025a). https://doi.org/10.1177/00471178251333294.

Brosig, Malte. “How Do Crises Spread? The Polycrisis and Crisis Transmission.” Global Sustain-
ability 8 (2025b). https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2025.14.

Coetzer, Jon-Hans, Daniel Rajmil, and Lucía Morales. “The New Normal: Multifaceted and Mul-
tidimensional Crises and the Interplay of Geoeconomics and Geopolitics.” Peace Review 35, no. 4 
(2023): 556–561.https://doi.org/10.1080/10402659.2023.2287212.

Cooley, Alexander, and Daniel Nexon. Exit from Hegemony: The Unraveling of the American 
Global Order. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020.

Daood, Antonio, Serghei Floricel, Daniele Mascia, and Luca Giustiniano. “Understanding Multiple 
Crises Unfolding within Megaprojects: Crises’ Interdependencies, Responses, and Outcomes.” 
International Journal of Project Management 42, no. 1 (2024). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpro-
man.2023.102545.

Davies, Stephen. “From Regions to the World: Global Crises from the Third Century to 
Today.” Social Philosophy and Policy 40, no. 2 (2024): 455–481. https://doi.org/10.1017/
s0265052524000153.

Dorussen, Han, Erik A. Gartzke, and Oliver Westerwinter. “Networked International Politics: 
Complex Interdependence and the Diffusion of Conflict and Peace.” Journal of Peace Research 53, 
no. 3 (2016): 283–291.



26

Gartzke, Erik. “Interdependence Really Is Complex.” Unpublished manuscript, Columbia Univer-
sity, 2006.

Gilpin, Dawn R., and Priscilla J. Murphy. Crisis Management in a Complex World. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2008.

Goddard, Stacie E., Ronald R. Krebs, Christian Kreuder-Sonnen, and Berthold Rittberger. “Con-
testation in a World of Liberal Orders.” Global Studies Quarterly 4, no. 2 (2024): ksae026.

Gourevitch, Peter. “The Second Image Reversed: The International Sources of Domestic Politics.” 
International Organization 32, no. 4 (1978): 881–912.

Head, Brian W. Wicked Problems in Public Policy. Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2022.

Helleiner, Eric. “Economic Globalization’s Polycrisis.” International Studies Quarterly 68, no. 2 
(2024). https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqae024.

Henig, David, and Daniel M. Knight. “Polycrisis: Prompts for an Emerging Worldview.” Anthro-
pology Today 39, no. 2 (2023): 3–6. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8322.12793.

Hoeffler, Catherine, Stéphanie C. Hofmann, and Frédéric Mérand. “The Polycrisis and EU Securi-
ty and Defence Competences.” Journal of European Public Policy 31, no. 10 (2024): 3224–3248. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2024.2362762.

Ikenberry, G. John. “Three Worlds: The West, East, and South and the Competition to Shape Glob-
al Order.” International Affairs 100, no. 1 (2024): 121–138.

Janzwood, Scott, and Jinelle Piereder. “Complex Systems Approaches to Global Politics.” In 
International Relations, 2020. 

Lawrence, M., M. Shipman, S. Janzwood, C. Arnscheidt, J. Donges, T. Homer-Dixon, C. Otto, 
P. J. Schweizer, and N. Wunderling. Cascade Institute Polycrisis Research and Action Roadmap. 
Waterloo, ON: Cascade Institute, 2024.

Lawrence, Michael, Thomas Homer-Dixon, Scott Janzwood, Johan Rockström, Ortwin Renn, and 
Jonathan F. Donges. “Global Polycrisis: The Causal Mechanisms of Crisis Entanglement.” Global 
Sustainability 7 (2024). https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2024.1.

Levin, Simon A., Helen V. Milner, and Charles Perrings. “The Dynamics of Political Polarization.” 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 118, no. 50 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1073/
pnas.2116950118.

Nicholls, Daniel Hywel. “All Hegemons Are Not the Same: The Role(s) of Relational Structures 
and Modes of Control.” International Studies Review 22, no. 3 (2020): 600–625.

Norris, Pippa, and Ronald Inglehart. Cultural Backlash: Trump, Brexit, and Authoritarian Popu-
lism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019.

Nowotny, Helga. “The Increase of Complexity and Its Reduction.” Theory, Culture & Society 22, 
no. 5 (2005): 15–31. https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276405057189.



27

Peoples, Columba. “The Liberal International Ordering of Crisis.” International Relations 38, no. 
1 (2024): 3–24.

Rakowski, Judith J., et al. “Characterizing the Global Polycrisis: A Systematic Review of Recent 
Literature.” Annual Review of Environment and Resources 50 (2025).

Roe, Emery. “Social Complexity, Crisis, and Management.” In Oxford Research Encyclopedia of 
Politics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019.

Slaughter, Anne-Marie. The Chessboard and the Web: Strategies of Connection in a Networked 
World. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2017.

Snidal, Duncan. “The Limits of Hegemonic Stability Theory.” International Organization 39, no. 4 
(1985): 579–614.

Villa, Rafael Duarte, and Haroldo Ramanzini. Crisis and Changes in International Governance in 
the Dawn of the Twenty-First Century: Rethinking the Spheres of International Politics. São Paulo: 
SciELO Brasil, 2021.

Winston, Carla. “International Norms as Emergent Properties of Complex Adaptive Systems.” 
International Studies Quarterly 67, no. 3 (2023). https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqad063.


