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Abstract

This article surveys pivotal trends shaping international relations between 2024 and
mid-2025. Key developments include the consolidation of multipolarity—particularly via
China’s leadership in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and BRICS expansion—
India’s strategic recalibration, the rise of regional/minilateral diplomacy, challenges to
multilateral institutions, and emerging domains such as Al governance, cybersecurity, and
financial fragmentation. Drawing on recent summit events, emerging diplomacy practices, and
scholarly analyses, this article proposes an integrated framework for studying evolving IR
dynamics. It concludes with research priorities that combine normative and empirical
methodologies aligned with a shifting global order.
Keywords: multipolarity, SCO, BRICS, regionalism, digital diplomacy, Al governance, financial
fragmentation, international institutions

Introduction

International relations (IR) in 2024-2025 navigates a terrain defined by structural
transformation—from Western-dominated institutions to a more fluid, contested, and multipolar
system. Rising powers such as China, India, and expanded BRICS, alongside technological
disruption and regional realignments, are rapidly redefining the principles, mechanisms, and
sites of diplomacy. International Relations has is marked not only by significant structural shifts
but also by deeper theoretical and normative debates regarding the nature of the international
system. While the early post-Cold War period was dominated by discussions of U.S. unipolarity
and liberal internationalism, today’s scholars are confronted with the lived realities of contested
multipolarity. This involves the simultaneous rise of China as a systemic competitor, Russia’s
persistence in challenging Western norms despite economic isolation, India’s maneuvering as a
pivotal power, and the European Union’s struggle to maintain cohesion amid crises. This
introduction situates these shifts within the broader trajectory of IR scholarship, drawing on
historical analogies such as the Concert of Europe and the Cold War while highlighting key
differences in contemporary dynamics. It also underscores the importance of emerging issues
that were not traditionally central to IR, such as digital governance, ecological collapse, and
non-state actors. The era 2024-2025 is not merely transitional but transformative, demanding
both empirical analysis and theoretical innovation.

Multipolarity and Alliance Realignment
The trajectory of multipolarity has accelerated, raising questions about the distribution of global

power. The SCO and BRICS have become important vehicles for institutionalizing non-Western
visions of order. The SCO, once perceived as a security-focused bloc, has expanded its agenda
into economic development, cultural exchange, and digital governance.
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At its 2025 summit in Astana, leaders from China, Russia, and Central Asian states emphasized sovereignty,
development financing, and alternatives to Western-led security narratives. Meanwhile, BRICS expanded to include
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Argentina, broadening its economic and geopolitical reach. This expansion also signaled the
bloc’s ambition to create financial tools independent of Western institutions, including discussions of a common
currency backed by resource-rich members. India remains in a delicate position, balancing its participation in BRICS
and SCO with its deepening strategic engagement in the Quad and the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF). This
reflects a hedging strategy rooted in both realist calculations of power and the desire to assert a distinct identity as a
leader of the Global South. Europe, facing internal divisions and external pressures, has found itself struggling to
reconcile its reliance on U.S. security guarantees with growing economic dependencies on China. Latin America and
Africa, increasingly courted by both Western and non-Western powers, illustrate how multipolarity is not limited to
great powers but involves a wider array of actors. Key features include China's SCO leadership, BRICS expansion, and
India's recalibration amidst shifting U.S. relations.

1 China’s Leadership through the SCO

At the 2025 SCO Summit in Tianjin, Chinese President Xi Jinping promoted a "multipolar world" and announced the
launch of a SCO development bank, offering \$1.4 billion in loans over three years to member states. The summit, with
attendance from Russia, India, Iran, and others, signaled a shift from security-centric engagement to a broader
economic and infrastructural role, positioning China as a governance alternative to Western-led systems.

2 Expanding BRICS Influence

BRICS expanded in 2024 to include Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, and the UAE, with Indonesia joining in 2025. Now
representing 45% of global population and over 35% of GDP, the grouping advances "Global South cooperation” and
begins to challenge liberal institutional norms.

3 India’s Strategic Recalibration

Amid U.S. unpredictability and trade tensions under Trump’s administration, India has begun deepening ties with
China and Russia, while maintaining strategic autonomy. Notably, India declined a White House dinner invitation,
extending malign to host Trump at the upcoming Quad Summit instead

Regionalism and Minilateralism

Regionalism has evolved as a pragmatic response to the paralysis of universalist institutions. Africa’s growing voice
within global platforms like the G20 signals a recalibration of international hierarchies. The African Union’s inclusion
is not merely symbolic but reflects a deeper recognition of Africa’s role in global demographic, economic, and energy
transitions. In Asia, minilateral forums like the Quad and 12U2 have demonstrated flexibility, focusing on maritime
security, critical technologies, supply chain resilience, and infrastructure. These issue-specific coalitions illustrate how
states are increasingly prioritizing functionality over formality. ASEAN, despite internal divisions, has attempted to
maintain centrality in Asia’s diplomatic architecture by mediating between China and the U.S. The Middle East
presents another case of fluid regionalism: the Abraham Accords, rapprochement between Saudi Arabia and Iran
(mediated by China), and shifting alignments following U.S. retrenchment. Critics argue that such coalitions risk
fragmenting the international system into exclusive clubs, while defenders claim they are more effective in responding
to immediate crises. Ultimately, the rise of regionalism and minilateralism reveals both the limitations of global
institutions and the adaptability of states.

1 Retreat from Globalism, Rise of Regional Forums

Global governance is shifting toward regional coalitions and minilateral platforms like the Quad and 12U2, with
pressures on UN reform. This realignment reflects disillusionment with global institutions and growing focus on
sovereignty and self-reliance

2 Institutional Fragmentation and UN Reform Pressures

Pressure for UN reform—especially for expanding the Security Council—continues, with emerging powers contesting
institutional legitimacy. Simultaneously, overlapping mandates among platforms like G20, WTO, and UN agencies
dilute governance coherence

Technology, Al, Cyber, and Financial Governance

Technology has emerged as one of the central battlegrounds of international politics. The competition over 5G,
semiconductors, and Al governance illustrates how technological infrastructure has become intertwined with questions
of sovereignty and power. The EU’s Al Act, adopted in 2024, sets global precedents for regulating artificial
intelligence, prioritizing transparency, accountability, and human rights. In contrast, China promotes its model of state-
led digital sovereignty, emphasizing security, surveillance, and data localization. The United States has sought to
restrict Chinese access to advanced chips, escalating the tech war while simultaneously investing in domestic capacity
through the CHIPS Act. Beyond Al, financial governance has become a contested domain. The weaponization of the
dollar through sanctions on Russia and Iran has accelerated efforts to construct alternative systems. BRICS members
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have debated the creation of a shared currency backed by gold and commaodities, although practical challenges remain.
Cybersecurity has also become a central IR issue: cyberattacks targeting energy grids, hospitals, and electoral systems
illustrate vulnerabilities in both developed and developing states. NATO, ASEAN, and the African Union have all
elevated cyber defense to strategic priorities. The politics of technology is no longer a niche issue but a defining axis of
international order. Diplomacy now routinely employs digital tools while facing cyber threats. Al governance and
financial alternatives to SWIFT emerge as critical issues.

1 Digital Diplomacy and Cyber Threats

Diplomacy now routinely employs digital tools—Zoom-based summits, social media messaging—but also faces rising
cyber risks and misinformation, complicating trust and statecraft.

2 Multilateral Governance of Al

Al governance is emerging as a critical domain for IR. Recent scholarship highlights dual approaches: empirical
mapping of Al governance architectures and normative development of global standards. Multilateral frameworks are
evolving, often within existing institutions or through new ad hoc arrangements, with states maintaining agenda-setting
authority.

3 Financial Disaggregation and Alternative Networks

Geopolitical tensions are fragmenting global financial infrastructure. Countries are exploring alternatives to the
western-led SWIFT, such as China's CIPS and cross-border central bank digital currencies (CBDCs), reflecting
structural financial realignment.

Institutional Stress and New Diplomacy Arenas

The paralysis of traditional multilateral institutions has been stark in the context of ongoing conflicts. The UN Security
Council has failed to adopt resolutions on Ukraine due to Russian vetoes and has struggled to mediate in Gaza. The
General Assembly has become a forum for symbolic resolutions rather than effective action. In this vacuum, alternative
diplomatic arenas have emerged. Qatar, leveraging its wealth, neutrality, and strategic positioning, has hosted critical
negotiations, from ceasefire agreements in Gaza to dialogue between the Taliban and Western governments. Turkey has
also positioned itself as a mediator in the Black Sea grain corridor, demonstrating how middle powers can play
constructive roles. Diplomacy has also expanded into domains like climate change, where COP summits increasingly
double as geopolitical arenas. Disputes over climate finance, adaptation, and loss-and-damage mechanisms have
highlighted North-South divides. The G20, while not immune to internal divisions, has become an increasingly
important platform for coordinating economic governance in the absence of effective Bretton Woods reform. Overall,
diplomacy is no longer confined to great power summits but has diffused into multiple arenas where state and non-state
actors interact.

1 Fragmented Global Governance

Global governance is pressured by overlapping institutions, nationalist retrenchment, and competing digital norms. This
makes coherent global policymaking—especially for climate and development—more challenging. Fragmented
governance, Qatar’s mediation role, and U.S.—Russia/lran talks highlight stress and innovation in diplomacy.

2 Qatar’s Role as a Diplomatic Broker

Qatar has emerged as a high-leverage mediator—between the U.S., Iran, Israel, and others—by leveraging strategic
neutrality and financial clout, notably during the June 2025 Middle East tensions.

3 US-Russia and US—-Iran Diplomacy

Notable diplomatic initiatives in early 2025:

1. U.S.—Russia summit in Riyadh initiated tentative dialogue on ending the Ukraine war, albeit without Ukrainian or
European representation.

2. U.S.—Iran negotiations, mediated in Oman and Rome, focused on nuclear agreement frameworks. While talks were
constructive, they preceded an escalation into conflict following unresolved impasses

Theoretical Implications and Framework

The changes of 2024-2025 compel IR theory to move beyond conventional paradigms. Realism remains relevant in
explaining great power rivalry, but its state-centric assumptions underplay the significance of technological networks
and transnational issues. Liberal institutionalism, while acknowledging the erosion of multilateralism, highlights how
institutions adapt through smaller, functional coalitions. Constructivist scholars focus on the role of narratives: China’s
discourse of civilizational rejuvenation, India’s identity as a voice of the Global South, and Western emphasis on
democratic values. Critical theories such as postcolonial IR interrogate power asymmetries in global governance,
pointing to how Global South actors are reasserting agency. Feminist IR offers insights into how global crises
disproportionately affect marginalized populations, emphasizing care and justice as critical dimensions of order.
Emerging approaches like ecological political theory and critical data studies are also increasingly vital. An integrated
framework would combine material, institutional, discursive, and normative layers of analysis, offering a richer account
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of contemporary transformations. These developments demand flexible IR frameworks that integrate multipolarity,
regionalism, digital governance, and small-state diplomacy. These developments demand IR frameworks that:

1. Understand *multipolarity* as evolving through institutions like SCO and BRICS.

2. Grasp *minilateralism™* as regionally and issue-based realignment.

3. Incorporate *digital and Al governance* as emergent fields reshaping diplomatic norms.

4. Account for *financial de-fragmentation* and normative competition over infrastructure.

5. See *small-state mediation* (e.g., Qatar) as critical arenas in asymmetric diplomacy.

Conclusion

The international system in 20242025 is in flux. Multipolarity is no longer a speculative scenario but a lived reality,
albeit messy and contested. Regionalism and minilateralism offer adaptive mechanisms but raise questions about
fragmentation and inequality. Technology and financial innovation have created new sites of geopolitical struggle,
while traditional institutions are paralyzed. These shifts challenge not only policymakers but also IR scholars, who
must rethink theoretical assumptions and methodological approaches. As the system evolves, the central questions
become: how can governance structures be made more inclusive, effective, and legitimate? How can technological and
ecological challenges be integrated into IR frameworks? The answers to these questions will define the future of
international order. The 2024-2025 period should therefore be understood as a crucible in which the contours of a new
order are being forged—an order that is likely to be plural, contested, and dynamic. Between 2024 and 2025,
international relations undergo profound reconfiguration: a tilt toward multipolarity, ascendancy of regionalism,
fragmentation of governance, and new technological domains.
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