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OPENING: The Moment Language Broke

| want to begin not with theory, but with a moment many of you will recognize—a
moment when you realized the language of international politics no longer quite fits
the world it's supposed to describe.

On January 26, 2024, the International Court of Justice—the highest judicial body in
the international legal system—issued provisional measures in South Africa v. Israel,
finding a plausible risk of genocide in Gaza and ordering immediate protective actions.
The Court spoke with exceptional clarity: Israel must prevent genocidal acts, enable
humanitarian assistance, preserve evidence, and report within one month.

The response? Not silence. Systematic disregard.

Israel continued military operations in Rafah despite ICJ orders. The United States
vetoed four Security Council resolutions in five months calling for ceasefires. When
the Court issued additional measures in March and May 2024, the pattern repeated:
legal clarity met with operational irrelevance.

This is not unique to Gaza. When the ICC issued an arrest warrant for Vladimir Putin in
March 2023, he was received with state honors in South Africa, Mongolia, and the
UAE—all ICC member states. When ICC Prosecutor Karim Khan sought warrants for
Israeli officials in May 2024, Western capitals responded not with legal argument but
political denunciation.



We are witnessing not the bending of international law—we are witnessing its
functional obsolescence.

But here’s what makes this moment particularly relevant for you as students of
strategic communications: The erosion of international law is fundamentally an
erosion of credible commitment—and credible commitment is the foundation of all
strategic communication.

When institutions cannot credibly commit to enforcing their own pronouncements,
they lose not just legal authority but communicative authority. They become what we
might call zombie institutions—still cited, still formally operational, but no longer
capable of producing the outcomes they promise.

PART |: THE USABLE LEGALITY FRAMEWORK

To diagnose what has failed, let me introduce a framework | developed in my recent
work on transnational commercial law, which | call “usable legality.”

A legal system is “usable” when it functions not as decoration but as operational
infrastructure—when actors can rely on it to coordinate behavior, manage disputes,
and stabilize expectations.

Usable legality rests on three pillars:
1. Credible Commitment
Can actors trust that commitments made today will be honored tomorrow?

In international law, this meant: Can states trust that treaty obligations, Security
Council resolutions, and ICJ judgments will be respected?

Status today: Collapsed.

Consider the empirical record:

ICJ Gaza provisional measures (January, March, May 2024): Systematically ignored
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US Security Council vetoes on Gaza: 4 in 5 months—paralysis by design
ICC warrant for Putin: No enforcement despite member state obligations
ICC warrant requests for Israeli officials: Political denunciation from allies

The pattern is clear: Powerful states comply when convenient; breach without
consequence when inconvenient.

For strategic communications professionals, this is critical: When credible
commitment collapses, all communication becomes suspect. Every statement is read
as tactical positioning, not binding obligation. Every promise is discounted by the
probability of breach.

2. Clear Attribution
Who is responsible? Who can be held accountable?

The Westphalian system was built on a simple premise: States are the unit of
accountability.

Status today: Structurally obsolete.

Consider who actually exercises sovereign-like power in 2026:
Meta: 3 billion users—Ilarger than any state except China and India
Content moderation = regulation of speech at global scale
Algorithm curation = shaping perceived reality for billions

Decisions made in Menlo Park affect political stability in Nairobi, Jakarta, New Delhi

Google: 8.5 billion searches per day
Controls information access for most of humanity

Algorithm changes can destroy businesses overnight
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No democratic accountability, no treaty obligations, no Security Council oversight

Amazon Web Services: Hosts infrastructure of governments, militaries, intelligence
agencies

Single point of failure for critical state functions
Located outside territorial jurisdiction

Can be weaponized by home state (US CLOUD Act)

Starlink: Controls satellite internet in conflict zones
Became de facto military actor in Ukraine without being a belligerent
Elon Musk personally decides connectivity for Ukrainian forces

No legal framework governs this power

The problem: These entities:

Are not subject to Geneva Conventions

Cannot be hauled before the ICC

Do not sign treaties

Are not bound by Security Council resolutions

Yet they exercise more operational sovereignty in many domains than most states.

The international legal system cannot regulate actors it cannot see—and it was
designed to see only states.

3. Reliable Enforceability

Can rules be enforced consistently and predictably?
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Status today: Selectively operational.

The ICC has issued 47 arrest warrants. 44 are for African suspects. When the Court
reached beyond Africa—Putin, Netanyahu, Gallant—enforcement became impossible.
This is not enforcement. This is selective prosecution masquerading as universal
justice.

The Diagnosis:

International law today is procedurally intact but purposively defunct. It produces:
Resolutions without resolution

Judgments without justice

Prohibitions without prevention

It has lost what | call impact-based legitimacy—the capacity to produce outcomes that
justify the system’s existence.

PART Il: THREE DIMENSIONS OF DETERIORATION

Let me show you how this erosion manifests across three dimensions:

1. Norm Erosion: From Exception to Routine

The UN Charter’s prohibition on the use of force (Article 2(4)) and the principle of
territorial integrity were designed to make war exceptional.

Today, the use of force and territorial violations have become routine:
Russia: Annexation of Crimea (2014), full-scale invasion of Ukraine (2022)
ICC warrant issued for Putin (March 2023)

No enforcement, no consequences

Ukraine peace negotiations (ongoing in 2026): Pressure on Ukraine to cede territory
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Violates the Stimson Doctrine: no recognition of territorial gains by force

Yet presented as “pragmatic compromise”

Trump on Greenland (January 2026): “I don't need international law” (NYT interview)
Treating sovereignty as negotiable based on strategic interest

Open repudiation of territorial integrity norms

The principle still exists, but its binding force is hollowed out.

States still invoke the language of sovereignty and territorial integrity—but
increasingly do so selectively, as rhetorical weapons rather than binding constraints.

2. Institutional Overstretch and Selective Enforcement

On January 7, 2026, President Trump signed a Presidential Memorandum withdrawing
the United States from 66 international organizations, including:

Climate & Environment:

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)—a Senate-ratified treaty
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)

Paris Agreement (second withdrawal)

Human Rights & Development:

UN Human Rights Council

UNRWA (UN Relief and Works Agency)

UNESCO

Legal & Standards Bodies:

International Law Commission
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Multiple technical cooperation bodies

The stated rationale: These organizations operate “contrary to the interests of the
United States.”

In an interview with the New York Times (January 8, 2026), Trump said explicitly: “I don't
need international law... my powers are constrained only by my own morality.”

The legal challenge: As Chatham House noted in their analysis: “If powerful states
reserve a unilateral exemption from rules they have already accepted, there would be
no point to having rules at all.”

The UNFCCC is a Senate-ratified treaty. The President’s authority to unilaterally
withdraw without Senate consent is disputed. But even if challenged, the Supreme
Court's 6-3 conservative majority is likely to support executive action.

The result: Even if a future administration rejoins, it may require a two-thirds Senate
vote—a near-impossible bar in a polarized system.

For strategic communications, the question becomes: How do you communicate the
value of multilateral institutions to publics that increasingly see them as:

Ineffective (ICJ orders ignored)
Selective (ICC prosecutes Africans, not Russians or Israelis)

Hypocritical (US withdraws when inconvenient, lectures others on compliance)

3. Epistemic Corrosion: The Knowledge Crisis

International law depends on epistemic integrity: shared facts, reliable verification,
legitimate interpretation. Today, these are under systematic assault:

Disinformation Contests Basic Facts:

Chemical weapons use in Syria: Competing narratives, no agreed truth
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Civilian casualties in Gaza: Israel disputes hospital bombings despite satellite evidence
Bucha massacre in Ukraine: Russia claims fabrication despite forensic proof
Al-Generated Deepfakes Will Soon Fabricate Evidence:

Imagine a future ICC trial where prosecution presents satellite images of bombing
Defense presents deepfake showing the same images were fabricated

If we can’t agree on facts, we can't agree on law

“Lawfare” Delegitimizes Legal Processes:
Strategic manipulation of legal forums for reputational or tactical gain
Both sides in conflicts now accuse each other of “lawfare”

The term itself suggests law is just another weapon, not a neutral arbiter

Data Sovereignty Challenges Epistemic Authority:
In 2025-26, we're seeing an acceleration of data localization demands:

Nigeria demanding Google, Microsoft, Amazon set concrete deadlines for local data
centers

EU Digital Markets Act and Digital Services Act creating regional data governance
China’s cybersecurity standards requiring local data storage and cryptographic
compliance

India’s data protection amendments prohibiting cross-border data flows without
consent

The result: Fragmentation of the global information infrastructure.

Different jurisdictions will have different datasets, different algorithms, different
“realities.” The shared epistemic foundation that international law requires—what
happened, to whom, when—becomes impossible to establish. When knowledge itself
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is captured by competing sovereignties, democracy and multilateralism lose their
bearings.

PART IIl: THE TRUMP TRANSFORMATION & THE RISE OF DATA SOVEREIGNTY
What makes this moment distinct is the convergence of two transformations:
The Trump Repudiation

Previous administrations violated international law while performing compliance:

They invoked legal justifications (however strained)

They maintained institutional membership
They paid rhetorical tribute to the “rules-based order”
Trump does something different: He rejects the performance.

The January 2026 withdrawals are not just policy changes—they are systemic
repudiation:

66 organizations in a single memorandum
Explicit assertion that US interests override international obligations

“I don’t need international law"—said openly, not whispered

The strategic logic:

Unilateral sanctions as governance mechanism (secondary sanctions on Iran force
third countries to comply)

Sanctions on ICC officials investigating US conduct (2020, repeated 2025)

Trade threats against allies enforcing EU digital regulations

The message: International law binds you. Not us.

Trump exposes what international law always was: A hegemonically sustained system.
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When the hegemon withdraws its sustaining power, the system doesn’t become
multipolar—it becomes chaotic.

The Technological Acceleration

Simultaneously, we're witnessing the rise of corporate sovereignty that operates
entirely outside Westphalian frameworks:

EU-US Tech Conflict (2025-26):
EU fined Apple and Meta €700 million under Digital Markets Act (April 2025)

Trump threatened tariff investigation after EU fined Google $3.45 billion (September
2025)

Vice President JD Vance at Munich Security Conference (February 2025): Railed against
European “censorship”

Trump memo (February 2026): Investigating tariffs on foreign governments that tax
US tech firms

The Al Sovereignty Race:

Nvidia predicts $20 billion in Al chip sales for sovereign data centers in 2025 (100%
year-over-year increase)

Over $100 billion committed globally to building sovereign Al compute capacity by
2026 EU Commissioner for Technology Sovereignty leads €100+ billion investment in
cloud, Al, semiconductors

Only 34 countries host any public Al compute; only 24 have training-level compute

The Meta Example:
Meta's transformation under EU regulation (2024-26):

GDPR: Must practice data minimization, purpose limitation
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DMA: Prohibited from combining WhatsApp/Instagram/Facebook data without explicit
consent

Must enable interoperability—third-party messengers can connect to WhatsApp
DSA: Must allow users to opt out of algorithmic feeds, provide data portability

Meta's response: Compliance in EU, different rules elsewhere. But the Brussels Effect
is forcing global changes.

The Implication for Strategic Communications:

You are entering a world where:

Narrative power exceeds legal power

Algorithm-amplified lies outperform documented truth

Platforms shape perceived reality more effectively than courts or treaties

Elon Musk can shape discourse on X more effectively than most foreign ministries.
Meta's content policies affect more people than most national laws.

The question: Can strategic communication rebuild credible commitment in this
environment?

PART IV: FROM EROSION TO RECONSTRUCTION—THE KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY
TRANSITION

So what do we do?

First, honesty: There is no “return” to a golden age of international law. That age
never existed.

The post-1945 order was built on:

Colonial hierarchies (the P5 includes three colonial powers)
Cold War bipolarity (which produced paralysis)

American hegemony (which produced selectivity)
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We cannot rebuild what was always broken.

Instead, we must build differently.

The Knowledge Economy Framework (KE2045)
| have proposed a framework for post-extractive governance based on knowledge

production rather than resource extraction.

Core insight: Value creation has shifted from physical assets to information
architectures.

The states (and non-state actors) that will thrive are not those with the most oil or
largest armies—they are those with:

1. Institutional credibility: Trusted data, reliable adjudication, predictable enforcement

2. Knowledge infrastructure: Education systems, research capacity, verification
mechanisms

3. Impact-based legitimacy: Demonstrable improvement in human welfare, not
procedural compliance

This is not idealism. This is structural adaptation to the reality that power now flows
through:

Algorithms that curate information
Platforms that mediate social connection

Data architectures that enable (or prevent) collective action

Rebuilding Usable Legality in the Knowledge Age

What would a post-Westphalian legal order look like?

On behalf of The Maijlis



1. Multi-Actor Accountability

Legal frameworks that can attribute responsibility to:
Corporations (Meta, Google, Amazon)

Platforms (X, TikTok, YouTube)

Algorithms (recommendation systems, content moderation Al)
Hybrid actors (private military contractors, cyber mercenaries)

Not just states.

2. Impact-Based Legitimacy

Systems judged not by procedural compliance but by measurable outcomes:
Violence prevented (not resolutions passed)

Rights protected (not courts convened)

Conflicts resolved (not judgments issued)

3. Distributed Enforcement

Moving beyond the fiction of “universal jurisdiction” to networked enforcement:
Coalitions of the willing backed by economic, technological, and reputational leverage
Example: EU's Digital Markets Act enforced through market access, not military power

Example: Financial sanctions networks that bypass Security Council paralysis

4. Epistemic Integrity as Public Good

Truth itself must be treated as a shared resource, not a commodity to be
manipulated.

This requires:
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Investment in verification infrastructure: Al-assisted fact-checking, satellite imagery
transparency, open-source intelligence

Counter-disinformation proactively: Not just debunking, but pre-bunking—educating
publics on manipulation techniques

Support epistemic institutions: Independent journalism, academic research,
verification bodies seen as credible across political divides

CONCLUSION: THE STRATEGIC COMMUNICATOR'S ROLE

For you—doctoral students in strategic communications—this erosion is both crisis
and opportunity.

The crisis: You inherit a world where:
Deepfakes are more persuasive than fact-checks
Algorithmic amplification rewards outrage over accuracy

Institutional pronouncements are met with coordinated cynicism

The opportunity: The reconstruction of credible commitment requires strategic
communications.

Because credible commitment is not just a legal concept—it is a communicative
achievement.

Trust is built through:
Consistency between word and deed (not perfection, but alignment)
Transparency about limitations and failures (not spin, but honesty)

Accountability when commitments are broken (not excuses, but consequences)
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Your role is not to be stenographers of power—copying and amplifying whatever
narrative the powerful deploy.

Your role is to be architects of credible systems—building communication
infrastructures that can sustain trust at scale.

This means:

Exposing performative legality (law as theater)

Documenting systematic selectivity (law as weapon)

Articulating alternative frameworks (law as infrastructure)

The erosion of international law is not inevitable. It is chosen.

It is chosen every time a powerful state vetoes accountability.

It is chosen every time a court issues a judgment without enforcement.

It is chosen every time a platform amplifies disinformation without consequence.

It is chosen every time we accept the performance of legality as substitute for its
function.

But if it is chosen, it can be un-chosen.

The question is not: “Can we restore international law?”

The question is: “Can we build systems worthy of trust?”

And that is fundamentally a question of strategic communication.

Thank you. | welcome your questions.
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DISCUSSION PROMPTS FOR STUDENTS

1. On Credible Commitment: How would you communicate the value of multilateral
institutions to a public that sees them as ineffective, selective, and hypocritical?

2. On Attribution: If Meta's algorithm amplifies hate speech that fuels genocide (as in
Myanmar/Rohingya case), where should accountability lie? How do you communicate
that responsibility?

3. On Epistemic Integrity: You're advising a government on countering disinformation.
Do you prioritize debunking (responding to false claims) or pre-bunking (building
media literacy)? Why?

4. On Restraint: Can “restraint” or “responsibility” be communicated as strength rather
than weakness in strategic communications? How would you frame it?

5. On the Knowledge Economy: If truth is a public good, who funds it? How do you
build sustainable epistemic institutions when journalism, academic research, and
verification are chronically underfunded?
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RECOMMENDED FOLLOW-UP READING
On Legal Theory:
Stanley Hoffmann, “The Uses and Limits of International Law” (1968)

Chatham House, “President Trump may disregard international law—but other
countries want to make use of it” (January 2026)

On ICJ) Gaza Case:
ICJ) Order on Provisional Measures, South Africa v. Israel (January 26, 2024)

Human Rights Watch, “Gaza: World Court Orders Israel to Prevent Genocide” (January
2024)

On Tech Sovereignty:

Atlantic Council, “Digital Sovereignty: Europe’s Declaration of Independence?” (January
2026)

Deloitte Insights, “Tech Sovereignty” (November 2025)

On Strategic Communications & Disinformation:

EU Digital Services Act (2022)—enforcement actions 2024-26

Meta's transformation under EU regulation case study

On Knowledge Economy:

Malik R. Al Dahlan, “Legitimacy in the Knowledge Age” (Belem COP30 keynote, 2025)

Malik R. Al Dahlan, “Atturaif Dialogue: From Excess to Responsibility” (Al-Madina, 2026)
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