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Core argument
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Contestation defines interstate relations

The international system resembles a mosaic; there are ordering attempts rather 

than a coherent order

Regional security and economic architectures are now primary arenas of major 
power contestation

Stability under these conditions rests on “negotiated pluralism” that preserves 

indispensable cooperation amid competition
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The return of spheres of influence
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The three largest nuclear powers are 
all attempting to assert spheres of 

influence

This is not your great-grandfather’s 
variant of spheres of influence 

Contemporary spheres of influence are 

rarely built through solely territorial 
control

The Plumb-pudding in danger (James Gillray, 1805)



Major power strategies
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Major powers rely on institutional, economic, technological, and regulatory tools to 
create durable dependencies and shape regional choices.



How regions fit in and why they matter
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Regions can act as buffers 
against major power 

influence or conduits for it

Institutional capacity 
shapes outcomes

Strong institutions resist and 

mediate pressure

Weak institutions enable 

dependency formation



Regional responses
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A mosaic order
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Logic of cooperation still governs certain global commons where the functional 
need for coordination overrides rivalry, but more instrumental and fragile

e.g., International Civil Aviation Organization, the International Maritime Organization, and 

International Telecommunications Union

Logic of autonomy characterises regional cores that possess sufficient institutional 

density and normative cohesion to manage interdependence on their own terms

Beyond just individual regions, also some cross-regional efforts; e.g., linking EU-CPTPP

Logic of control appears where major powers attempt to institutionalise privileged 

influence, shaping governance around hierarchy, dependency, and exclusion

e.g., US claims over the Western Hemisphere, China’s BRI and Digital Silk Road, Russia’s EAEU



Risks ahead
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Escalation spirals 

Regulatory fragmentation

Competitive bloc formation

Institutional paralysis



What does the future hold?
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Policy implications: negotiated pluralism
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If stability is key: pragmatic management of plurality

Acceptance of persistent contestation

Strengthening of regional capacities to avoid alignment pressures

Development of bridge mechanisms with the like-mindeds 

Preservation of indispensable cooperation



Questions

11.03.2026 12Center for Security Studies at ETH Zürich
Center for Security Studies at ETH Zürich



Gorana Grgić

Head of Global Security Team

Center for Security Studies 

ggrgic@ethz.ch

www.css.ethz.ch

mailto:gorana.grgic@sipo.gess.ethz.ch
http://www.css.ethz.ch/


Annex 
Strategic Trends 2026: supplemental graphics
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