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Abstract
The effectiveness and legitimacy of international justice mechanisms are increasingly tested in a world marked by shifting power dynamics, regional conflicts, and divergent political agendas. This paper explores the multifaceted challenges facing international justice in the context of evolving geopolitical realities. Institutions such as the International Criminal Court (ICC), International Court of Justice (ICJ), and ad hoc tribunals operate within a complex framework where legal norms often collide with state sovereignty, national interests, and global asymmetries of power. The lack of enforcement mechanisms, selective compliance, and political instrumentalization of justice processes undermine the impartiality and credibility of international legal bodies. Moreover, powerful states frequently resist or bypass international rulings, contributing to a growing legitimacy crisis. The research highlights recent case studies—including the Russia–Ukraine conflict, the situation in Palestine, and the limitations of accountability in Syria and Myanmar—to demonstrate how geopolitics influences access to justice and the implementation of international legal standards. At the same time, the rise of multipolarity and fragmentation within the international system generates both obstacles and opportunities for reform. The paper argues that for international justice to remain relevant and effective, it must adapt to the realities of a contested global order, emphasizing inclusive participation, institutional resilience, and a renewed commitment to universality and impartiality. Ultimately, the study calls for a pragmatic rethinking of the relationship between law and power, as well as for stronger normative coherence in the face of global crises and political pressures.
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1. Introduction 
The concept of international justice has evolved dramatically since the post-World War II era, particularly following the establishment of the Nuremberg and Tokyo tribunals. These pioneering courts marked a transformative moment in international law by affirming the principle that individuals—not merely states—can be held criminally accountable for egregious violations such as genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes. The trials signaled a powerful normative shift, laying the groundwork for a legal order in which the rule of law, rather than political expediency, would ideally govern responses to mass atrocities. However, despite these historic precedents and subsequent institutional developments—including the ad hoc tribunals for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and Rwanda (ICTR), as well as the establishment of the permanent International Criminal Court (ICC) in 2002—the effectiveness and universality of international justice remain severely constrained by geopolitical dynamics and the enduring realities of state sovereignty. (Bosco, 2014).
While the international community has embraced the rhetoric of universal human rights and accountability, the practice of international justice frequently reveals deep tensions between legal ideals and political realities. Powerful states often wield significant influence over the institutions of international justice, shaping prosecutorial priorities, jurisdictional reach, and enforcement capacities. This influence can manifest through mechanisms such as Security Council referrals, funding leverage, or political pressure exerted behind closed doors. Consequently, critiques of selectivity and double standards have emerged, suggesting that international justice sometimes functions as an instrument of geopolitical interests rather than an impartial arbiter of legal norms. Certain conflicts or perpetrators receive intense scrutiny and legal action, while others are conspicuously overlooked due to strategic alliances, economic interests, or geopolitical calculations.

Moreover, structural limitations inherent in the architecture of international justice further complicate its universal application. Institutions like the ICC lack independent enforcement mechanisms, relying instead on state cooperation for arrests, evidence collection, and the execution of sentences. This dependency leaves the Court vulnerable to political non-cooperation or outright defiance, as demonstrated in cases involving high-profile leaders who remain at large despite outstanding arrest warrants. Non-ratification or withdrawal from foundational treaties like the Rome Statute by key states—including the United States, Russia, China, and India—also fractures the global jurisdictional landscape, creating zones of impunity where perpetrators can evade accountability. (Freeman,2011).
This paper aims to analyze the persistent tension between legal universality and geopolitical particularism, exploring how international justice can navigate the complex terrain of power politics, the instrumentalization of legal institutions by influential states, and the selective enforcement of justice. It seeks to illuminate both the structural limitations that constrain the operation of international courts and tribunals, and the ways in which contemporary case studies reflect the interplay between law and politics on the international stage. By critically examining these dynamics, the paper aspires to contribute to ongoing debates about the prospects for a truly impartial and effective system of international justice in a world still shaped by profound inequalities of power.(Cassese, 2008).
2. Theoretical Framework: Between Legal Idealism and Realpolitik

International criminal justice operates within a complex and often uneasy equilibrium between the aspirations of legal idealism and the pragmatic calculations of realpolitik. On one side of this spectrum lies the normative vision of international law as a universal system grounded in moral principles and legal predictability. Legal scholars and human rights advocates emphasize the idea that legal norms—such as prohibitions against genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity—carry an intrinsic universal validity that transcends borders and should be enforced uniformly. This vision is animated by the belief in the rule of law as a global standard, capable of ensuring accountability, deterring future atrocities, and restoring dignity to victims.

However, the effectiveness of this legal idealism is constrained by the realities of the international system as analyzed by scholars of international relations, particularly those who adopt a realist perspective. Realists argue that the global arena is characterized fundamentally by anarchy—meaning the absence of a supreme authority capable of compelling state behavior. In such a system, states remain the primary actors, motivated chiefly by considerations of power, national interest, and survival. Sovereignty, therefore, becomes both a legal and political shield, allowing states to selectively engage with or resist supranational judicial mechanisms based on calculations of political cost and benefit.

This duality between normative ambition and political pragmatism creates an inherent tension at the core of international criminal justice. While international tribunals and the International Criminal Court (ICC) aspire to embody universal justice, they operate in a political context where major powers possess significant leverage to shape—or to obstruct—the pursuit of accountability. The structure of the United Nations Security Council, where permanent members wield veto power, exemplifies how legal processes may be subordinated to geopolitical interests. The ICC itself provides a striking illustration of this tension. While it was established as a permanent institution to prosecute the gravest crimes under international law, its jurisdiction and reach have been hindered by the refusal of key global actors, such as the United States, China, and Russia, to ratify the Rome Statute or fully cooperate with its proceedings. (Gachihi et al., 2022).
These states justify their reluctance through arguments centered on sovereignty, concerns about politically motivated prosecutions, and the preservation of national security interests. For instance, the United States has historically oscillated between engaging with and distancing itself from the ICC, expressing support for accountability while simultaneously protecting its own nationals from the court’s jurisdiction. Similarly, China and Russia view the ICC’s mandate with suspicion, perceiving it as an instrument that could be used to undermine their strategic interests or to challenge their domestic governance practices.

Consequently, international criminal justice remains caught in a liminal space where legal aspirations are continually tested against geopolitical realities. This dynamic produces a system marked by selective justice, asymmetrical enforcement, and accusations of bias, particularly regarding the disproportionate focus on situations in the Global South while powerful states often remain beyond reach. Yet, despite these challenges, the project of international criminal justice retains significant normative value. Even partial or selective accountability processes can contribute to historical record-building, victim recognition, and the symbolic affirmation of universal human rights principles. 
Thus, the theoretical framework for understanding international criminal justice requires a nuanced appreciation of both its legal ideals and its political constraints. Only by acknowledging the interplay between these forces can scholars and practitioners realistically assess the strengths, limitations, and prospects of a system that aspires to deliver justice in a world still profoundly shaped by power politics. (Mazis, 2017),
3. Institutional Challenges: The Case of the International Criminal Court


The International Criminal Court (ICC) stands as the most ambitious institutional embodiment of international criminal law, established to prosecute individuals responsible for the gravest crimes that shock the conscience of humanity: genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes, and, more recently, the crime of aggression. Conceived as a permanent, independent tribunal under the Rome Statute of 1998, the ICC aspires to uphold the principle that no individual, regardless of rank or political status, should be immune from accountability for atrocities. Its creation was hailed as a historic milestone in the pursuit of global justice and the fight against impunity. However, despite its pioneering mandate and the high hopes placed upon it, the ICC has encountered significant institutional challenges that hinder its legitimacy, effectiveness, and universal acceptance. Many of these obstacles are deeply intertwined with the geopolitical realities of the international system, revealing the inherent tension between legal ideals and political interests. (Bosco, 2014).
One of the most persistent critiques directed at the ICC concerns the accusation of selective justice. Scholars, states, and civil society organizations have repeatedly highlighted what they perceive as a disproportionate focus on the African continent. A substantial majority of the Court’s investigations and indictments have involved situations in Africa, such as in Uganda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan (Darfur), Kenya, Libya, Mali, and the Central African Republic. This concentration of cases has provoked allegations of neo-colonialism, raising concerns that the Court’s prosecutorial strategies may be influenced by geopolitical calculations and external political pressures. Critics argue that powerful states are shielded from scrutiny, while weaker states and their leaders become convenient targets for prosecution. Such perceptions have fueled skepticism among states and communities who view the ICC less as a neutral and universal arbiter of justice and more as a tool wielded by influential actors to advance political agendas. The African Union has, at various points, voiced strong criticism of the Court, and several African leaders have contemplated or initiated withdrawal from the Rome Statute as a form of protest against what they perceive as unfair targeting. (Saul, 2011).
The problem of non-cooperation and withdrawal further undermines the Court’s legitimacy and universal reach. Despite the Rome Statute’s aspirations for universal jurisdiction over core international crimes, several major powers—including the United States, Russia, China, and India—have either declined to ratify the treaty or have actively disengaged from the Court’s jurisdiction. The United States, while initially a signatory under the Clinton administration, effectively “unsigned” the Rome Statute under President George W. Bush and has maintained a complicated, often adversarial relationship with the Court. Russia, after initially engaging with the ICC, formally withdrew its signature in 2016 following criticism of the Court’s stance on Crimea. China has consistently refused to join, citing concerns about sovereignty and external interference. The Philippines, under President Rodrigo Duterte, announced its withdrawal from the Rome Statute in 2018 following the Court’s preliminary examination into allegations of extrajudicial killings in the context of the “war on drugs.” Such withdrawals and refusals to ratify the Rome Statute create significant gaps in the Court’s jurisdiction, fundamentally weakening the ideal of a truly global system of accountability. In practice, this results in a fragmented landscape where certain individuals and states remain effectively beyond the reach of international criminal prosecution, thereby undermining the universality and deterrent value of the Court. (Schabas, 2017).
Moreover, the ICC faces severe enforcement limitations inherent in its institutional design. Unlike domestic criminal courts, it possesses no independent police force, no enforcement officers, and no autonomous mechanisms for arresting suspects or gathering evidence. It must rely entirely on the cooperation of states parties or, in certain cases, on mandates from the United Nations Security Council. This reliance on external actors can significantly impede the Court’s ability to carry out its judicial functions. In politically sensitive cases—such as the indictment of Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir for alleged genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes in Darfur—state cooperation has been notably absent. Despite ICC arrest warrants, several states hosted al-Bashir without detaining him, citing conflicting obligations under international law or political considerations. Such instances of non-cooperation have led to impunity for individuals accused of grave crimes, casting doubt on the ICC’s practical capacity to deliver justice in the face of entrenched political interests.

Beyond operational challenges, the ICC also grapples with resource constraints and bureaucratic inefficiencies that can delay proceedings and erode public confidence in its effectiveness. Trials often span several years, placing immense demands on financial resources and human capacity. Critics have raised concerns about the Court’s cost-effectiveness and its ability to achieve timely justice for victims. The perception of slowness and complexity, coupled with the political controversies surrounding its activities, has at times contributed to declining public trust in the institution.

These institutional challenges collectively illuminate the profound tension between the Court’s universal aspirations and the practical constraints imposed by a world order governed by sovereign states and geopolitical calculations. (Zimbardo, 2007). The ICC operates in a political reality where state sovereignty, national interests, and power politics frequently trump the pursuit of impartial justice. As long as major powers remain outside its jurisdiction, and as long as cooperation depends on the political will of individual governments, the ICC’s mission will continue to face formidable obstacles. The Court’s future effectiveness and legitimacy will hinge on its ability to navigate these challenges, enhance perceptions of impartiality, secure broader support from the international community, and develop innovative mechanisms to enforce its mandates without compromising its independence.(Schabas, 2017).
4. Toward a Realist Ethics of International Justice

Given the substantial constraints facing the ICC and the broader project of international criminal justice, there is a compelling need for a pragmatic rethinking of how justice is pursued on the global stage. Such a reorientation does not entail abandoning normative aspirations but instead seeks to reconcile the ideals of accountability and human dignity with the hard realities of international politics—a vision that might be termed a realist ethics of international justice.

This recalibration should include:

· Strategic institutional reform aimed at insulating the ICC from political interference, 
particularly from the United Nations Security Council, whose veto powers can obstruct investigations and prosecutions. Reforms could also focus on enhancing the Court’s independence, operational capacity, and enforcement mechanisms to reduce its reliance on states that may be unwilling to cooperate. (Sriram et al. 2010).
· Context-sensitive applications of justice that acknowledge local legal cultures, social 
dynamics, and the specific needs of post-conflict societies. This approach emphasizes that justice should not be exclusively retributive but should also incorporate restorative dimensions, including community healing and social reconstruction.

· A greater role for regional organizations and hybrid tribunals, which may offer more 
politically feasible and culturally sensitive alternatives to purely international mechanisms. Such courts can bridge the gap between international standards and local legitimacy, potentially facilitating cooperation and compliance.

· An emphasis on transitional justice frameworks, integrating legal accountability with 
broader processes such as truth-telling, reparations, and reconciliation. This holistic approach recognizes that sustainable peace and justice often require addressing the underlying causes of conflict and acknowledging victims’ needs beyond the courtroom. (Teitel, 2000).
Ultimately, the pursuit of international criminal justice must navigate a delicate balance 
between principled commitment to universal norms and the strategic pragmatism necessary to operate effectively in a divided and often contentious international system. By embracing a realist ethics, the international community may enhance the credibility, legitimacy, and practical impact of efforts to hold perpetrators of atrocity crimes accountable and to build a more just global order.

5. Research Questions

        QR1:What is the fundamental tension between the universalism of international criminal law and the logic of state interests in the international system?

The fundamental tension between the universalism of international criminal law (ICL) and the logic of state interests lies in the structural contradiction between a normative ideal and a political reality. International criminal law aspires to apply universally binding legal standards—such as accountability for genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity—regardless of the political status or power of the accused. In contrast, the international system remains anarchical, dominated by state sovereignty, power asymmetries, and geopolitical calculations.

While ICL seeks to uphold justice as an objective value, state behavior is largely driven by national interest, strategic alliances, and security concerns. As a result, powerful states often selectively comply with international legal obligations, undermine the authority of international courts, or use legal mechanisms as tools of political influence. This is evident in the non-participation of major powers (such as the United States, China, and Russia) in the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, as well as in the selective enforcement of international justice, especially in the Global South.

This tension is further exacerbated by the dependence of international criminal institutions on state cooperation for enforcement, investigation, and arrest. Without coercive power, the reach of ICL is limited to contexts where states are either weak, compliant, or strategically expendable—raising concerns about double standards and neo-colonialism.

In essence, while international criminal law embodies a universalist legal and moral aspiration, its implementation is constantly negotiated within a geopolitical landscape where power, not law, often determines outcomes. Addressing this tension requires both institutional reform and a more nuanced understanding of the interplay between legality and realpolitik in global governance.
QR2: To what extent can international justice be considered a viable normative project in the context of a multipolar world order?

The viability of international justice as a normative project in a multipolar world order is contingent upon the ability of legal institutions to navigate an increasingly fragmented global power structure while maintaining normative coherence and perceived legitimacy. Unlike the post-Cold War unipolar moment—where Western powers, particularly the United States and the European Union, exercised significant normative influence—the current multipolar configuration is characterized by competing legal cultures, conflicting strategic interests, and divergent conceptions of sovereignty and accountability.

In this geopolitical landscape, the universality of international criminal law is challenged by the pluralism of political power centers, each with its own strategic calculus. For instance, while liberal democracies may support the International Criminal Court (ICC) and human rights mechanisms, rising powers such as China, Russia, and India often reject the supranational authority of such institutions, framing them as instruments of Western hegemony.

Nevertheless, international justice retains normative viability to the extent that it can adapt institutionally and conceptually to multipolarity. This includes:

· Encouraging broader regional ownership of justice mechanisms (e.g., African Court on Human and Peoples' Rights);

· Promoting hybrid tribunals and context-specific approaches to accountability;

· Strengthening procedural fairness and impartiality, thereby mitigating accusations of political selectivity;

· And investing in norm socialization through civil society, education, and transnational advocacy networks.

Moreover, international justice continues to serve a symbolic and preventive function, establishing standards of conduct and articulating a global moral conscience even when enforcement falters. As such, its normative value lies not only in adjudication, but also in shaping discourse, preserving memory, and affirming the dignity of victims.

In conclusion, international justice can remain a viable normative project in a multipolar world if it evolves as a flexible, inclusive, and pluralistic system, grounded in principles of equity, yet resilient to geopolitical constraints.
QR3.Is it possible to envision a form of international justice that is simultaneously fair, effective, and geopolitically neutral?

Envisioning a system of international justice that is simultaneously fair, effective, and geopolitically neutral is an aspirational goal rather than an empirically established reality. Each of these three attributes—fairness, effectiveness, and neutrality—requires different institutional conditions, and achieving all three in a single framework presents significant structural and political challenges.

Fairness entails the consistent application of legal principles across all cases, irrespective of the political identity, power status, or regional origin of the accused. Effectiveness demands timely investigations, enforceable decisions, and meaningful consequences for perpetrators. Geopolitical neutrality implies that justice must not be shaped or constrained by the strategic interests of powerful states or blocs.

However, in the current international system—defined by power asymmetries, state sovereignty, and the absence of a centralized enforcement authority—these criteria are often in conflict. For example:

· Achieving effectiveness often requires cooperation from states that may themselves be implicated or politically opposed to an investigation.

· Fairness is undermined when resource constraints or political pressures lead to selective prosecution (as seen in the ICC’s historical focus on Africa).

· Neutrality is compromised when international courts rely on referrals from bodies like the UN Security Council, where veto powers politicize access to justice.

Despite these tensions, a more balanced and principled system of international justice is possible through several key reforms:

· Reducing dependence on great powers by enhancing financial autonomy and diversifying sources of institutional support;

· Establishing independent review bodies to monitor prosecutorial discretion and ensure consistency;

· Encouraging regional and hybrid models of justice that complement international mechanisms while being more context-sensitive;

· Strengthening global legal pluralism by integrating diverse legal traditions into the practice of international criminal law.

6. Conclusions and Discussion

The analysis of international justice in the context of shifting geopolitical realities reveals a deep structural tension between legal universality and political particularism. While institutions such as the International Criminal Court embody the normative ambition of a world order governed by law and accountability, their performance remains uneven, selective, and vulnerable to external political pressures. The current multipolar global environment further complicates this picture by fragmenting legal consensus, weakening enforcement mechanisms, and amplifying accusations of double standards.

One of the central findings of this paper is that international justice cannot be fully disentangled from global power asymmetries. Rather than existing in a legal vacuum, international courts and tribunals operate within and through political structures, which constrain their reach and legitimacy. The gap between normative ideals (fairness, impartiality, universality) and real-world implementation (selectivity, enforcement gaps, non-cooperation) remains significant.

Nonetheless, this does not mean that the project of international justice should be abandoned. On the contrary, it must be reconceptualized in ways that acknowledge complexity while preserving normative commitment. Justice, even when partial or politically constrained, can still:

· Establish symbolic accountability;

· Contribute to truth-telling and historical memory;

· Create deterrent effects in some conflict settings;

· Empower civil society and victim groups seeking redress.

In a multipolar world, the future of international justice depends not only on reforming global institutions, but also on strengthening regional mechanisms, promoting legal pluralism, and fostering normative alliances across political divides. An inclusive and pluralistic approach—rather than a rigidly universalist or Western-centric one—offers a more credible and effective pathway forward.

In conclusion, international justice must be understood as a dynamic and contested field, not a finished project. Its legitimacy will depend on its ability to adapt, self-correct, and remain anchored in the foundational principle that no power should be above the law, and no victim beneath its protection.
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