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Abstract:

This essay argues that the nature of crisis diplomacy
has fundamentally evolved in response to the distinct
characteristics of 21st-century crises, which differ
significantly from those of earlier eras. It posits that
contemporary crises are defined by their heightened
complexity, deep global interdependence, and rapidly
shifting power dynamics, necessitating adaptations in
diplomatic strategies and mechanisms. The argument is
substantiated through the analysis of key case studies,
including the Libyan intervention, the Syrian Civil War,
and the Ukraine-Russia conflict. These examples illustrate
how entrenched national interests, particularly within the
UN Security Council, complicate multilateral responses;
how regional organizations have gained prominence in
crisis management despite facing operational constraints;
and how emerging norms like the Responsibility to Protect
(R2P) challenge traditional notions of sovereignty and
non-intervention. The essay concludes that while the core
objective of crisis diplomacy—to prevent escalation into
large-scale conflict—remains constant, the tactics and
institutional frameworks must be agile and innovative to
navigate the interconnected and multi-faceted challenges of
the modern international system.
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1. Introduction

unprecedented global interconnectedness, means that
crises now command the immediate attention of gov-

The contemporary international system is defined by
a state of perpetual crisis, elevating the role of crisis
diplomacy from a periodic necessity to a constant im-
perative in preventing localised issues from escalat-
ing into global disasters. This new reality, driven by

ernments and international organisations worldwide.
In this environment, the responses of leaders not
only shape their historical legacies (Cassidy, 2018;
Gurantz, 2023) but also navigate a complex web of
actions and repercussions that are often transnational
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and difficult to attribute. Consequently, the line between
traditional and contemporary instruments of crisis man-
agement has become increasingly blurred. While diploma-
cy remains, as Bjola (2015) notes, a profession bound by
protocol and convention, the unique nature of 21st-centu-
ry crises necessitates that its crisis variant evolves in ap-
proach and tactic. This essay argues that crisis diplomacy
has indeed undergone significant transformation because
the crises it now confronts are fundamentally different
from those of the past. To substantiate this thesis, the
analysis will proceed by first defining crisis diplomacy,
then examining its application through the cases of Libya,
Syria, and Ukraine, structured around three pivotal shifts:
(a) the growing complexity of crises, (b) increased global
interdependence, and (c) changing power dynamics.

A clear understanding of this evolution first requires
a definition of crisis diplomacy itself. The concept, as
Avenell and Dunn (2016) outline, is as challenging to pin
down as the term “international crisis,” which is often
characterised as a sudden turning point, a potential cata-
lyst for war, or a distinct set of high-stakes decisions. Fun-
damentally, crisis diplomacy aims to achieve “a solution
acceptable to both sides without resorting to violence”
(Avenell & Dunn, 2016, p. 465). It operates as a psycho-
logical and strategic exercise built on signalling, strategic
bargaining, and diplomats acting as national agents. In an
anarchic international system, it serves as a critical mech-
anism for states to manage their perpetual competition for
power and interests, which inherently carries the risk of
crisis (Acuto, 2011). It is, therefore, the diplomacy of last
resort before the outbreak of major conflict (Constantinou,
2015).

However, this traditional, state-centric definition is in-
creasingly inadequate in a landscape where interstate war
is no longer the primary challenge (Gurantz, 2023). It
fails to capture the full spectrum of modern crises, from
complex civil wars to global pandemics. While the core
objectives—peacefully averting war and advancing state
interests by compelling an adversary to stand down (Cas-
sidy, 2018)—remain, the context has shifted. The success
of modern crisis diplomacy hinges on its ability to manage
these multifaceted threats without resorting to high-risk
interventions, a challenge that necessitates its continuous
adaptation. It is for this reason that the evolution of crisis
diplomacy in the 21st century is both a demonstrable and
critical development.

2. The Multidimensional Nature of
Modern Crises

The 21st century has witnessed a fundamental shift in the

character of international crises. They are no longer con-
fined by geography or limited to state-on-state confronta-
tion; instead, they are defined by their multidimensional
complexity and transnational interconnectedness. Driven
by globalization and technological advancement, mod-
ern crises inherently involve a web of state and non-state
actors, with competing national interests creating a para-
lyzing layer of geopolitical friction over the international
response.

While national interest has always been a cornerstone of
foreign policy, its contemporary manifestation profoundly
complicates global crisis management. As Avenell and
Dunn (2016) argue, divergent and often competing na-
tional interests frequently deter countries from engaging
in collective crisis diplomacy. This is most visible within
the UN Security Council, where the veto power of the
P5 members can stymie action, as seen in the crises in
Ukraine and Syria (Ota & Ecoma, 2022). Russia, a direct
party to the conflict in Ukraine and a staunch ally of the
Syrian government, has consistently blocked cohesive
UN action. Its military intervention in Syria in 2015 trans-
formed the civil war into a proxy conflict with the United
States, pitting opposing strategic objectives—regime pres-
ervation versus regime change—against one another.
Similarly, in Ukraine, the direct clash of national interests
between the U.S. and Russia has precluded direct Amer-
ican military intervention, reflecting a calculus where
the risk of nuclear escalation outweighs other strategic
imperatives (Gurantz, 2023; Hann, 2024). This dynamic
underscores a harsh reality: the primary interests at stake
are often not those of the crisis-ridden nation and its peo-
ple, but those of the great powers. This has led to the UN
being labelled “a selective security institution,” deployed
only when the national interests of the P5 are threatened
and ignored when they are not (Avenell & Dunn, 2016, p.
468). Consequently, the international community presents
a disjointed response, readily addressing ‘second-order’
crises in regions like Africa while shying away from more
geopolitically charged conflicts in the Middle East and
Eurasia (Ota & Ecoma, 2022). In today’s interwoven in-
ternational system, where national and global stability are
inextricably linked, the intricate and often conflicting tap-
estry of national interests demands careful navigation as a
central challenge of modern crisis diplomacy.

3. The Institutional Nexus: Regional
Organizations in Crisis Diplomacy
The transnational nature of 21st-century crises has neces-

sitated a shift towards more collaborative and institution-
alized response mechanisms, underscoring the growing



centrality of regional organizations in crisis diplomacy.
This evolution marks a departure from earlier, more
state-centric models, reflecting an adaptation to crises that
inherently transcend national borders.

The critical role of regional bodies was notably demon-
strated during the Libyan crisis, where the Arab League’s
call for intervention significantly shaped the UN Security
Council’s deliberations (O’Brien & Sinclair, 2011). This
aligns with former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s
assertion that regional security bodies are more crucial
than ever (Avenell & Dunn, 2016, p. 467). Their promi-
nence stems from a recognized comparative advantage:
their proximity to conflicts, contextual knowledge, and
perceived legitimacy within their regions make them in-
dispensable first responders.

However, their effectiveness is not uniform and is often
constrained not by a lack of will but by structural limita-
tions. The African Union (AU), for instance, operates on a
budget that is critically insufficient for the continent’s vast
security challenges, while its reliance on external funding
inevitably subjects its agenda to donor interests. Similarly,
the United Nations itself faces perennial financial con-
straints, exacerbated by events like the 2008 global finan-
cial crisis, which have curtailed its operational capacity
(Jeong & Yeo, 2017).

Despite these challenges, the strategic value of regional
organizations is undeniable. They function as vital legit-
imizing actors, as seen in the Venezuelan crisis, where
both the government and the opposition sought validation
from the Community of Latin American and Caribbean
States (CELAC) and the Lima Group (Ratzlaff, 2023).
Furthermore, they serve as primary mediators and moni-
toring entities, leveraging their regional mandate to facil-
itate dialogue and report on norm violations. Successful
examples like the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS), which was instrumental in mobilizing
international action in Mali, illustrate their capacity to act
as force multipliers and agenda-setters (Avenell & Dunn,
2016). Thus, the increased interdependence and institu-
tionalization of regional actors are not merely a feature of
modern crisis management but a fundamental reflection of
how diplomacy has adapted to the complex, cross-border
challenges of the 21st century.

4. The Reshaped Global Order: New
Actors and Evolving Norms

The shifting global power architecture, marked by the
rise of emerging states and the diffusion of authority, has
fundamentally altered the context for crisis diplomacy.
Nowhere is this more evident than in the reconceptual-

Dean&Francis

YANNUO XU

ization of core principles like sovereignty and legitimacy,
particularly as crises increasingly erupt within, rather than
between, states. This evolution has moved the internation-
al community toward a more conditional understanding of
state authority, challenging the once-sacrosanct principle
of non-intervention.

The pivotal development in this shift is the doctrine of
the Responsibility to Protect (R2P), which reframes sov-
ereignty not as a right of control but as a responsibility to
safeguard a state’s population. This norm emerged direct-
ly from the international system’s failures to prevent mass
atrocities in the late 20th century (Avenell & Dunn, 2016).
Its most consequential application occurred in the 2011
Libyan crisis, where the UN, invoking R2P, authorized a
NATO-led intervention to protect civilians in Benghazi
from imminent attack. This action marked a radical depar-
ture from classical crisis diplomacy, legitimizing military
force for humanitarian protection and ultimately facili-
tating the overthrow of the Gaddafi regime (Danielson,
2023).

However, the Libyan intervention also starkly revealed
the profound challenges embedded in this new approach.
The mission’s subsequent expansion from civilian pro-
tection to regime change sparked intense debate over the
legitimacy and scope of R2P. Critics, including Russia and
South Africa, argued that NATO overstepped its UN man-
date, a controversy that has subsequently constrained dip-
lomatic consensus and made similar interventions, as in
the Syrian conflict, far more difficult to authorize (O’Brien
& Sinclair, 2011).

This crisis of legitimacy operates at multiple levels. In-
ternationally, it manifests as disagreement among major
powers over the rules of intervention. Domestically, it
is reflected in the increased scrutiny exerted by national
legislatures over executive war powers, as evidenced by
the UK Parliament’s initial rejection of military action
in Syria in 2013 (Avenell & Dunn, 2016). This complex
interplay—where emerging powers contest Western-led
interventions, and domestic politics constrain traditional
leaders—exemplifies the changed power dynamics of
2 Ist-century crisis diplomacy. The international com-
munity is thus forced to navigate a more fragmented and
contested landscape, where the very legitimacy of any
diplomatic or military response is a primary battleground,
requiring continuous negotiation and new tactical ap-
proaches.

5. Conclusion

To conclude, crisis diplomacy has significantly evolved
due to the fact that 21st century crises are different from
those experienced in earlier times in terms of complexity
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of crises, increased interdependence and changing power
dynamics. As the various case studies explored in this es-
say have demonstrated, the international community has
been forced to review and revise their approaches to in-
ternational crisis management through diplomacy to align
them with the changing reality of the 21st century. While
the core principles of crisis diplomacy remain relevant,
such as the increased need for swift and effective respons-
es to crises, the changing nature of 21st-century crises
necessitates adaptations and innovations in diplomatic
strategies and approaches. Diplomats, policymakers and
all kinds of international and regional organizations must
be agile, proactive, and able to navigate the complexities
of modern crises to effectively address the challenges and
threats of the present day.

6. References

Acuto, M. (2011). Diplomats in crisis. Diplomacy and
Statecraft, 22 (3), 521-539.

Avenell, E., & Dunn, D. (2016). Crisis diplomacy. In C. M.
Constantinou, P. Kerr, & P. Sharp (Eds.), The SAGE hand-
book of diplomacy (462—475). SAGE Publications.

Bjola, C. (2015). Diplomatic leadership in times of inter-
national crisis: The maverick, the congregator, and the
pragmatist. Brill.

Cassidy, J. (2018). Digital diplomatic crisis communica-
tion: Reconceptualizing diplomatic signaling in an age of

real-time governance (DigDiploRox Working Paper No.
3). University of Oxford.

Constantinou, C. (2015). In pursuit of crisis diplomacy.
The Hague Journal of Diplomacy, 10 (1), 29-34.
Danielson, A. (2023). The resilience of diplomacy: Ad-
aptations and continuity of diplomatic practice in crises
[Doctoral dissertation, Uppsala University]. Digital Com-
prehensive Summaries of Uppsala Dissertations from the
Faculty of Social Sciences.

Gurantz, R. (2023). The return of crisis diplomacy:
Ukraine, Taiwan, and beyond. The Washington Quarterly,
46 (4), 159-174.

Hann, C. (2024). The proxy war in Ukraine: History, po-
litical economy, and representations. Focaal: Journal of
Global and Historical Anthropology, 98, 100—109.
O’Brien, E., & Sinclair, A. (2011). The Libyan war: A
diplomatic history, February—August 2011. Center on In-
ternational Cooperation, New York University.

Ota, E., & Ecoma, C. (2022). Power and national interest
in international relations. European Journal of Humanities
and Social Sciences, 2 (4), 23-30.

Ratzlaff, A. (2023). Challenges and opportunities for re-
gional organizations in addressing the Venezuelan crisis
and beyond. Global Americans.

Yeong, B., & Yeo, J. (2017). United Nations and crisis
management. In A. Farazmand (Ed.), Global encyclopedia
of public administration, public policy, and governance

(pp. 1-8). Springer.





