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Consolidated Policy Paper 

 

“The problem is not military power itself. It is the growing resort to force 
without diplomatic strategy.” 

A joint policy paper by Diplomats Without Borders and the Global Relations Forum 
J U L Y  2 0 2 6  

Prepared on the basis of three working-group policy papers. 
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Introduction 

Hard power has returned to the forefront of international politics. The post-Cold War hope that 
decades of ideological rivalry would finally yield to a durable peace based on a rules-based 
international order, liberal democracy, and open markets proved short-lived. The attacks of 
September 11, the turn from ideology to identity politics and polarization, the 2008 financial 
crisis and the inequality and migration it deepened, and populism amplified by social media have 
all worn down the order built on international law. In its place, a pre-1914 logic of “might makes 
right” has gained ground, and democracy, development, and human rights are openly 
disregarded. In ongoing armed conflicts across several regions, the most serious casualty is 
international law and international humanitarian law, together with the institutions founded to 
uphold them. As Antonio Gramsci put it, “the old world is dying, and the new world struggles to 
be born.” 

Yet the answer to this alarming drift is not to discard the multilateral order; it is to repair and 
revitalize it. The United Nations system, in its eightieth year and navigating the gravest crisis of 
its history, has nonetheless left an unprecedented imprint across peace, rights, development, and 
law, even as its reach is bounded by the policies of sovereign states and by structural and 
budgetary constraints. The direction this paper argues for follows from that record: less unilateral 
action by any state, deterrence credible enough to make the resort to force unnecessary rather 
than routine, and diplomatic capacity strong enough to produce collective responses to shared 
challenges, with the UN Charter as the common reference. These are the assumptions on which 
this initiative’s diagnosis and recommendations rest. 

Executive Summary 

Diplomacy and military power are core instruments of statecraft, not mutually exclusive but 
reinforcing. The risk lies in their separation: military action without diplomatic strategy, legal 
discipline, escalation management, and a defined endgame produces quagmires rather than 
security. As global defense spending soars, technological innovations push new boundaries, 
diplomacy is too often deliberately sidelined, consistently undermined, or willfully outsourced 
on the basis of loyalty rather than merit, contributing to a gradual atrophy of professional 
diplomatic capacity. 

The initiative examined these dynamics across norms, multilateral institutions, and European 
security. Across all three, the diagnosis displayed convergence. 

First, the system is not collapsing. The rules-based order, multilateral institutions, and the 
European security architecture, though less and less utilized and trusted, remain in place. What 
has eroded is the political will, mutual trust, and sense of consensus needed to make them work. 
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Second, diplomacy has not stopped working. It continues through technical bodies, mediation, 
ceasefire and humanitarian channels, and new centers of influence, including middle powers, 
regional bodies, and the Global South, even as hostilities take center stage. 

Third, the present imbalance is a moment of rising risk, not security. Military capabilities 
are being rebuilt while diplomatic capacity withers. A world better at starting conflicts than 
ending them is inherently more dangerous. 

A Convergent Diagnosis 

The system is under severe strain, but not in collapse. Most states still subscribe to post-1945 
norms and frameworks, many of which still function amid political paralysis and polarization. 
The problem is not the absence of institutions, but the weakening will to adapt, reform, and 
effectively utilize them. 

The normative foundation. Three distinct but mutually reinforcing foundations of the rules-
based order have eroded: the political will to uphold shared norms, the common interpretive 
ground on which they depend, and the collectively vested trust that makes it indispensable for all 
its constituents. The rules have not disappeared; the will to respect and enforce them has, and 
breaches pass without consequence. This erosion is inseparable from a reversion to zero-sum 
thinking that treats international relations as a contest of winners and losers, narrowing the space 
for compromise where it is most needed. Its roots are domestic: leaders have cultivated 
constituencies built on rejecting the order’s constraints, and those constituencies will outlast any 
single government. States invoke common values selectively, bend law to license action, and 
construct legitimacy after the fact, eroding the baseline on which negotiation depends. 
Sovereignty is invoked by some as a shield against accountability and disregarded by others when 
power permits, turning impunity into a strategy. Yet sovereignty is neither absolute nor 
synonymous with territorial integrity, which, grounded in the UN Charter, should be inviolable. 
Recalling this distinction and reasserting non-indifference alongside non-interference  constitute 
normative repair. 

The multilateral machinery. The problem is not the absence of tools, but the reluctance to use 
them consistently. The rules, procedures, and institutions remain; major powers engage 
selectively, bypass them when interests diverge, or leave commitments unenforced. This 
produces three interrelated deficits in responsible ownership, active enforcement, and effective 
implementation, which together undermine the indivisibility of peace and security, human rights, 
and development. The balance sheet is uneven: economic and technical cooperation still delivers, 
human rights enforcement is weak, and the maintenance of international peace and security, as 
the core function of the UN, fails where it is needed most, deadlocked by the veto. These deficits 
are compounded by challenges crossing traditional security boundaries, from climate and 
migration to health and emerging technologies, which strain instruments designed to prevent 
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interstate war. Nostalgia for 1945 is not a policy. The task is to make existing institutions work 
through renewed political will, results-oriented adaptation, and sustained implementation. 

The European security architecture is under strain, reshaped by renewed war on the continent, 
divergent threat perceptions, and a fundamental shift in transatlantic burden-sharing. NATO 
remains central to deterrence and defense, and the EU a significant actor, but the two differ in 
essence, with the former being a defense alliance, and the latter a political union. Neither alone 
nor together covers all the actors and mechanisms defining security on the continent. Meanwhile, 
the transatlantic relationship is undergoing major disruption: The United States remains central 
to global security but now pursues narrowly defined national interests with disregard for 
European priorities, a shift that is structural. This has unsettled European confidence in 
Washington and raised questions about the Alliance’s cohesion and direction. Military 
instruments have moved to the forefront, and diplomacy lags behind. As the framework Europe 
relied on becomes less certain, this imbalance grows costlier; diplomatic capacity and practice 
must be rethought. Any durable architecture must manage this gap, including through the role of 
NATO and that of inclusive frameworks such as the OSCE, which sustain stability. 

The Strategic Case 

Deterrence and diplomacy are not substitutes: deterrence can prevent aggression and create 
leverage; diplomacy turns it into outcomes, keeps channels open, manages escalation, and 
sustains agreements. Without a diplomatic framework, military strength does not remove risk; it 
compounds it. 

Coercive action with no clear answer to how it ends, who governs the day after, and on what 
terms leaves a vacuum diplomacy cannot fill retroactively. When force is used as a means to 
capitulation rather than creating space for negotiation, or engagement abruptly ends once a crisis 
seems resolved, negotiated settlements become nearly impossible to attain and hard-won gains 
recede. 

Diplomacy is cost-effective security: it prevents and manages conflicts and creates conditions for 
durable outcomes. The current military arms race should be matched by an equivalent diplomatic 
build-up, both in capacity and the readiness to deploy it. 

Recommendations 

1. Pair military capability with diplomatic capacity. Deterrence should be matched by 
investment in diplomatic services, crisis communication, mediation, legal expertise, and 
post-agreement implementation know-how. Diplomatic expertise must return to informing 
decision-making, and responsible ownership of institutions, especially by major powers, 
must be rebuilt. 
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2. Embed diplomacy from the outset, and define the endgame before force is used. 
Military action, sanctions, and other coercive measures should not be stand-alone 
instruments. They should remain instruments of last resort, consistent with international 
law, and form part of a political strategy defining objectives, escalation risks, channels, 
implementation, and terms of termination. 

3. Insist that existing rules mean what they say, and close the gap between commitment 
and compliance. Restoring a common interpretive basis requires consistent application of 
obligations, support for international legal and judicial institutions, and higher political 
costs for interpretive abuse and non-compliance. Enforcement should include monitoring, 
verification, accountability, lawful collective action where necessary, and sustained 
engagement. 

4. Sustain engagement after agreements. Agreements should be treated as the beginning of 
implementation, not the end of diplomacy. Post-agreement frameworks should include 
monitoring, verification, dispute settlement, and implementation bodies with sufficient 
authority, international support, and meaningful national and local ownership. 

5. Use and adapt UN-based institutional tools. This includes structured UN Charter review 
through Article 109, which does not require P5 consent to convene; proactive use of the 
Secretary-General’s good offices and Article 99; stronger coordination between the 
Security Council and General Assembly; fuller use of elected members and procedural 
tools; strengthened UN cooperation with regional organizations under Chapter VIII; and 
new international instruments for accountability gaps in technologies such as autonomous 
systems and algorithmic targeting. 

6. Broaden ownership, and encourage actors willing to lead. Global South perspectives 
should be integrated into agenda-setting, decision-making, and reform without treating the 
Global South as a single bloc. Middle powers (including platforms such as MIKTA), 
regional organizations, and civil society actors should be supported as conveners, 
mediators, and stabilizers, in conjunction with the role of major powers. 

7. Reconceive European security beyond institutional boundaries. A viable architecture 
needs to factor in NATO’s central role in deterrence and defense for its members, as well 
as the EU’s distinct and significant role on the continent and beyond. At the same time, it 
should embrace the notion of indivisibility of security for all actors concerned through fully 
inclusive approaches. It must manage the disruption in transatlantic alignment rather than 
assume it away, and account for all European and Euro-Atlantic interests as enshrined in 
the Helsinki Final Act. Where feasible, inclusive frameworks such as the OSCE, a 
framework particularly suited to consolidating stability after conflict, should be revitalized. 

8. Renew diplomacy from within. Diplomatic services must be consistent and practice 
internally the values they defend abroad: protecting diverse professional perspectives, 
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restoring meritocracy, enabling truth to power, fostering expertise, investing in institutional 
memory and innovation, and coordinating formal and informal channels. 

Conclusion 

Winning a war is not the same as winning the peace. The international order is not collapsing, 
but eroding: political will, the common interpretive ground, and collective trust are giving way, 
while diplomatic expertise is pushed to the margins. The response is to rebuild the trust and 
shared ground on which global peace and security rest. 

The question is not whether diplomacy or military power matters more; both are core instruments 
of statecraft. It is whether states can use them coherently, in an integrated manner, and in service 
of durable peaceful outcomes. The case for diplomatic renewal is not idealistic but strategic. The 
problem is not military power itself. It is the growing resort to force without diplomatic strategy. 
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Rules, Norms, and Values in International Relations 

The Case for Diplomatic Renewal 
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Executive Summary 

Just as chance favors the prepared mind, cooler heads prevail during times of uncertainty. 
Tempting as it may be to look at the current pace and gravity of global developments and 
surrender to doom and gloom, logic dictates a sober assessment of both where we are in 
international relations and how diplomacy can be reinvigorated to help reverse alarming trends. 

Contrary to popular belief, while under deliberate attack from many quarters, the rules-based 
international order has neither collapsed nor been abandoned. 

It is, however, true that the political will to uphold shared values and norms has diminished, the 
space and accepted parameters within which diplomacy functions have narrowed, sovereignty 
has become both a shield and a pretext, and the trust that underpins the global web of relations 
has seriously dwindled. 

These four layers of systemic corrosion are distinct but also mutually reinforcing, and each 
demands an urgent, comprehensive and realistic response. 

While diminished, diplomacy has not stopped delivering. It continues to function often out of the 
spotlight, in technical institutions, in quiet mediation processes, and through new centers of 
influence that have emerged as the landscape of international engagement has evolved. 

The challenge is not to restore a system that has ceased to exist. It is to protect, reboot and scale 
what works, let go of what does not, build back better what has been damaged, and swiftly adapt 
to a world that is much changed. 

The paper’s central contention is that the current moment, in which military means and 
capabilities are being revamped at scale while diplomatic capacity is being hollowed out, is not 
one of increasing security. Quite the contrary, it is one of rising risks. The case for diplomatic 
renewal and expansion is not idealistic but strategic. 

Recommendations 

1. Match the military build-up with an equivalent investment in diplomatic capacity. 
Reverse the erosion of professional diplomatic services. Ensure diplomatic expertise is 
present where decisions are made. 

2. Define the endgame before the first shot is fired. Coercive action must remain the last 
resort and should only be initiated in accordance with international law and with a clear 
answer to how it should end. Diplomatic thinking must be present before action begins, not 
summoned to manage the consequences afterwards. 

3. Insist that existing rules mean what they say. Support the authority of international 
judicial institutions. Resist the normalization of after-the-fact legal justification. Reassert 
the obligation of non-indifference alongside the principle of non-interference. 
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4. Sustain commitment after agreements. The diplomatic effort that produces an agreement 
must be followed by the effort that makes it hold. Sustained on-the-ground post-agreement 
engagement is not optional; it is the condition on which durability depends. 

5. Close the accountability gap on new weapons technologies. New international 
instruments are needed to govern the use of emerging military technologies and related 
tactics. The accountability gap is widening. Closing it cannot wait. 

6. Adapt diplomatic institutions to the world as it is. Diplomatic institutions must adapt to 
a faster world, to new actors, to new forms of conflict. The internal culture of diplomatic 
services, including the protection of dissent and the willingness to speak truth to power, 
matters as much as the external norms they are asked to uphold. 

1. The Landscape: What Has Actually Eroded 

The starting point must be stated plainly: the rules-based international order has not collapsed. 
International law has not been abandoned. Multilateral institutions have not disappeared. A large 
majority of states and their peoples continue to subscribe to the norms and frameworks that have 
governed international relations since 1945, and many of those frameworks continue to function 
with remarkable effectiveness even as political institutions face paralysis. The instinct to declare 
the system dead should be resisted. Overstating collapse concedes too much to those doing the 
attacking. This dynamic does not simply make diplomacy more difficult; it undermines its core 
function, as compromise itself becomes politically framed as loss. 

What has eroded is something more specific, and in some ways more insidious: the political will 
to uphold those norms, the shared basis for interpreting them, the shared understanding of 
sovereignty, and the trust that makes the entire system function. These four layers of erosion are 
distinct but mutually reinforcing, and each demands its own analysis. 

The first and most visible layer concerns political will. The norms and institutions of the 
international order are not dead; they are under deliberate attack, reflected in a radical 
shift in the willingness of key actors to respect and enforce them. The problem is not that the 
rules have disappeared from the books. It is that the political will to use and enforce them has 
been transformed. States that are not themselves driving this shift are nonetheless forced to adapt 
to it, and that adaptation is itself a form of erosion. As expectations lower and tolerance for 
violations increases, the baseline of what is considered acceptable behavior shifts downward. 
Such violations increasingly occur without meaningful consequence, reinforcing perceptions of 
impunity and weakening deterrence. 

This shift is inseparable from a broader reversion to zero-sum thinking. Where diplomacy 
operates on the logic of “win-win” scenarios, compromise and mutually acceptable outcomes, 
the dominant logic of the current moment treats international relations as a contest with only 
winners and losers. Geopolitical rivalry, economic protectionism, and nationalist politics are all 
features of this unilateralist turn, compounded by centrifugal forces towards de-globalization and 
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isolationism. Its direct consequence for diplomacy is that the space for genuine dialogue, 
negotiation and compromise narrows to near vanishing at precisely the moments when it is most 
needed. 

The disconnection between universal values and narrow political priorities compounds the 
problem. Societies and individuals around the world continue, in large measure, to uphold and 
practice the values of honesty, civic responsibility, and respect for others and for the rule of law. 
A growing number of political leaders feel unbound by these tenets. This is not merely a matter 
of individual character. The leaders who most visibly embody this disjuncture have identified 
and cultivated constituencies built around the rejection of the constraints that the international 
order embodies. Those constituencies will most likely outlast the leaders themselves. The 
political forces that have been mobilized will not dissolve with any single change of government. 
These domestic dynamics are not separate from international norm erosion; they are among its 
primary drivers. 

The second layer of erosion is analytically distinct but equally consequential. It is the 
erosion of the common interpretive ground on which international law depends. Here 
precision is important. States are not, in general, arguing that international law is invalid or should 
be replaced. On the contrary, even those whose actions most flagrantly conflict with international 
norms continue to frame and try to justify those actions in its language. This is significant. It 
means the normative system retains political and rhetorical value, even for those who abuse or 
undermine it. 

The problem is the growing flexibility with which the law is interpreted. Self-defense provisions 
are invoked to justify actions that may violate a range of other obligations. Pre-emptive strike 
doctrines are asserted where the legal threshold has plainly not been met. Legitimacy is 
constructed after the fact, when the action has already been taken. Diplomacy depends on a stable 
common reading of shared obligations: when diplomats sit across a table, their ability to reach 
agreement rests on a baseline of what the rules say and what they require. As the interpretive 
flexibility widens, that baseline erodes. The space for genuine negotiation contracts. This is not 
a peripheral concern; it is a structural threat to the practice of diplomacy itself. 

The third layer concerns sovereignty, which is the foundational principle of the 
international order and has become one of the primary instruments of its erosion. Two 
tendencies operate simultaneously and in tension. In the first, sovereignty is invoked as an 
absolute shield, a barrier behind which governments deflect international scrutiny, resist 
accountability for violations of human rights and humanitarian law, and protect abusive practices 
from external challenge. In the second, sovereignty is treated as irrelevant when powerful states 
decide to act beyond it. Together, these tendencies create a vicious cycle: when one state acts 
with impunity, the system’s capacity to respond is paralyzed; when it is paralyzed, others observe 
that the costs of similar behavior are low and test the limits accordingly. In this context, impunity 
is no longer an exception but increasingly operates as a governance strategy. 
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Sovereignty, properly understood, is not absolute. The international legal framework has always 
contained mechanisms that allow it to be limited under specific conditions, among them 
humanitarian law, Security Council decisions, and the responsibility to protect. To these, this 
paper would add the principle of the obligation of non-indifference: the recognition, embedded 
in existing UN instruments, that states cannot remain passive in the face of grave violations 
occurring beyond their borders, even when the shield of sovereignty is invoked. This principle 
has been largely and conveniently forgotten in recent years. It deserves to be explicitly reasserted 
alongside, not as a replacement for, the principle of non-interference. 

A further distinction deserves to be made explicit, as sovereignty and territorial integrity are 
separate principles and conflating them has contributed to the confusion that enables the current 
erosion. Sovereignty concerns a state’s authority to govern itself; territorial integrity concerns 
the inviolability of its borders. A state can retain its sovereignty while its territorial integrity is 
violated, as recent experiences illustrate plainly. Territorial integrity, grounded in the UN 
Charter, should be treated as an absolute. Sovereignty, by contrast, has always been a more 
relational and contested concept, subject to the obligations and limits that membership in the 
international system entails. Restoring clarity on this distinction is itself a form of normative 
repair, even as the concept of sovereignty is being reshaped by new actors and forms of power, 
including non-state and technological actors. 

Underlying all of the above is the deepest layer of erosion: trust. Trust between states, trust 
in international institutions, and trust in the reliability of commitments are not incidental features 
of the international system. They are its default operating conditions. Without them, even 
technically intact norms and formally functioning institutions cannot perform their purpose. The 
erosion of trust is partly a consequence of the trends described above, but it is also a cause. 
Distrust makes states less willing to commit, less willing to enforce, and less willing to engage 
in the sustained diplomatic effort that the system requires. The cycle is self-reinforcing and, once 
established, difficult to reverse. This matters for the recommendations that follow, because trust 
cannot be rebuilt by institutional reform alone. It can only be rebuilt through consistent, 
principled, and visible behavior over time. That is, above all, the work of diplomacy. 

2. What This Means for Diplomacy 

The erosion described above does not affect diplomacy uniformly. In some avenues it continues 
to function with considerable effectiveness; in others it has been deliberately excluded. 
Understanding the difference matters as much as diagnosing the problem. 

In a growing number of states, ministries of foreign affairs have lost influence over policy 
making. Foreign policy is increasingly concentrated in a small circle around political leaders, 
and is made without the accumulated expertise, institutional memory, and multilateral 
relationships that professional diplomatic services embody. The layer of officials who know the 
other side, who have built the relationships over years, who understand the history, and who have 
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access to the channels has been deliberately sidelined. The consequences are not merely 
procedural. When diplomats are absent from the room where decisions are made, the perspective 
that prioritizes a durable outcome over a short-term win is absent too. What replaces it is a 
transactional logic that can initiate processes but rarely sustain them. Agreements are announced; 
implementation falters; the underlying root causes persist; and conflict ensues. 

The compression of timelines compounds the problem. Diplomacy requires time. Time is 
needed to sustain the relationships that make communication possible, to understand the other 
side’s constraints, and to create the conditions in which compromise becomes conceivable. The 
accelerating pace of political decision-making, driven by media cycles and by leaders who equate 
speed with strength, systematically undermines those conditions. This tension has no easy 
resolution, but managing it begins with the recognition that compressed timelines are often a 
deliberate political choice, not an inevitable feature of the times. 

Despite these pressures, diplomacy has not stopped working. It continues to function 
wherever political attention is not focused, in technical institutions that bring together 
geopolitical rivals at the working level, in the quiet spaces where Track 1.5 actors maintain 
channels and relationships through periods of open hostility, and in the new centers of mediation 
that have emerged as the geography of diplomacy has shifted. What these spaces share is 
instructive. They involve actors trusted by both sides, operating without a perceived great-power 
agenda, with the patience to maintain engagement when there is no immediate prospect of 
breakthrough. These are not incidental features. They are the operational conditions that make 
diplomacy possible, and protecting them is a policy objective in its own right. 

A pattern has also emerged with sufficient clarity to warrant direct analysis. Negotiations 
conducted while military force is openly deployed behind one party are not, in any 
meaningful sense, negotiations. They are demands for capitulation. The party facing the 
threat must either disengage or accept terms under duress; neither outcome produces a durable 
result. Genuine negotiation requires that both parties believe a compromise is necessary and 
possible and that any agreement reached will hold. Implied power can work, but displayed power 
only coerces and ultimately backfires. When force is openly on the table, the conditions for real 
negotiation do not exist. This is not an observation about any single conflict; it describes a 
structural problem that has recurred across multiple recent contexts. 

A related failure is the absence of an endgame. Military and coercive actions are increasingly 
initiated without a strategy for how they conclude, without an answer to the question of 
what happens the day after, including who governs, on what terms, with what international 
support. Diplomacy cannot fill that gap retrospectively. The endgame must be part of the design 
from the outset, and that requires diplomatic thinking to be present before action begins, not 
summoned afterwards to manage the consequences. Closely related is the principle of national 
and inclusive ownership, as any outcome imposed from the outside without genuine domestic 
buy-in will not hold. The agreement may be signed; the underlying conflict will continue by other 
means. Durable solutions require that the parties most affected have a stake in them. 
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Finally, and perhaps most fundamentally, diplomacy does not end when an agreement is 
signed. Agreements are the beginning of a process, not its conclusion. The monitoring, 
implementation, and management of disputes that arise as commitments are tested against reality 
all begin at the moment of signature and must continue for as long as the agreement needs to 
hold. When the international community withdraws its engagement once a crisis appears 
resolved, the space created is filled by those who were never committed to the resolution in the 
first place. Institutions built to support a transition are dismantled. Gains made at great cost are 
reversed, often within weeks. The lesson of repeated experience is clear: sustained diplomatic 
presence and consistent, expert engagement after agreement are not optional. They are the 
condition on which durability depends. 

Diplomacy may not be able to operate effectively in a fragmented normative 
landscape, but it should and can endeavor to adapt and provide for a 

renewed consensus. 

This is the working group’s starting point. The fragmented normative landscape does not justify 
disengagement. It demands more commitment, not less. This requires sustained, principled, and 
purposeful diplomatic effort directed at rebuilding the trust and the shared interpretive ground on 
which the system depends. 

3. What Needs to Change: Recommendations 

1. Match the military build-up with an equivalent investment in diplomatic capacity. 
Diplomacy is among the most cost-effective instruments of security available to any state. 
It prevents conflicts before they begin, manages them while they continue, mitigates risk 
and creates the conditions for sustainable outcomes when they end. A world in which 
military capacity expands while diplomatic capacity atrophies is a world becoming better 
at starting conflicts and worse at finishing them. The current pattern of military rearmament 
must be matched by an equivalent investment in diplomatic services, a “diplomatic arms 
race” that reverses their erosion, funds innovation within foreign ministries, and restores 
diplomatic expertise to the rooms where decisions are made. The North Atlantic Treaty’s 
Article 2 provides a ready framework; member states should renew those commitments 
now. 

2. Define the endgame before the first shot is fired. No military operation, no sanctions 
regime, no coercive measure of any kind should be initiated without a clear answer to the 
question of what success looks like, and how it ends. Effects-based thinking, the discipline 
of defining the outcome sought and adapting tools accordingly, is standard military 
doctrine. It must become equally standard in statecraft. Diplomacy must be in the room 
before the first action is taken, not summoned afterwards to manage consequences that a 
clearer strategy would have prevented. 
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3. Insist that existing rules mean what they say. Restoring a common interpretive basis 
does not require new rules. It requires consistent insistence that existing rules mean what 
they say. This means supporting the authority of international judicial institutions, building 
cross-regional coalitions committed to a shared reading of core obligations, and making 
the political costs of interpretive abuse high enough to deter it. The obligation of non-
indifference should be explicitly reasserted alongside the principle of non-interference. 

4. Sustain commitment after agreements. The diplomatic effort that produces an agreement 
must be followed by the effort that makes it hold. Post-agreement bodies with genuine 
authority to arbitrate disputes, embedded in the transition and sustained beyond the moment 
of signing, have demonstrated their value where they have existed and their absence where 
they have not. Every future post-agreement framework should be designed with this in 
mind from the outset. 

5. Close the accountability gap on new weapons technologies. The existing framework of 
international humanitarian law was not designed for autonomous weapons systems, 
algorithmic targeting, or the political use of drones. The accountability gap this creates is 
growing. New international instruments are needed, built on existing humanitarian law and 
establishing that accountability for the use of force applies regardless of the technology 
through which it is delivered. Diplomatic effort must be directed at closing this gap now, 
not after the technology has become further entrenched. 

6. Adapt diplomatic institutions to the world as it is. Diplomatic institutions have 
sometimes been slow to adapt to a world that has changed faster than they have, remaining 
resistant to innovation, attached to formats that no longer serve their purpose, and not 
always willing to tell governments what they need to hear rather than what they want to 
hear. Speaking truth to power is among the most important functions a diplomatic service 
can perform, and it requires an internal culture that protects dissent rather than suppresses 
it, and that respects and fosters real subject-matter expertise. Renewal of diplomacy begins 
at home. The values diplomatic services are asked to defend in the world must first be 
practiced within them. 

4. Conclusion 

The international order is not collapsing. It is being deliberately eroded by the weaponization of 
legal concepts, by the withdrawal of political will, by the normalization of impunity, and by the 
systematic marginalization of the diplomatic expertise that might otherwise slow or reverse these 
trends. The response cannot be to wait for the erosion to stop. It must be to engage, consistently 
and with purpose, in rebuilding the trust and the shared interpretive ground on which the system 
depends. 

Winning a war is not the same as winning the peace. The military instrument, for all its power, 
cannot substitute for the patient, skilled, and sustained work of diplomacy. The current moment 
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calls for a diplomatic arms race to match the military one by investing in the institutions, the 
expertise, and the political will to engage before conflicts begin, not after they spiral beyond 
control. A world in which military capacity is being rebuilt at scale while diplomatic capacity is 
being hollowed out is not a moment of increasing security. It is a moment of increasing risk. The 
case for diplomatic renewal is not idealistic but strategic. 
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Executive Summary 

The multilateral system is not in collapse. It remains structurally intact, widely recognized, and 
continues to deliver results across a range of domains, particularly in economic cooperation, 
development, and technical governance, even as it adapts under growing pressure. Yet amid 
intensifying global challenges, its effectiveness is increasingly questioned, and its capacity to 
maintain international peace and security has become more constrained. 

This analysis adopts a broader understanding of multilateralism, extending beyond the United 
Nations to include regional and security arrangements such as NATO, particularly in the domain 
of peace and security. 

The central argument is this: the problem is not the absence of tools, but the reluctance to use 
them. The system retains its rules, procedures, and structures; what is lacking is the willingness 
and capacity to apply them consistently, especially when core geopolitical interests are at stake. 
This is reflected in selective compliance, where agreed rules are applied unevenly depending on 
political context. At its core, this is a problem of political behavior rather than institutional design. 

The sources of this strain lie in a shift in political behavior: the erosion of commitment to act 
through multilateral frameworks, particularly among major powers; weakening enforcement; and 
declining trust among states, extending even to the practice of diplomacy itself. 

These dynamics point to three interrelated deficits: political ownership, enforcement, and 
implementation, which in turn undermine the indivisibility of the system’s core pillars; peace and 
security, human rights, and development. 

The current crisis is therefore not primarily one of institutional design, but of enforcement, 
implementation, and political will, though this does not diminish the need for credible 
institutional reform to reflect contemporary realities and strengthen legitimacy. 

At the same time, multilateralism is adapting rather than declining. As existing arrangements 
come under strain, informal coalitions, regional arrangements, and issue-specific cooperation 
mechanisms increasingly complement formal institutions, contributing to a more layered system 
of global governance. Multilateralism remains effective where interests converge, but far less so 
where they diverge. 

The central challenge is not whether to preserve multilateralism, but how to make it function 
more effectively under current geopolitical conditions. 

What is required is not a single solution, but a combination of renewed political ownership, 
stronger enforcement and implementation, institutional adaptation, and more flexible forms of 
cooperation. These questions gain additional relevance in light of the upcoming NATO summit 
and broader debates on transatlantic security. 
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1. The Landscape: What Has Actually Changed 

The multilateral system continues to operate across a wide range of domains. Institutions such as 
the World Bank, elements of the UN system, and trade-related mechanisms demonstrate that 
cooperation remains both possible and effective. 

However, this continuity should not obscure deeper structural challenges. 

The most significant shift lies in the relationship between power and institutions. The system was 
historically shaped and sustained by major powers. Today, those same actors are increasingly 
selective in their engagement, at times bypassing or undermining the institutions they helped 
create. 

This has three main consequences: 

• First, decision-making has become less predictable, driven more by short-term political 
calculations than by shared frameworks. 

• Second, enforcement has weakened, particularly where powerful actors are concerned. 

• Third, trust has diminished, reducing incentives for sustained cooperation. 

These developments do not render the system obsolete. They alter the conditions under which it 
operates. Rather, they reflect a transformation in the behavior of states, not the disappearance of 
multilateral structures. 

A Three-Part Balance Sheet 

A useful starting point is a frank assessment of what has worked, what has partially worked, and 
what has failed most visibly. This balance sheet should also be read through the interdependence 
of peace and security, human rights, and development: weaknesses in one pillar inevitably affect 
the credibility and effectiveness of the others. 

• Economic and social cooperation: the relative success. Institutions operating since the 
19th century, supplemented by the post-war Bretton Woods system, have produced 
measurable gains in health, development, trade, and environmental protection. These 
achievements are real even where they are incomplete. Their relative success is not 
coincidental: these domains align more closely with national interests, which reduces 
incentives for defection and enables sustained cooperation. 

• Human rights and humanitarian law: partial success. Norms have been established. 
Enforcement remains weak. The humanitarian dimension of the UN system is now facing 
its most acute crisis; not because the principles are wrong but because the funding, the 
political will, and the follow-through have eroded, with direct consequences for millions of 
people in conflict-affected areas. 

• Peace and collective security: acute failure. The mechanisms exist. The veto structure, the 
deadlock among major powers, and the selective compliance of states with the most at stake 
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have produced a system that functions in theory while failing in practice when it is most 
needed. The League of Nations failed for precisely this reason. The parallel is not 
comforting. In this context, the challenges facing the UN in delivering on peace and security 
are mirrored in other institutions, including NATO, where questions regarding cohesion, 
burden-sharing, and strategic direction, particularly in relation to the United States, have 
raised concerns about the sustainability of existing security arrangements. 

2. What This Means for Multilateralism 

The current challenges are often described as a crisis of multilateral institutions. A more precise 
diagnosis is required. 

The primary issue is not that institutions cannot act, but that states, especially the major 
powers have increasingly chosen not to act through them. This distinction shifts the focus 
from structural reform to political behavior. 

a)  A Crisis of Capacity or a Crisis of Choice? 

While institutional constraints such as veto mechanisms and consensus rules do limit 
effectiveness, they do not fully explain current dysfunction. In many cases, institutions are not 
incapable of acting; they are not being used as intended. 

Selective engagement, strategic non-compliance, and the prioritization of short-term geopolitical 
interests over collective outcomes have become more pronounced. Decision-making increasingly 
reflects negotiated trade-offs among major powers rather than consistent application of agreed 
principles. 

This suggests that the crisis is as much about political choice as institutional capacity. 

b)  The Enforcement Gap 

International norms remain widely accepted in principle. However, their implementation is 
uneven and often ineffective. 

Enforcement should not be understood as synonymous with sanctions, but as a broader set of 
mechanisms supporting compliance, accountability, monitoring, verification, and sustained 
political engagement. In this context, enforcement should also be understood in relation to the 
enforcement of peace in line with the UN Charter, and should be closely linked to diplomacy and 
international law. The credibility of multilateralism and global governance depends not only on 
the existence of legal norms, but also on the willingness of states to uphold them through 
sustained diplomatic engagement and lawful collective action. 

Diplomacy remains the primary instrument through which enforcement is given political life. 
Rules without diplomatic engagement produce neither compliance nor sustainable peace; they 
produce resentment and strategic non-compliance. These mechanisms are particularly weak 
when applied to powerful states: coercive measures applied in isolation, without accompanying 
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negotiation processes, confidence-building mechanisms, or long-term political engagement, have 
rarely produced durable outcomes. 

Enforcement, in this sense, is not a substitute for diplomacy but its extension. International law, 
similarly, is not self-executing. Its effectiveness depends on consistent invocation, on states 
choosing to frame disputes in legal terms, and on the willingness of multilateral institutions to 
treat legal accountability as a political priority rather than a procedural afterthought. Where these 
conditions are absent, monitoring and verification systems remain unevenly applied, and existing 
legal provisions are not consistently enforced, creating a growing gap between formal 
commitments and actual practice that undermines the credibility of the system and weakens its 
deterrent capacity. 

Why Implementation Fails 

Even where agreements are reached, implementation remains a persistent challenge. This is not 
the result of a single constraint, but of a combination of structural and political factors: 

• limited political ownership of outcomes 

• weak monitoring and follow-up mechanisms 

• insufficient institutional authority to enforce compliance 

• low political cost for non-implementation 

• lack of sustained diplomatic engagement after agreements are reached 

Taken together, these factors create a recurring pattern in which agreements are formally 
concluded but not effectively implemented. Over time, this gap between commitment and 
delivery erodes trust and reduces confidence in multilateral processes. 

c)  Expanding the Scope of Security 

At the same time, the nature of conflict is evolving. Security concerns increasingly intersect with 
climate change, migration, health, and economic instability. This broader understanding of 
security requires greater attention to the role of civil society in strengthening societal resilience, 
democratic capacity, and local ownership of conflict prevention. It also challenges institutions 
that were designed for a narrower set of threats. 

A broader understanding of security also requires a more explicitly people-centered approach to 
multilateralism. Protecting individuals and communities from armed conflict, violence, 
inequality, and transnational risks such as health crises and climate disruption should be treated 
as central to global governance, rather than as secondary humanitarian concerns. This would 
strengthen the human security dimension of multilateralism and help ensure that institutional 
responses remain connected to the lived realities of affected populations. 

Technological change adds a further dimension to this evolving security landscape. Digital 
diplomacy, the use of social media in shaping conflict dynamics and public narratives, and the 
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integration of emerging technologies into peacekeeping and monitoring mechanisms all require 
institutional adaptation. Existing multilateral frameworks were not designed with these tools in 
mind, and their incorporation remains uneven and largely ad hoc. 

3. The Institutional Problem 

The United Nations remains central to the multilateral system, but its structure reflects an earlier 
geopolitical context. 

The Security Council faces well-known constraints. The veto mechanism, while intended as a 
stabilizing feature, can prevent action in critical situations. Decision-making among major 
powers often reflects geopolitical trade-offs rather than collective priorities. Reform of the 
Council’s structure and working methods should be advocated more forcefully, not as an abstract 
aspiration, but as a concrete institutional priority. The debate on reform should not be reduced to 
a competition over permanent seats; it must address the broader dysfunctions of a body whose 
composition and procedures no longer reflect the realities of the contemporary world. 

The Secretary-General also plays a central role in the effective functioning of the organization. 
This includes more proactive use of existing Charter provisions, notably Article 99, and the 
exercise of good offices in situations where the Security Council remains deadlocked. It also 
requires a more consistent and visible operational presence of the Secretary-General and his or 
her team across conflict settings, ensuring that engagement is grounded in realities on the ground 
rather than confined to formal or distant institutional processes. In the words of several candidates 
for the position, the Secretary-General must not “conduct business from an ivory tower.” 

The Secretary-General’s ability to act, however, ultimately depends on the political space 
afforded by Member States, which can either enable or constrain the full use of existing 
mandates. Other parts of the UN system continue to function, particularly in development and 
humanitarian areas. This creates a structural imbalance between operational effectiveness and 
political paralysis. 

Efforts to reform the system have produced limited results. While internal reform processes 
remain necessary, they are insufficient without corresponding political commitment from 
Member States. 

Existing provisions and mechanisms, including those designed to manage disputes and improve 
coordination, are underutilized rather than absent. The core issue is therefore not only 
institutional design, but whether existing tools are actively and consistently used in practice. 

4. Emerging Responses 

In response to these challenges, several approaches are being explored. 
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Reform 

Candidates for the position of Secretary-General have emphasized that institutional reform must 
extend beyond the question of Security Council composition. The reform agenda should not be 
reduced to a competition over permanent seats, but should address the functioning, legitimacy, 
and responsiveness of the system as a whole, including the integration of Global South 
perspectives into agenda-setting and decision-making processes. 

Proposals include revisiting UN Charter provisions, particularly through mechanisms such as 
Article 109, which provides a formal, though historically unused avenue for periodic Charter 
review and could serve as a structured entry point for broader institutional reform. Recent 
discussions have also highlighted the potential value of engaging with emerging initiatives, 
including coalitions advocating for the activation of Article 109, as a means of mobilizing 
political support and making reform debates more concrete. 

Any such process would need to navigate existing geopolitical constraints. However, the 
convening of a review conference under Article 109 does not require unanimous consent among 
the permanent members of the Security Council. While any resulting amendments would still 
require ratification by member states, including the P5, progress does not depend on securing 
their prior agreement, but on mobilizing sufficient political will among the broader membership 
to place the issue on the agenda. 

The deeper constraint is therefore not procedural but political: meaningful reform ultimately 
depends on whether member states are willing to use the tools already available to them. 

Adaptation 

Existing mechanisms can be used more effectively without requiring formal amendment or 
structural overhaul. Improved coordination between the Security Council and General Assembly, 
more active engagement by elected members, and greater use of existing but underutilized 
procedural tools can all contribute to greater functionality within the current framework. 

Bypass 

Flexible, issue-based coalitions and ad hoc groupings are increasingly used to address specific 
challenges. These formats offer speed and flexibility, but risk fragmentation and reduced 
legitimacy if overused. 

Regionalization 

Regional organizations play a growing role in conflict management. Their proximity and 
contextual knowledge can enhance effectiveness. However, their capacity varies, and they cannot 
substitute for global responsibility. 
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The most realistic path forward is not a single approach, but a combination of structural reform, 
adaptation of existing mechanisms, flexible coalitions, and stronger engagement with regional 
organizations. 

5. The Role of Actors 

Major Powers 

Major powers remain both the primary enablers and the principal sources of dysfunction within 
the multilateral system. Their selective engagement, strategic non-compliance, and willingness 
to bypass institutions they helped create have been central drivers of the current crisis. Without 
a meaningful shift in their political behavior, institutional effectiveness will remain constrained, 
yet any reform process must ultimately work within, rather than against, the geopolitical realities 
they represent. 

Middle Powers 

Middle powers play an increasingly important role as conveners, mediators, and coalition 
builders. In periods of major power inaction or obstruction, their collective engagement becomes 
not merely supplementary but essential, helping to sustain multilateral processes, bridge 
geopolitical divides, and compensate for the withdrawal of larger powers from shared 
frameworks. Their effectiveness, however, depends on acting collectively rather than 
individually, and on being willing to assume leadership roles that major powers have vacated. 

Europe 

Europe remains a central actor in supporting multilateralism, though its internal coherence and 
capacity for unified action remain under question, including through its role within NATO and 
broader security arrangements. The European Union, in particular, should act more visibly and 
collectively as a normative anchor within the multilateral system. As a regional grouping 
grounded in democratic and universal values, it should be prepared to speak more clearly in UN 
forums at a time of serious violations of human rights and international humanitarian law, 
including by permanent members of the Security Council. Its role should not be limited to urging 
neighboring states and candidate countries to uphold these standards; it should also raise its voice 
more consistently at the global level and consider directing greater support to the UN’s human 
rights pillar, which remains structurally underfunded. 

Global South Perspectives 

Differences between Western and Global South perspectives reflect broader concerns about 
representation, legitimacy, selectivity, and double standards. Greater inclusion of Global South 
actors in agenda-setting, decision-making, and institutional reform processes is essential not only 
for legitimacy, but also for ensuring that multilateral responses reflect a broader range of 
priorities and lived realities. Failure to integrate these perspectives risks deepening mistrust and 
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weakening confidence in multilateral frameworks. It should be noted, however, that the Global 
South does not constitute a homogeneous bloc. Perspectives vary significantly across regions and 
contexts, and any engagement strategy must reflect this diversity rather than treating non-
Western actors as a single constituency. 

6. Conclusion 

The multilateral system is not failing uniformly. It is evolving under pressure. 

Its core challenge lies not only in institutional design, but in the political environment in which 
it operates. The erosion of trust, the weakening of enforcement, and the inconsistency of 
implementation have reduced its effectiveness at critical moments, reflecting a decline in 
confidence not only among states, but within the practice of diplomacy itself. 

At the same time, the persistence of cooperation across many domains demonstrates that 
multilateralism remains both viable and necessary. As this analysis has argued throughout, the 
problem is not the absence of tools; it is the absence of the will to use them. 

This will require combining principled commitment with pragmatic engagement: respect for 
fundamental norms should not exclude flexible, context-specific solutions capable of producing 
political outcomes. The task is not to replace the system, but to make it work, by strengthening 
enforcement, improving implementation, and reinforcing political commitment. A system that 
continues to exist but cannot act when needed most is not sustainable. And nostalgia for the order 
that once was is not a substitute for the political will that is now required. 

7. Policy Recommendations 

The United Nations remains the central pillar of the multilateral system, particularly in the field 
of peace and security. The recommendations below therefore aim not to replace the UN-centered 
order, but to make it more effective, inclusive, and operational under current geopolitical 
conditions. 

1. Political ownership of multilateral institutions should be reinforced. Institutions can 
only function when states, particularly major powers, are willing to act through them. 
Rebuilding ownership is a prerequisite for effectiveness. This also requires rebuilding trust 
among states as a foundation for sustained cooperation. 

2. The enforcement and implementation gap should be closed. Compliance and 
enforcement mechanisms should be strengthened as part of broader diplomatic strategies, 
ensuring that enforcement, including the enforcement of peace in line with the UN Charter 
and international law, is linked to political processes and outcomes rather than functioning 
as an isolated instrument of pressure. Support for monitoring and verification systems 
should be increased, and agreements should be accompanied by sustained monitoring, 
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review, and dispute-resolution mechanisms with clearly defined political ownership and 
accountability. 

3. Structured Charter review processes should be advanced. Renewed consideration of 
mechanisms foreseen under Article 109 should be supported as a structured entry point for 
broader institutional reform, including the working methods of principal UN organs and 
structural imbalances in representation and decision-making. Engagement should build on 
existing coalitions to mobilize political support. Any such process must remain grounded 
in geopolitical realities and the political will of member states. 

4. The middle powers should be more active. Coalitions of middle powers should be 
supported as conveners, mediators, and stabilizers in periods of geopolitical fragmentation. 
Middle powers should act collectively when major powers fail to do so, including through 
ad hoc coalitions capable of agenda-setting and mediation, thereby helping to compensate 
for major power inaction. Existing middle-power platforms, such as MIKTA, established 
in 2013 by Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey and Australia, as well as emerging 
discussions around an M20 modelled after the G20, could provide useful references for 
strengthening middle-power coordination. 

5. The Secretary-General should be more active. More proactive use of existing Charter 
provisions, notably Article 99, should be enabled, and support from Member States for the 
effective use of the Secretary-General’s good offices should be strengthened, particularly 
where the Security Council remains deadlocked. This recommendation is directed both at 
future Secretaries-General, who should exercise their mandate with greater initiative, and 
critically, at Member States themselves, who often constrain the political space available 
to the Secretary-General and should actively enable, rather than limit, the full use of 
existing mandates. 

6. Cooperation with regional organizations should be strengthened. Regional 
mechanisms should be used as complementary tools while maintaining global 
accountability, including through more effective cooperation between the UN and regional 
organizations under Chapter VIII of the UN Charter. 

7. Inclusive multilateralism should be promoted. Global South perspectives should be 
more fully integrated into decision-making, agenda-setting, and institutional reform 
processes in order to address concerns over legitimacy, selectivity, and double standards. 
Inclusive multilateralism should also extend to more equitable staff recruitment and senior-
level representation within the UN system, addressing concerns about imbalances in the 
distribution of senior posts and the underrepresentation of some member states among UN 
staff nationalities. 

8. Institutional coordination and the effective use of existing mechanisms should be 
improved. Linkages between UN organs, including the Security Council and General 
Assembly, should be strengthened, and existing provisions and procedural tools should be 
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used more consistently. Greater use of elected members (E10) and relevant Charter 
provisions, including Article 27(3), can help bridge institutional gaps and improve 
responsiveness. Many current challenges stem not from the absence of mechanisms, but 
from their underutilization. 

9. Multilateral approaches to evolving security and technological challenges should be 
adapted. Underused principles such as non-indifference should be operationalized, and a 
broader, people-centered human security approach encompassing protection from armed 
conflict, violence, inequality, climate disruption, health crises, and migration should be 
adopted. This should include greater recognition of the role of civil society in strengthening 
democratic governance and supporting conflict prevention. In line with the need for 
adaptation identified above, multilateral tools should be adapted to technological change, 
including digital diplomacy, the role of social media in shaping conflict dynamics, and the 
integration of emerging technologies into peacekeeping and monitoring mechanisms. 
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Executive Summary 

The European security order is not collapsing. It is under strain, shaped by renewed conflict on 
the continent, shifting transatlantic dynamics, and a security environment increasingly defined 
by confrontation. The institutional structures remain in place, but their capacity to deliver 
coherent and durable outcomes is being tested. 

Military instruments have moved to the forefront of policy responses. This reflects both the return 
of large-scale war in Europe and evolving threat perceptions across and within the Atlantic 
alliance. Yet, diplomacy remains indispensable and continues to operate across multiple levels, 
often outside public view, sustaining communication, enabling limited agreements, and 
managing escalation even under conditions of active conflict. 

Security is an all-encompassing concept in which military and diplomatic dimensions are not 
juxtaposed and should be utilized in a complementary manner. Yet, public diplomatic services 
increasingly find themselves in competition with national actors advocating for securitized 
approaches. The unique quality of diplomacy is that it articulates national interest through 
negotiation, without succumbing to zero-sum considerations. It seeks to identify common ground 
conducive to peaceful coexistence. The challenge lies in making optimum use of what diplomacy 
has to offer. In a more compressed, personalized, and securitized decision-making environment, 
diplomatic engagement is often introduced belatedly, after options have narrowed and risks have 
escalated. This reduces the potential to shape outcomes through diplomacy and limits its 
effectiveness in managing consequences, representing a conundrum that needs to be addressed. 

The European security architecture faces a parallel constraint. Many legacy institutions and 
practices are, for different reasons, unable to advance inclusive and comprehensive peace, 
security, and stability. NATO and the European Union remain central elements of this 
architecture, but do not overlap in membership, function, or scope. Neither institution, on its own, 
reflects the set of actors and components that fully define security on the continent. This creates 
a structural gap between institutional frameworks and geopolitical realities. Yet, all actors 
concerned are members of the UN and have committed, at least in principle, to peaceful conflict 
resolution. This commitment and its enduring relevance are too often forgotten and/or neglected. 

The question is not about choosing between diplomacy and military posturing. Both operate 
within the same strategic spectrum and are integral components in the conduct of international 
relations. The issue is whether diplomacy is used in a timely, consistent, and efficient manner in 
conjunction with other instruments to influence outcomes, rather than only after other options 
have failed. Diplomacy requires patience to produce results, which can be a challenge. Yet 
European history demonstrates that in an atmosphere of heightened rivalry, mounting tension, 
and even armed conflict, sustained diplomatic engagement can yield positive outcomes. 
Diplomacy is undoubtedly critical for crisis management, de-escalation, and the prevention of 
broader military confrontation. 
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An exclusively securitized approach that prioritizes military capacity without recognizing the 
indispensable value of diplomatic engagement risks becoming effective only at escalation and 
curtailed in its conflict-resolution capabilities. Military strength without an accompanying 
diplomatic framework does not eliminate risks; it shifts its form, often with unknown and 
unintended consequences. It has of late been commonplace to refer to conflict or escalation 
management that puts cooperative engagement on the backburner to the detriment of building 
sustained security. 

Revisiting the role of diplomacy within European security is therefore less a question of 
preference than of rational and effective policy articulation. The core issue is whether diplomacy 
is practiced in a way that meets the requirements of the current volatile environment and taps 
into and, where needed, adjusts institutional arrangements to advance peace. 

Recommendations 

1. Reaffirm the enduring utility of diplomacy. Diplomacy is an indispensable element of 
statecraft and must be consistently employed alongside military instruments to preserve 
flexibility and avoid narrowing strategic options in crisis management. 

2. Acknowledge the evolving nature of diplomacy. Policymakers should adapt to a multi-
actor, fast-paced diplomatic environment by coordinating across formal and informal 
channels. While public diplomatic services remain essential, they need to implement the 
necessary institutional reforms and strengthen their capacity to retain their role in 
accordance with the evolving landscape. 

3. Recognize diplomacy as a tool for sustainable, principle-based outcomes. Durable 
agreements depend on solutions that are mutually acceptable and grounded in principles 
applied consistently and universally. 

4. Learn from the past. A clear-eyed assessment of past failures and missed opportunities is 
essential to inform more effective security strategies. 

5. Accept the structural challenges. European security must be managed across divergent 
threat perceptions and institutional divides rather than assuming coherence a priori. 

6. Define Europe beyond institutional framings. A viable European security architecture 
must extend beyond NATO and the EU to include all relevant European actors, while also 
allowing, where feasible, for the revitalization of the OSCE and other inclusive European 
institutions and multilateral frameworks. Geographical realities make the Russian 
Federation an inseparable part of the broader security equation for Europe, premised on the 
understanding that any sustainable architecture must rest on a shared, full commitment to 
the principles of the United Nations Charter. 

7. Recognize the integrated nature of diplomacy in statecraft. Diplomatic engagement 
must remain embedded in policy formulation, including those focused on security 
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considerations, and not be treated as an afterthought. This would also be consistent with 
the broader nature of security, which requires a sustained and long-term perspective that 
extends beyond any particular political mandate. 

1. The Landscape: What Has Shifted in European Security 

The notion of a cooperative European security order has been fundamentally undermined. 
Fragmentation did not emerge suddenly, but through a series of developments that gradually 
eroded the belief in sustained peace through diplomacy and altered assumptions about stability, 
predictability, and restraint. 

Russia manifested its determination to revise the status quo using force as early as 2008. 
Responses to these signs of aggression were flimsy and ineffective in initial instances and did 
not act as a sufficient deterrent. By the time full-scale conflict returned to Europe in 2022, the 
strategic environment had already shifted. 

The current security landscape is shaped mainly by two structural developments. 

First, the erosion of transparency measures and confidence-building mechanisms, followed by 
the return of high-intensity conflict, has elevated the weight of military instruments in policy 
decision-making. Security debates are increasingly framed narrowly in terms of deterrence, 
defense, and military capabilities, rather than joint, inclusive undertakings focused on shared 
interests. 

Second, the transatlantic relationship is undergoing a major disruption. The United States 
continues to be a major factor in global security, but its approach to its allies and the transatlantic 
relationship is now fundamentally different. Washington is pursuing its self-defined national 
interests in an unforgiving manner, with notable disregard for European priorities. The factors 
behind this shift in approach are deep-seated and driven by changing strategic priorities. 

European threat perceptions vary. While a number of Eastern European actors perceive a greater 
and imminent risk from Russia, others, particularly those located in the South, prioritize the 
potential spillover effects of instability from adjacent regions. These misalignments and 
competing priorities shape national policies and European institutional orientations, complicating 
the design and maintenance of a unified approach. 

The institutional landscape aggravates these tensions. NATO remains the bedrock of collective 
deterrence and defense, but faces growing questions about its cohesion and long-term direction. 
The changing posture of the U.S. and its impact on European allies, notably on their trust in 
Washington, is central to this problem. The European Union is a major actor and could play an 
even larger role in the security and stability of the continent. However, it lacks the necessary 
defense and military capabilities, and its membership does not include all relevant security actors. 
The OSCE, while reflecting an earlier and useful phase of the European security order, is 
currently ill-suited to serve as a game-changing platform, despite retaining a latent potential that 
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could be tapped into under the right circumstances. The weakening of the OSCE also reflects the 
broader erosion of cooperative diplomacy and inclusive security practices in post-Cold War 
Europe. 

2. What This Means for Diplomacy 

Diplomacy retains enduring utility. As an integral part of statecraft, it continues to operate in the 
public domain and discreetly, including during active conflict. Negotiations on ceasefires, 
humanitarian arrangements, and limited agreements demonstrate that different forms of 
diplomatic engagement persist even under highly constrained conditions. In fact, its utility 
becomes even more crucial under such circumstances. 

However, the environment in which diplomacy operates has become constrained. 

Decision-making processes in many countries have become more centralized and subject to 
greater time pressure in today’s fast-paced international setting, reducing time for reflection and, 
at times, the patience needed for sustained diplomatic engagement. Military tools are often 
prioritized in the early stages of crisis response, and diplomacy has increasingly become an 
afterthought, often remembered as a management tool, rather than an instrument for de-escalation 
and problem-solving that can preclude conflict. 

Conversely, the range of actors involved in diplomacy has expanded. Alongside political leaders 
and traditional diplomats, there is an array of non-traditional actors, with diverse backgrounds 
and, often, varying negotiating experience, who act as intermediaries and even take the lead in 
diplomatic negotiations. This does not diminish diplomacy as a function, but represents change 
in how it is practiced. 

The role of professional diplomats is evolving within this context. Their ability to provide 
continuity, institutional knowledge, and access to established channels remains important, 
particularly in complex and prolonged crises. Yet as they operate in a space increasingly open to 
new actors and are relegated to less visible roles and responsibilities, the unique skill set inherent 
to professional diplomats becomes all the more important, even under circumstances where they 
may no longer be at the forefront of high stakes negotiations led by non-professionals. 

Diplomacy should not be understood as totally separate from the use or threat of force. It is 
intertwined with other instruments of policy, including military tools. The question is more about 
the extent to which diplomatic options are integrated into broader strategic thinking and practices. 

Underlying conditions also shape diplomatic outcomes. Diplomacy does not require full trust as 
a starting point, but it does require a minimum willingness to engage. Where that willingness is 
absent, the scope for diplomacy is limited. Even at a low level of trust, diplomatic engagement 
can produce incremental results. 
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3. The Architecture Problem 

The design of a European security architecture that is both effective and inclusive remains a 
central challenge. 

Existing institutional frameworks do not fully correspond to the realities of European security. 

NATO is an intergovernmental alliance of sovereign states and remains the most effective and 
efficient framework. However, the Alliance suffers from internal differences in threat perception 
and uncertainty regarding the extent of long-term transatlantic alignment. 

The European Union represents a different type of actor. It combines supranational and 
intergovernmental elements and has developed political and economic instruments, also relevant 
to security. However, it does not include all key actors and lacks an integrated defense and 
military structure. Its role is therefore significant but limited. 

Since NATO and the European Union are structurally different, they cannot be treated as 
interchangeable components of a single system. Any attempt to align them must account for these 
differences. 

The OSCE reflects an earlier phase of European security arrangements. The CSCE process 
contributed to maintaining dialogue, advancing confidence-building measures, and establishing 
a set of shared principles during the later stages of the Cold War, while the post-Cold War period 
saw attempts to build a more cooperative European security order through frameworks such as 
the Charter of Paris. 

In present circumstances, however, the organization is severely constrained and unable to 
perform its functions. Nevertheless, it retains institutional experience and normative foundations 
that could regain relevance in future efforts to stabilize the continent, particularly on issues 
related to confidence-building, border integrity, minority rights, and cooperative security 
mechanisms. 

A further challenge concerns the scope of the architecture itself. European security extends 
beyond the institutional boundaries of either NATO or the EU. Several actors that are central to 
the continent’s security are not fully integrated into EU structures. Any framework that does not 
account for this reality risks being incomplete. 

The question of how to conceive Russia’s place within the broader European security architecture 
is much more complicated. It is possible to recognize the need to respond to its actions, remain 
united in the face of its aggression, and simultaneously acknowledge that it remains an 
inseparable component of the European security landscape. These seemingly contradictory 
considerations coexist and shape the limits, possibilities, and overall challenges of diplomacy. 
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4. Policy Recommendations 

1. Reaffirm the enduring utility of diplomacy. An increasingly conflict-ridden security 
environment has elevated military instruments in policy responses, often at the expense of 
diplomatic engagement. This imbalance risks narrowing the range of available options and 
reducing flexibility in crisis management. Reaffirming diplomacy requires not only 
rhetorical commitment but also its consistent use alongside other instruments, including in 
situations of active conflict. 

2. Acknowledge the evolving nature of diplomacy. Diplomacy is no longer confined to 
traditional state-to-state interaction conducted exclusively by professional diplomats. The 
range of actors, channels, and tools has expanded significantly, while technological 
developments have accelerated engagement. Policymakers should adapt to this reality by 
recognizing multiple layers of diplomacy and ensuring coordination between formal and 
informal channels, rather than privileging one at the expense of others. 

3. Recognize diplomacy as a tool for sustainable and principle-based outcomes. 
Diplomatic engagement is most effective when it produces outcomes that are perceived as 
acceptable, even if not optimal, by all parties involved. Solutions that fail to meet this 
threshold risk becoming temporary or destabilizing. Grounding diplomacy in established 
principles and maintaining consistency in their application increases both the credibility 
and durability of negotiated outcomes. 

4. Learn from the past. Current challenges in European security have deep historical roots 
and did not emerge in isolation. A systematic assessment of past processes, including 
missed opportunities, partial agreements, and unintended consequences, is necessary to 
inform future approaches. Such reflection should not be retrospective for its own sake but 
should aim to identify practical lessons that can shape present-day policy choices. 

5. Accept the structural challenges. European security is shaped by a plurality of actors 
with differing threat perceptions, institutional affiliations, and strategic priorities. Efforts 
to construct a coherent architecture must recognize these differences rather than attempt to 
eliminate them. Managing the tension between inclusivity and fragmentation is a central 
challenge, and diplomacy remains one of the few tools capable of operating across these 
divides. 

6. Define Europe beyond institutional framings. European security cannot be fully 
addressed within the confines of any single institutional structure. NATO and the European 
Union play important but distinct roles, and neither encompasses all relevant actors. A 
more effective approach therefore requires acknowledging this reality and developing 
mechanisms that allow for broader participation and coordination beyond formal 
institutional boundaries, including, where feasible, through the revitalization of the OSCE 
and other inclusive European institutions and multilateral frameworks. Geographical 
realities also make the Russian Federation an inseparable part of the broader European 
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security equation, underscoring that any sustainable architecture must ultimately rest on a 
shared commitment to long-term stability and the principles of the United Nations Charter. 

7. Recognize the integrated nature of diplomacy in statecraft. Diplomacy should not be 
treated as a secondary instrument introduced after military or coercive measures have been 
deployed. Instead, seamless diplomatic analysis, engagement planning, and scenario 
development should be embedded from the outset of any security strategy. This includes 
ensuring that relevant expertise and knowledge are present in decision-making processes 
and that diplomatic options are considered alongside other policy tools at all stages. 

5. Conclusion 

European security is experiencing a major disruption. Institutional frameworks remain in place, 
but are strained and unable to consolidate inclusive, continent-wide security and stability. 
Alongside active deterrence measures against overt acts of aggression, new thinking on a post-
conflict architecture is needed. 

Military instruments will continue to play a central role. At the same time, diplomacy remains an 
integral component of how security is managed. The relationship between the two is not one of 
substitution but of perpetual interaction, with diplomacy remaining essential to preventing 
escalation and managing crises. A security architecture that maintains this balance is more likely 
to have the necessary resilience to manage crises effectively. Any model short of that, which does 
not incorporate diplomacy at every stage, would inevitably fail to achieve sustainable security 
and stability. 

The issue is not whether diplomacy is still relevant, but how it can be better utilized in a changing, 
increasingly fraught security environment. 




