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Introduction

As great-power rivalry intensifies, in an increasingly fragmented international system, the
United Nations’ (UN) recurrent failure to respond effectively to humanitarian crises reflects not
institutional weakness but the logic of transactional diplomacy embedded in realist power politics.
Transactional diplomacy refers to a results-oriented approach to international relations that prioritises
immediate, tangible gains—such as economic incentives, security guarantees, or political
concessions—over normative principles.' Recent scholarship indicates that major powers increasingly
favour instrumental forms of cooperation over normative approaches.” Based on Allen’s research,
empirical data from 1994-2013 indicate that the UN Security Council interventions were enabled
primarily by political alignment rather than issue severity.® Further examination of Allen’s research
shows that large-N qualitative data indicate Security Council practices—including formal meetings,
vetoes, resolutions, and informal consultations—are structured around agenda-setting processes that
precede and shape formal outcomes.* To elaborate, states often look for strategic rationale and
political utility when providing humanitarian assistance, ensuring that aid aligns with broader national
interests. Analytically, the United Nations — despite its liberal institutional foundations — frequently
serves as a bargaining arena in efforts to address and mitigate complex global challenges.

When conducting a comparative study of the United Nations’ record in conflict mitigation,
contrasting outcomes reveal the conditions under which the organisation has succeeded or failed. A
recurring pattern underlies the outcomes of major conflicts, stemming from strategic calculation and
transactional diplomacy among major powers. Binder’s research indicates that humanitarian
intervention occurs only when needs coincide with strategic spillovers or low target-state resistance,
meaning crises must pose direct threats to major powers’ interests and political costs that affect them.’
Furthermore, humanitarian involvement can involve overlapping political agendas, where genuine

humanitarian concerns are blurred with broader realist pursuits.® This demonstrates that enabling
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intervention requires political transactions among relevant states, thereby undermining the premise

that humanitarian considerations alone are sufficient.

To situate this research, the analysis focuses on humanitarian cases involving civilian
casualties in major conflicts/disputes. At the same time, the paper adopts a realist theoretical approach
to examine the dynamics of transactional diplomacy, thereby clarifying how humanitarian assistance
is justified within logic of national interest. For realist theoretical framework, we draw on John
Mearsheimer’s premise that institutions reflect underlying power distributions rather than constrain
them, which underpins the claim that UN failure is structural rather than procedural.” To accompany
the conceptual framework, qualitative evidence is utilised to examine patterns of decision-making,
diplomatic behaviour, and institutional interactions to better understand the complex dynamics
between major states in a liberal institutional setting. Building on this framework, the paper examines
how great-power rivalries shape decision-making within the UN Security Council. It then analyses
how humanitarian action can still proceed despite geopolitical fragmentation. Finally, the paper

evaluates whether mechanisms could be introduced to mitigate these constraints.

How do great-power rivalries shape decision making within the UN Security Council?

Great-power rivalry impacts UN security council by inducing paralysis, reducing
effectiveness in major conflicts and shifting focus toward respective national interest. When
discussing great-powers, classical and modern scholarship refer to states that possess significant
economic capacity, commonly measured by their gross domestic product (GDP).® Consequently, in an
anarchic international system, states with greater economic capacity structure great-power
competition." Moreover, the likelihood of transactional diplomacy embeds into liberal institutions to
benefit them.

Research by Hellmiiller and Salaymeh indicates transactional logics infiltrate peace processes
often associated with liberal multilateralism, and slowly delve into being marketplaces for strategic
exchange which were meant for upholding international norms.’ By scholarly definition of political
marketplace, De Waal infers that domestic level governance of weak institutional structure may

harbour non-formal, personal, and ad hoc governing mechanisms where actors bargain for loyalties.'
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Here, we argue that De Waal’s argument concerning domestic-level politics can be expanded to

broader governing institutions, which similarly structure and condition political influence.

To assess this argument, the analysis examines qualitative evidence that supports the proposed
claim. In Owen’s article, he provides empirical evidence that great powers actively seek to control and
reshape international institutions." Building on Owen’s research, the evidence drawn from
U.S.—China relations demonstrates how major powers actively seek to shape international institutions
in accordance with preferred political and ideological orders, rather than acquiescing to established
liberal norms." China is viewed as a major power seeking to reorder the existing liberal norms of the
contemporary international system, whereas the United States acts as a defender of the liberal order by
employing veto threats, procedural blocking, and agenda-shaping to influence outcomes.'* Drawing
on a case study aligned with Owen’s research objective, China’s assertive posture in the South China
Sea has intensified great-power rivalry with the United States, raising contested questions of political
legitimacy and legal norms concerning territorial sovereignty and freedom of navigation.' In
correlation to humanitarian concerns, civilian navigation and economic livelihood dependant on
maritime travel through the south China sea may be threatened by China’s militarised posture.'® In
addition, a potential Sino-American warfare may erode legal protections for civilian maritime
activity.'® Taken together, the evidence—interpreted through a realist lens—demonstrates that
great-power rivalry not only generates conflict but also produces humanitarian repercussions, as
clashing national agendas embedded within state foreign policies undermine civilian welfare and
human security. This dynamic further renders the UN Security Council largely stagnant in addressing
the conflict, as both major powers—the United States and China—are permanent members of the
Council."” Consequently, ethical considerations that might otherwise justify swift intervention are
constrained by the competing ideologies and strategic priorities of both states.

From analysing the evidence, it is argued that major powers within the international system
tend toward persistent anarchic rivalry—as theorised by John Mearsheimer—and consequently use
existing institutions to advance agendas that serve their respective national interests whilst halting

liberal institutional interference. Consequently, peripheral actors such as civilian populations may
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become vulnerable to humanitarian harm if they are affected as collateral by the conflict. Thus, the
strong influence exercised by major powers over liberal institutions—particularly the United Nations
Security Council—raises serious concerns for peripheral actors, as these actors may face humanitarian

risks while swift intervention by liberal institutions becomes constrained by political deadlock.

Humanitarian outcomes under geopolitical fragmentation in an era of transactional diplomacy

As humanitarian appeals increasingly become shaped by transactional diplomacy, this section
examines how humanitarian efforts continue to be undertaken despite persistent geopolitical
fragmentation. Scholarly study indicates that in an increasingly polarised international environment,
efforts to move away from globalised norms lead sovereign states to prioritise national security
considerations over economic efficiency.'® However, this pattern is observed across relevant states that
are either affected by — or contribute to — geoeconomic fragmentation, as peripheral states
prioritising economic security increasingly operate within evolving and fragmented international
dynamics." Returning to the central discussion, we suggests that cases of humanitarian efforts
persistently suffice under conditions of geopolitical fragmentation, despite the prevalence of
transactional diplomatic practices. It is important to recognise that fragmented movements opposing
globalisation manifest in varied forms and contexts, and thus differ substantially from one another.
Accordingly, the case study selected here reflects a specific dimension of correlation between
geopolitical fragmentation and the conditions under which humanitarian action can be enabled.

A case study on Syria is particularly relevant to this discussion given the abundance of
empirically rich sources that enable a detailed examination of the factors underlying its humanitarian
and political challenges. Syria faces multiple severe humanitarian crises that necessitate substantial
aid and assistance from the United Nations, however, these efforts have been repeatedly constrained
by vetoes from Russia, as well as conditional aid-delivery mechanisms.?® Russia’s position on Syria
are not humanitarian agnostic but rather overlapping geopolitical interest in the broader pattern of
fragmentation. A strong military presence at the Tartus naval facility serves as a strategic means of
projecting power in the Mediterranean and counterbalancing Western dominance.?' At present, Russia

continues to maintain control over the facility despite the collapse of the Assad government.”> To
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resume, Russia’s decision to maintain the Tartus naval facility was shaped in part by NATO’s 2011
intervention in Libya, which Moscow perceived as an abuse of humanitarian mandates.* This
experience contributed to Russia’s subsequent use of veto power in the UN Security Council
concerning Syria, where state sovereignty was prioritised over humanitarian intervention.

As a result, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have increasingly taken the initiative to
deliver cross-border humanitarian assistance on their own operational terms, often without oversight
from the UN Security Council. This is evidenced by primary research showing that NGOs continued
to sustain humanitarian aid logistics despite the failure of UN Security Council re-authorisation,
resulting in the emergence of ad hoc delivery arrangements.** Based on legal analysis, NGO need not
depend on UN security council authorisation to conduct humanitarian missions.

By and large, when we interpret the humanitarian case of Syria from realist lens, it is evident
that Syrian humanitarian aid persist due to failures of liberal institution effectiveness. In conclusion,
NGOs often undertake ad hoc humanitarian assistance to states in need as a consequence of limited
support from the UN Security Council, which is constrained by the competing priorities of major

powers.

Mitigating UN constraints

Although this discussion is necessarily informed by hindsight, existing cases and empirical
examples nevertheless allow for the identification of potential mitigating measures. In this context, the
introduction of formal checks and balances may constitute a plausible — albeit limited — response to
the complex dynamics among major states operating within a framework of transactional diplomacy.
A plausible and realistic solution that may deal with civilians involved in conflicts involves enhancing
localisation of NGOs and operational autonomy reducing the reliance on UN-centric approvals. Based
on empirical cases, NGOs localised in Yemen has exercised autonomy that reduces reliance on UN
authorisation.” To further add, NGOs in Yemen embedded cooperation with local structures to
navigate political and access constraints.

However, this cannot be regarded as an absolute solution, as NGOs remain constrained by the
coercive enforcement capacities of states, including military and law-enforcement authorities. The

Mavi Marmara incident involved Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) commandos intercepting a Turkish-led
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flotilla that sought to deliver humanitarian aid to the Gaza Strip.*® This goes to show that states retain
the enforcement authority over access and NGOs cannot compel against a declared blockade.

In sum, while NGOs may pursue greater autonomy to enhance the delivery of humanitarian
assistance—thereby compensating for the limitations of UN effectiveness—they are not immune to
state authority. Ultimately, NGOs remain subject to state enforcement mechanisms and are required to

comply with state-issued regulations and rulings.

Conclusion

Humanitarian assistance continues to serve as a vital instrument for alleviating needs in states
experiencing crisis. However, its effectiveness increasingly depends on rapid and flexible mobilisation
capable of navigating the political constraints imposed by major powers and their competing
ideological agendas. Within an anarchic international system, where no central authority restrains
state behaviour, such constraints are reinforced by incentives for states to pursue conflict when doing
so aligns with their strategic interests. The United Nations possesses existing mechanisms intended to
regulate tensions and facilitate humanitarian assistance; however, persistent political gridlock among
major powers has severely constrained their effectiveness. As a result, transactional diplomacy has
become embedded within multilateral decision-making, increasingly serving the strategic interests and
agendas of states rather than collective humanitarian objectives.

As a potential mitigating approach, NGOs may increasingly pursue localisation strategies by
embedding humanitarian services within local structures. This approach can facilitate more effective
aid delivery by allowing humanitarian operations to navigate geopolitical constraints and reduce
dependence on politicised state-level processes or liberal institutions. Only then, NGOs will
effectively attend to humanitarian crises to make up for UN ineffectiveness. In conclusion, the
complex dynamics of the international system—particularly competition among major powers—often
render even basic humanitarian efforts subject to prolonged and cumbersome political processes. To
mitigate these constraints, greater organisational autonomy and localisation of non-governmental
organisations may enable more timely and flexible humanitarian responses, allowing aid to be

delivered swiftly when needs arise.
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