
Published on USC Center on Public Diplomacy (https://uscpublicdiplomacy.org)

Thumbnail Image: 

https://uscpublicdiplomacy.org




Image not found or type unknown



Jun 18, 2025 by Lamia Zia, Andrew Rolander

Context Is King: The Power of Contextual 
Diplomacy [1]

Just as the artist sees the world as a canvas of infinite hues, the king as a dominion to 
command, and the soldier as a battlefield, the diplomat perceives it as a delicate tapestry, 
each thread a relationship, each knot a moment in history, and each pattern a negotiation 
delicately woven through time. And we, as academics, approach the world through yet 
another lens: not to dominate, defend, or decorate, but to discern. For us, the world is not 
merely a stage, as it was for Shakespeare, but a labyrinth of patterns and paradoxes, of 
structures visible and invisible inviting inquiry and demanding interpretation.

We study the world through the prism of inquiry, evidence, data, and interpretation. Our 
understanding is shaped by history, grounded in theory, and sharpened through countless 
hours of reading, debate, and writing often deep into the night during the long journey of our 
doctoral training. We do not, or rather should not, make claims based merely on surface 
impressions. Rather, our purpose goes beyond comprehension: It is to offer wisdom that can 
illuminate complexity, unearth solutions, investigate difficult questions, challenge prevailing 
assumptions, and contribute meaningfully to the pursuit of a more just and peaceful world. 
That is how academics, in most cases, come to see the world not as it appears on the 
surface, but by probing the depths where true meaning resides.

Such a way of seeing becomes not only valuable but essential in times of global upheaval. In 
recent months, we have witnessed the tremors of geopolitical fault lines from the rekindled 
tensions between India and Pakistan to the alarming escalation between Iran and Israel. In 
this turbulent landscape, what emerges most starkly is not just the volatility of conflict, but the 
urgent demand for a diplomacy rooted in understanding. This is not the diplomacy of slogans 
and postures, but of contextual awareness: one capable of decoding cultural meaning, 
navigating historical grievances, and recalibrating strategic thinking.

That is precisely why in this piece, we argue that contextual diplomacy is not merely about 
strategic comprehension; it is a search for deeper meaning. It is an effort to uncover the 
critical missing contexts, the silent assumptions, and the local dynamics that conventional 
diplomacy too often overlooks.

What is contextual diplomacy?

When my co-author first proposed the idea of writing about contextual diplomacy, I 
immediately recognized its relevance to the broader concept of contextual intelligence that 
refers to the capacity to accurately interpret shifting environments and behavior to align with 
local cultural norms, values, and customs. The more we discussed, the more we learned that 
contextual diplomacy also draws from a similar logic: it is diplomacy rooted not just in formal 
strategy, but in deep understanding of the social, political, and religious fabric of the regions 
where we seek to influence, persuade, negotiate and mediate. In a world of increasingly 
complex conflicts armed or otherwise, it calls for a more meaningful diplomacy; one that 
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listens before it speaks and understands before it acts. By embedding themselves in the local 
context linguistically, socially, and ideologically, diplomats who practice contextual diplomacy 
build trust and legitimacy that allows for more sustainable and respectful forms of international 
interaction.

Contextual diplomacy seeks to understand not only what is happening in a conflict, but why it 
is happening by examining the deeper forces that shape tensions, identities, and grievances. 
It involves negotiating with a grounded awareness of geography, cultivating trust, and 
interpreting events through the lens of local knowledge. This approach is attuned to 
embedded cultural narratives, historical legacies, and institutional dynamics that define how 
peace can be meaningfully pursued. Rather than relying on abstract doctrines or one-size-fits-
all frameworks, contextual diplomacy recognizes that durable peace must be cultivated from 
informed and culturally literate engagement.

Of course, it all sounds elegant in theory but what does contextual diplomacy actually look like 
in practice? We often speak of cultural sensitivity, historical awareness, and local engagement 
as guiding principles, but in the real world of high-stakes negotiation, time pressure, and 
competing national interests, these concepts can feel abstract if not idealistic.

Contextual diplomacy is not a utopian model. It is, rather, a disciplined form of strategic 
listening and adaptive action. It means that before drafting a peace framework or proposing a 
ceasefire, mediators spend time understanding the symbols, fears, incentives, and memories 
that shape the positions of each side. It means recognizing that a ceasefire agreement is not 
just about stopping violence, it’s about signaling legitimacy to domestic constituencies, saving 
face for leaders, and aligning with local values of honor, justice, or reconciliation.

This need for more deeply integrated diplomacy echoes the perspective of David F. Manning, 
author of Defending the International Order in Crisis: The United States, Europe, Russia, the 
Global South at Geopolitical Odds in a Multipolar World. He argues that the future of the 
global order shaped by multipolar tensions among the United States, Europe, Russia, and the 
Global South demands a new framework of inclusive, integrated thinking. But for this to take 
root, the West, particularly the United States must first reconcile with its history of strategic 
arrogance and shift toward a more balanced approach in foreign policy: one that favors 
carrots over sticks, dialogue over dominance. In this vision, contextual diplomacy is not simply 
a method, it becomes a necessity for navigating the moral and strategic challenges of a 
multipolar world.

In an increasingly multipolar and fragmented world, diplomacy that fails to grasp the deeper 
cultural and political contours of conflict risks becoming not only ineffective but 
counterproductive. The recent tensions in South Asia and Middle East have reaffirmed a 
crucial lesson: diplomacy that succeeds is not necessarily the one that follows established 
doctrines, but the one that decodes context. What we term “contextual diplomacy” is not an 
add-on to statecraft, it is the interpretive lens through which sustainable peace and strategic 
clarity can be pursued.

"What is contextual diplomacy?....it is diplomacy rooted 
not just in formal strategy, but in deep understanding of 
the social, political, and religious fabric of the regions 
where we seek to influence, persuade, negotiate and 
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mediate."

Take the example of India and Pakistan. While both nations have oscillated between 
engagement and estrangement since partition, it is often informal, backchannel diplomacy that 
has made the most headway. In 2021, for instance, the United Arab Emirates played a quiet 
mediating role in brokering a ceasefire reaffirmation along the Line of Control. That 
breakthrough did not emerge from multilateral forums or high-profile summits. Instead, it relied 
on a deep understanding of the two countries’ electoral cycles, civil-military tensions, and the 
broader sentiment among diaspora communities who often serve as cultural bridges. These 
mediators capitalized on shared religious and linguistic traditions, as well as personal and 
business networks, that cut across the formal lines of state antagonism.

In that case, this form of diplomacy works precisely because it acknowledges what traditional 
diplomacy often ignores: that narratives, history, identity, and timing shape political behavior 
far more than official policy statements. Cultural codes, unspoken grievances, and local 
perceptions can either enable or derail diplomatic overtures. A ceasefire is not just a technical 
agreement; it is a narrative shift, a recalibration of legitimacy and intent in the eyes of both 
domestic and international audiences. Without engaging these layers, diplomacy risks 
becoming a context-blind misfire.

What happens when diplomacy ignores the cultural narratives, identities, and grievances that 
shape how communities perceive conflict?

The international intervention in Afghanistan after 2001 provides a clear example. While 
billions were invested in building state institutions, holding elections, and delivering aid, these 
efforts largely bypassed the complex realities of Afghan society and subsequently failed. 
Tribal allegiances, religious authority, and localized governance were overlooked in favor of 
centralized models that lacked legitimacy outside the capital. This disconnect allowed 
corruption to flourish, as power and resources were captured by elites with little connection to 
rural populations.

Meanwhile, the Taliban deeply embedded in local networks and well versed in cultural idioms 
reframed themselves not only as insurgents but as credible alternatives to a distant, imposed 
government. They brilliantly used counter insurgent theory to defeat the international 
intervention by driving credible wedges between the population and the international 
assistance forces. What failed here was not just a political project, but a diplomatic one: a 
model that assumed peace could be engineered through formal institutions rather than 
nurtured through local legitimacy. The lesson is critical without understanding how power, 
trust, and identity are experienced on the ground, even the most well-funded diplomatic 
initiatives risk becoming exercises in futility. Context-blind diplomacy does not just miss the 
point; it often reinforces the very conditions it aims to solve; a lesson the United States 
hopefully learned.
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Take the example of Qatar’s role in mediating between the United States and the Taliban. 
What made that process effective was not just Qatar’s political positioning, but its ability to 
host discussions in a context that was religiously, culturally, and geographically resonant. Or 
consider Oman’s discreet role in facilitating early Iran–U.S. nuclear talks not by pushing a 
deal, but by creating a space where both sides felt their narratives were understood and not 
undermined.

Contextual diplomacy sees geography not just in physical terms, but as a symbolic and 
strategic asset. These nations are perceived as gateways rather than threats trusted enough 
to host delegations, yet distant enough not to be absorbed into one bloc.

In a region saturated with ideological divides, what makes certain states more trustworthy 
diplomatic intermediaries than others?

Oman and Qatar have consciously invested in reputational neutrality, often by staying out of 
high-visibility regional conflicts or serving as hosts for multilateral dialogue. Oman facilitated 
backchannel talks between the U.S. and Iran leading up to the 2015 nuclear deal, while Qatar 
has hosted both U.S. troops and Taliban leadership, playing a key role in the U.S.–Taliban 
peace talks in 2020.

From a contextual diplomacy standpoint, credibility is built not through power, but through 
consistency, discretion, and non-interference. These countries’ ability to listen, convene, and 
convey without dictating makes them trusted facilitators in high-stakes diplomacy. 
Contextual diplomacy values such adaptive statecraft, where the ability to read political 
atmospheres, respond to evolving narratives, and host sensitive dialogues is more valuable 
than rigid alliance structures. In such contexts, adaptability is strategy.

What contextual diplomacy demands is not an abandonment of strategy but its refinement. It 
insists that strategic thinking be rooted in ethnographic insight, historical memory, and real-
time responsiveness. This includes understanding when to speak, through whom, and in what 
language, sometimes literally. It values the messenger as much as the message, and the 
timing as much as the content. In this model, diplomats are not just negotiators but 
interpreters, storytellers, and cultural mediators.

Moreover, in an age where digital narratives shape political action, contextual diplomacy must 
also operate in the symbolic realm. Social media, diasporic platforms, and transnational 
advocacy networks now influence how state actions are framed and understood. A diplomatic 
message that does not resonate within the digital echo chambers of a given community may 
be dismissed, distorted, or weaponized. Strategic communication, therefore, must be context-
sensitive, aware of linguistic nuances, cultural taboos, and collective memories.

As the world lurches into an age of uncertainty and rising conflict policy makers and diplomats 
would do well to remember the life and legacy of T.E. Lawrence (pictured above) who was 
perhaps the first and most successful culturally literate diplomat ever. Lawrence, an Oxford 
trained archeologist, and brilliant mind understood the tribesmen he was sent to work with. He 
spoke their languages, understood their religion, and cultural nuance, he ate their food and 
lived among them, and in effect became one of them. Lawrence understood cultural context in 
a way no other person could at the time. He was in the right place, at the right time, with the 
right intellectual tool kit, and he made truly incredible things happen. Indeed, he stands as a 
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powerful example of contextual diplomacy at its finest.

In conclusion, we recognize that this is no easy task. In moments of crisis, when decisions 
must be made swiftly and stakes are high, the careful work of understanding historical 
grievances, cultural understanding, and institutional dynamics can feel slow, even 
burdensome. Yet it is precisely in these urgent moments that contextual diplomacy matters 
most. Quick fixes and templated solutions often miss the mark or worse, exacerbate tensions. 
Sustainable resolution demands more than speed; it requires insight, patience, and the 
willingness to look beyond immediate symptoms to address deeper roots. The challenges of 
our time require a diplomacy that sees beneath the surface, that reads the local idioms of 
power and grievance, and that translates strategic aims into culturally resonant actions. 
Contextual diplomacy is not soft power. It is smart power and in today’s world, it may be the 
only kind that works. Lawrence understood it and so can we.


