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Diplomacy the Neglected Global Issue: 

Why Diplomacy Needs to Catch 
Up with the World

Paul Webster Hare

 Introduction

This book seeks to demonstrate that diplomacy is a neglected global issue. The 
ways it is conducted need more attention because, as a public good, it is cen-
tral to how the world solves problems and avoids conflict. Diplomacy seeks to 
smooth edges of disputes and promote agreements for the mutual interest of 
states. It does this, in Ernest Satow’s classic definition, by “the application of 
intelligence and tact to the conduct of official relations between the govern-
ments of independent states and between governments and international 
organizations” (Satow 2009 [1917]).

The book was conceived before the COVID pandemic and the war in 
Ukraine. It began as a brainstorming session among mainly practitioners of 
diplomacy on what they saw as obstacles to making diplomacy more effective. 
It was not crisis-driven but by a recognition that collective diplomacy is sel-
dom considered by states as a topic for reform.

The group agreed that diplomacy is not currently treated as a public good 
that needs nurturing. The reasons are not difficult to identify. There is no set 
of global lobbying organizations such as on climate and environmental issues. 
There has been no Third World War leading to a redesign of diplomatic insti-
tutions. There has been no sustainable partnership between global business 
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interests and foundations for a collaboration between states and non- states on 
ideas for reform. Few of the major technology companies see the future of 
diplomacy as linked with their continued development and growth. It is true 
that the United Nations has from time to time urged a new look at topics such 
as Security Council reform. But it has not created sustained momentum to 
recraft the Charter of the United Nations which was written for a different 
era—the era of the immediate aftermath of the Second World War and before 
the Internet. And the last salient reason is that world leaders generally have 
little time or interest in refining an activity which has no domestic dividend 
and may be viewed as a wasteful diversion of resources away from what are 
seen as foreign policy priorities. For reform and innovation to be achieved 
there needs to be a procedural imperative.

Once a book project developed, the group of interlocutors decided to invite 
a wide-ranging international group of experts—scholars and practitioners, 
and some a bit of both—to focus on areas where diplomacy could reform and 
innovate its practice. Several authors have drawn on their personal experi-
ences. The result is a mixed anthology of a reexamination of diplomatic prin-
ciples and practice, with the focus being on avenues for changes in and 
improvement of policies. The purpose was to enhance the chances of making 
diplomacy more effective and reaffirm the mutual benefit to all states. The 
authors are citizens of some 30 different countries. We (the editors) did not 
intend the list of countries to be exclusive and hope the essays will stimulate 
discussion of and ideas on better diplomacy in many others. All the authors in 
the project agree that the practice of both bilateral and multilateral diplomacy 
needs to be readdressed. The intended audience of this book comprises those 
interested in studying diplomacy in international relations, how it affects the 
solutions that are achieved, and how its failures affect the evolution of the 
planet. More generally it is hoped that representatives of states will recognize 
that diplomatic procedures should be adjusted according to the circumstances 
of today. Many of the authors address how the practice of diplomacy needs to 
catch up with contemporary power distribution and technology.

One of the challenges of addressing the issue of diplomacy is to define what 
the activity is. It has increasingly been replaced as a term by such concepts of 
“governance” in which diplomacy is a constant component; and the theory of 
diplomacy has long been analyzed in an academic context. But it has been 
practiced for centuries longer. The authors of the chapters that follow address 
both the study and practice of the activity. As a former practitioner I think I 
am typical in not having thought much during my career about ways to 
reform the system. A practitioner works for one actor in the system whose 
interests are paramount. Yet the system of diplomacy is essentially a team 
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game where all actors must cooperate and follow the rules and norms if it is 
to function at all.

The current lack of states’ attention to how diplomacy is conducted was not 
always so. Diplomacy has been addressed as a practical issue by agreeing legally 
binding conventions and in the rules and legal structure of global and regional 
institutions of international affairs. Collective diplomacy aims to prevent con-
flict through a process of dispute settlement. It attempts to create order out of 
a chaotic world. The chapters here were written in the context of the failings 
of the global pandemic response which were due to the methods diplomacy 
applied. The invasion of Ukraine was also a failure of diplomacy because con-
flict broke out. Some of the pinnacles of modern diplomacy were disparaged. 
Core articles of the UN Charter, agreed in 1945 and respecting sovereignty of 
independent states, were breached. Long-standing humanitarian and arms 
control achievements—such as the Hague Conventions, the creation of the 
International Committee of Cross, and the Geneva Conventions—have been 
flouted as war returned to Europe. And major conflicts within states continue 
to rage in the Middle East and Africa.

The current methods of conducting diplomacy did not happen by acci-
dent. They have been built by law and custom. Most are decades old and take 
no account of the existence of the Internet. The Vienna Conventions on 
Diplomatic and Consular Relations (VCDR and VCCR), from 1961 and 
1963 respectively, remain of critical importance. They continue to be largely 
respected as was shown during Julian Assange’s long sojourn in the embassy of 
Ecuador in London. But they again were drafted for another era and are obvi-
ously antiquated. The era of the 2020s has so far been preoccupied with other 
global issues than diplomacy such as health and climate. But the way states 
conduct diplomacy, how they treat other states with which they have diplo-
matic relations, how they interact to work on issues that no state can solve on 
its own—this activity is a global issue. Diplomacy is as much a public good as 
international air traffic control.

As well as arguing that the methods and institutions of diplomacy need 
more attention this project has sought to suggest some concrete initiatives 
which are feasible and could make diplomacy more effective. These are dis-
cussed further in the conclusions.

The study of the theory of diplomacy enriches how far the world might 
collectively address reform in the twenty-first century. One clear outcome of 
decades of academic discussion is that there is no statute-based definition nor 
a single paradigm through which to interpret the practice. Raymond Cohen 
(1998) called it “the engine-room” of International Relations but it means 
different things to different states. The relevance of diplomatic studies to any 
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quest for practical reform is that they may show that certain features of diplo-
macy evolve without state interventions. They may offer pointers to the way 
diplomacy will develop if the theories are based on empirical evidence.

For its part, theory may also determine how far diplomacy is likely to 
reform itself. If norms are fixed for diplomacy then one needs to explain how 
diplomacy has adapted such norms—for example, by states renouncing some 
sovereignty through the United Nations and in agreeing to renounce the pos-
session of nuclear weapons. And the diplomatic skills that have evolved should 
impact how those involved are trained in the future.

A central question for academic study is how far diplomacy establishes 
methods of behavior in a section of society where diplomats operate. Those 
who have been termed the constructivist school believe that diplomats have 
created their own social reality (Bjola and Kornprobst 2018). How far do 
diplomats establish their own norms which may change over time? The con-
cept perhaps explains how some institutions come to anticipate erosion and 
loss of effectiveness.

Another issue is the identity of diplomacy. The concept of self-identity, 
according to John Locke, is based on memory which if forgotten loses its 
identity. “Our consciousness being interrupted, and we losing sight of our 
past selves, doubts are raised whether we are the same thinking thing” (Locke 
1689). Scholars now discuss how far the very rationale of diplomacy is being 
forgotten.

Scholars also identify the unique features of diplomats in their role as agents 
representing their governments. And their capacity to communicate and 
negotiate on behalf of governments. Their job is to inhabit a world where they 
represent national interests but also have a stake in creating relationships that 
are necessary for the promotion of those interests. As Paul Sharp wrote, they 
“are living separately and wanting to do so while having to conduct relations 
with others” (Sharp 1999). Equally they are no longer unique as many more 
actors have entered the field including supranational diplomatic entities like 
the European Union and African Union and powerful non-state actors such 
as global charities and businesses. Sharp notes that diplomacy “no longer is 
the master institution of international society” (ibid.).

Diplomacy is the way states represent themselves to others. Academic study 
therefore has confronted the issue of hierarchy of states. Is such a hierarchy 
essential to the functioning of diplomacy? John Searle has analyzed the factors 
that determine how status of various individuals gives them special status in 
society (Searle 2010). His research suggests that those who engage in diplo-
macy have been endowed  with such status. But the success of diplomacy 
depends on how far diplomats recognize each other’s functions. Raymond 
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Cohen (1999) sees differences between cultures as a major factor in how 
diplomacy is conducted. His analysis impacts how every state will view the 
prospects of reform of diplomacy. States view the value of diplomatic relations 
differently and though they recognize reciprocal benefits, they attach different 
priorities to it. For example some may see it as fundamentally a networking 
operation where contacts are made as diversely as possible but there is little 
incentive to build consensus and peaceful solutions. In these cases national 
interests are in networking for its own sake.

Academic studies have in some instances highlighted the areas where reform 
might be pursued. These include the erosion of diplomatic norms and the 
struggles for diplomacy to find a new identity. And diplomats may be losing 
their unique status as communicators and negotiators. Technology has multi-
plied the capacity of others to seek to engage in the practice.

 Diplomacy Affects Not Only States

Diplomacy is a public good. It benefits all inhabitants of the planet. The 
Preamble to the United Nations Charter was written in the name of interna-
tional publics:

WE THE PEOPLES OF THE UNITED NATIONS DETERMINED to save 
succeeding generations from the scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime has 
brought untold sorrow to mankind, and to reaffirm faith in fundamental human 
rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of men 
and women and of nations large and small, and to establish conditions under 
which justice and respect for the obligations arising from treaties and other 
sources of international law can be maintained, and to promote social progress 
and better standards of life in larger freedom, AND FOR THESE ENDS to 
practice tolerance and live together in peace with one another as good neigh-
bors, and to unite our strength to maintain international peace and security, and 
to ensure, by the acceptance of principles and the institution of methods, that 
armed force shall not be used, save in the common interest, and to employ 
international machinery for the promotion of the economic and social advance-
ment of all peoples.

After years of the scourge of war diplomacy reorganized itself at the San 
Francisco conference that established the United Nations in 1945. It had the 
essential support of the victors of the Second World War. The same confer-
ence was observed by over 2000 international press and non-governmental 
representatives who viewed it as an issue going beyond just the states. 
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Diplomacy was everybody’s business though the states would decide what 
would be agreed.

Winston Churchill was one of many strong supporters of the Charter 
though he was not directly involved in its creation. He saw it as essential for 
the diplomacy of the United States and the big powers to continue to support 
it. “We must make sure that its work is fruitful, that it is a reality and not a 
sham, that it is a force for action, and not merely a frothing of words, that it 
is a true temple of peace in which the shields of many nations can some day 
be hung up, and not merely a cockpit in a Tower of Babel” (Churchill 1946). 
From its early years the United Nations survived many challenges including a 
boycott by the USSR.

Rotary International was one of 42 organizations the U.S.  Secretary of 
State Edward Stettinius invited to serve as consultants to its delegation at the 
San Francisco conference. Other Rotarians from other continents were mem-
bers of their own nations’ delegations. It is worth noting that Rotary 
International, alongside many other non-state charitable foundations, remains 
a major donor to the United Nations World Health Organization. The mood 
was reflected in the words of the Governor of California, Earl Warren, in wel-
coming the delegates. He did not use the word diplomacy but the aspiration 
was clear.

We recognize that our future is linked with a world future in which the term 
‘good neighbor’ has become a global consideration. We have learned that under-
standing of one another’s problems is the greatest assurance of peace. And that 
true understanding comes only as a product of free consultation. This confer-
ence is proof in itself of the new conception of neighborliness and unity which 
must be recognized in world affairs. (United Nations 1945)

What was agreed in the United Nations Charter was a set of guidelines and 
guardrails of state to state diplomacy. And the circumstances in which united 
action could be agreed in issues of security. It set the principle of one state one 
vote in the General Assembly. But its terms—including any changes to the 
text of the Charter—were locked under the veto power of the Permanent Five 
members. These states—“the Republic of China, France, the Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland, and the United States of America”—remain the only states men-
tioned in the Charter. The seats of China and the USSR are now the People’s 
Republic of China and the Russian Federation. The Charter was signed on 
June 26, 1945, by 50 nations—now the membership is 195 which includes 
the Holy See and Palestine as observers. The vast majority of current UN 
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