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INTRODUCTION  

 The study of the evolution of diplomatic practice seeks to explore the manner in 

which the institutions, principles and practices of diplomacy started, grew and developed 

into the world wide system that we know today. The basic purpose is to outline the 

earliest beginnings in the conduct and regulation of inter-state relations, to identify the 

elements of change and continuity throughout the centuries and to discern and distil the 

essential traditions that helped to shape the form and character of diplomacy which 

constitutes the prevailing universal system codified in 1961 under the name of the Vienna 

Convention. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF DIPLOMACY 

 The concept of diplomacy has been variously defined. A distinguished American 

scholar 

1. Dr. Melville Herskovits says that Diplomacy is the peaceful resolution of disputes 

between autonomous groups. 

2. Harold Nicolson is of the view that diplomacy “is an organized pattern of 

communication and negotiation between states” 

3. Adam Watson says that “Diplomacy is the process and dialogue and negotiation 

by which states in a system conduct their relations and pursue their purposes by 

means short of war” 

4. Raymond Aaron defines Diplomacy as the “act of conducting relations with other 

states so as to further the national interest” 



5. The Encyclopedia Britannica has defined Diplomacy as “the established method of 

international discourse or the art of managing international relations chiefly by 

negotiations. 

 Historically, it meant the conduct of official relations between sovereign states 

usually bilaterally. Other definitions include the following: “Diplomacy is the mechanism 

through which international relations are conducted. The principal function of diplomacy 

is to moderate and manage the clash of conflicting interests as efficiently as possible”. 

 Another clarification says that “it is a function of the diplomatic dialogue to 

mitigate and civilize the differences between states”. 

THE NATURE OF DIPLOMACY 

1. Equality of States 

 The main challenge of diplomacy is how to manage international relations or how 

to promote dialogue between states while at the same time ensuring the independence of 

states is preserved. Diplomacy is essentially concerns with negotiation between political 

entities which acknowledge each other independence. The equality of states, therefore, is 

a fundamental component of the diplomatic dialogue. 

2. The Goal of Peace 

 Diplomacy’s primary purpose is to promote the search for international 

understanding, goodwill and peace. The clash of conflicting interests between states is to 

be managed without causing bitterness or resentment and without recourse to war. Truly 

has it been said that diplomacy is an alternative to war to achieve a nation’s goals. 

 



MODALITIES OF DIPLOMACY  

1. The Centrality of Communication and Dialogue 

 The approach of diplomacy is essentially give-and-take. Diplomacy calls for 

compromise, tolerance cooperation, accommodation and adjustment. Ideology contradicts 

the craft of diplomacy because it assumes an exclusive, rigid and defiant posture. 

2. Immunities and Privileges 

 A key assumption of diplomacy is the acceptance of certain privileges and 

immunities. The belief is widespread even in the most primitive of societies is that there 

has to be immunities of envoys if they are to come and go and if the dialogue is to glow 

freely and safely. It is not surprising that diplomatic immunities and privileges were 

codified by the United Nations under the name of the Vienna Convention in 1961. 

GREEK ORIGINS  

The Greek Geo-Political Situation 

 The Greeks have been described as the earliest of the European races to emerge 

into the full light of history. They peopled the western shores of the Mediterranean sea 

and were reputed to be a very intelligent race. It is remarkable that almost everything 

which is of great value in western civilization is traceable to the Greeks. For example, our 

science and philosophy, Medicine and Mathematics, Christian Theology and Diplomatic 

traditions. The Greeks geo-political situation represented a collectivity of small city states 

which were passionately attached to their political independence. They dealt with each 

other as equals. But they also recognized the value of co-existence and the need for extra-

territorial communication and dialogue. 



 The strongest of the cities were Sparta and Athens. But for a substantial period, no 

single city was powerful enough to establish dominion over the other, nor were they 

overwhelmed from outside. Indeed, although the Greek city states enjoyed economic, 

cultural and linguistic ties, they were not disposed to forging a common political 

framework uniting all the Greek people into one entity. 

 However, quite early in their history, the Greeks developed institutions and 

practices which served as integrative influences. For example, the Olympic Games which 

began in the 776BC encouraged a level of interaction between the various states. Another 

form of interaction also prevailed in the 6th century through the meetings of the Greeks at 

religious festivals. 

 The Amphictyony – a confederation of states established round a religious centre 

was an institution designed to maintain the purity of the Greek religion. The 

confederation gave rise to inter-state assemblies and permanent-secretariat. 

METHODS OF DIPLOMACY OF THE GREEKS 

(a) Envoys 

 The city-states adopted the practice of choosing as their always, prominent persons 

who were at least 50 years old and were the best speakers or finest orators. They 

possessed the diplomatic skill of persuasion. Their task was to sway foreign assemblies 

with magnificent speeches. 

(b) Diplomatic Immunity 

 The Greeks defined the limits of immunities for diplomats. 

(c) Concept of Universal Representation 



 In the Greek international system, recognition was given to the independence and 

the equality of states and the need for each state to have a voice. This became a key 

principle of the United Nations (Universal Rep.) 

(d) Introduction of Arbitration and Conciliation 

 The interjection of third parties into the resolution of conflicts through the 

procedures of arbitration and conciliation was one of the important contributions of the 

Greeks to the history diplomatic practice. 

(e) The idea of permanent representation 

 The Greeks introduced a kind of consular representation called the PROXENOS. 

They were citizens of the city in which they resided not of the city state they employed 

them. 

Hamilton and Langhorn 

 The external problems faced by the rulers of Byzantium arise out of the threat of 

invasion from vertically all quarters – from the West and from Central Asia”. H.A.L. 

Fisher in his book a history of Europe commented as follows “Byzantium experience 

great expiration feats of fortunes sometimes brilliantly victorious. At other times driven 

to the highest pit of abasement and misery and the East Roman empire defended for a 

1000 years the cause of Greek Christianity in a world of enemies”. The East Roman 

empire or the Byzantium Empire lasted from 395 to 1453 A.D. 

 The situation faced by Byzantium inclined it to compensate for its relative 

weakness with shrewd diplomacy. In fact, it has been claimed that Byzantium initiated 



the traditions of using a skillful and subtle diplomacy to compensate in part for a lack of 

real power. 

 It used various methods, including flattery by means of the confinement of title, 

bribery; dynastic marriages divide and rule policy. It is not surprising that the gathering 

of information or collection of intelligence about the internal politics and external 

relationships of neighbouring societies became crucial. Byzantium is said to have had the 

first professional diplomat. At the time Byzantium crumbled in the 15th century A.D., its 

diplomatic system had been absorbed in the Italian peninsula particularly in the trading 

state of Venice. Venetian diplomacy was in turn copied by other Italian city states and 

later by France and Spain. 

THE RENAISSANCE PERIOD 1400-1600 

 The renaissance has been defined as the great revival of Art, literature and learning 

in Europe in the 14th, 15th and 16th centuries based on classical sources; it began in Italy 

and spread gradually to other countries and marked the transition from the medieval 

world to the modern world. 

 It was a movement of rebirth and renewal associated in European history with the 

revival of antiquity of Greek and Roman learning and the reformation of religion which 

brought about a religious revolution. 

ESSENTIAL CHARACTERISTICS  

1. The revival of interest in Greek and Roman literature and civilization, which 

stimulated a desire to attain similar or better heights of  achievements. 



2. In the area of religion, the questioning and rejection of old ideas and values. The 

new trend was towards criticism and re-interpretation. 

3. The impact brought by geographical discoveries which generated a factory of 

excitement and enthusiasm and also encouraged a spirit of adventure 

4. Development of a new sense of liberty which promoted the desire for knowledge 

and a willingness to experiment. 

5. The new attitude of inquiry made the public to be more interested in the 

mechanical and scientific workings of the world. There emerged a scientific 

revolution in Mathematics, Astronomy, Anatomy, etc. 

 The Italian renaissance is associated with the invention of permanent diplomatic 

institutions exemplified by the idea of resident Ambassadors. Ragner Numelim makes the 

point that the first permanent embassy is dated 1455 when a Venetian delegation was 

established been under the leadership of Duke Fracesco sforza. 

 Five years later in 1460 the Duke of Savoy sent to Rome an Arch Deacon as his 

permanent representative Spain and France copied the Venetian model. At the beginning 

of the 16th century regular and permanent diplomatic connections had developed among 

the countries of Western and Eastern Europe. What was responsible for the emergence of 

Resident Ambassadors? 

 The idea of Resident Envoys may have emerged in response to the peculiar 

challenges arising out of the Italian state system. Unlike the situation in the rest of Europe 

where nation states did not exist, Italy had or well defined sets of well-defined political 

entities on the western part of the peninsular. 



 An important political characteristic of Italian state at the time, was like of security 

and stability. The states quarreled and fought over territorial and dynastic interests and 

concluded alliances which shifted frequently. The Italians must have realized that 

continued strife and warfare among units of roughly equally capabilities and strength, 

would ultimately endanger the independence of each. Within this realization, they were 

able to reconcile their mutual hostilities and bring some stability to the system for a time. 

 However, insecurity and instability continued and the hostile environment way 

have emphasized the need to collect reliable information about allies or enemies on a 

systematic basis and a systematic basis, hence the system of permanent diplomatic agent 

took root in Italy. Diplomatic reporting became one of the primary requirements for the 

formulation of successful external policies in 15th century Italy. 

 The Ambassador abroad served as his government’s main source of information 

about alliances, plans of aggression, secret agreements and domestic strife. 

INNOVATIVE IDEAS IN DIPLOMACY – NICCOLO MACHIEVELLI  

 Another important landmark in diplomatic history which is associated with the 

renaissance is the emergency of new ideas in political and diplomatic thought. This event 

is associated with the Italian Diplomat and patriot – Niccolo Machiavelli. Machiavelli is 

associated with the expression “the end justifies the means”. 

 Another expression of his is “everyone sees what you seem but few know who you 

are”. Two things influenced Machiavelli in his political philosophy. Firstly, the Italy of 

his time was a sharply divided area. National unification was very much in the distant 

future. The area comprise a great number of small independent states which were the 



homes of fierce political rivalry and person ambition. The result was that the area became 

probated by external interference as more powerful neighbouring countries invaded parts 

of Italy from time to time. Machiavelli yearned for a saviour, a strong an astute Italian 

ruler who would save Italy from chaos. 

 Secondly, Machiavelli had his own experience of the shady character of Italian 

politics. No one bothered about moral values. This made Machiavelli to have a very low 

opinion of human nature. 

 Machiavelli wrote “the Prince” in 1513. In that book he depicted the kind of ruler 

best suited to liberate the soil of Italy from the presence of external invaders and to 

restore the glory of ancient Rome. 

 The prince was presented as a shrewd actor in power politics, using without 

stipples and remorse such measure of force or fraud as to enable to him to secure and 

extend his conquests. In other words, the prince was concerned with practical politics 

with the way to acquire and hold power. 

 He said as follows “if a prince succeeds in establishing and maintaining his 

authority, the means will always be judged honourable and be approved by everyone”. 

Machiavelli argued that if the ruler feels endangered by the popularity or unpopularity of 

a faithful adviser, he should sacrifice him ruthlessly in his own interest. What is 

important to a ruler is success and this he should achieve by any means. 

 With regard to his opinion of human nature he wrote as follows “it is to be 

asserted in general of men that they are ungrateful fickle, false, cowards, covetous and as 

long as you succeed, they are yours entirely. They will offer you their blood, property, 



life and children when the need is far distant. But when it approaches they turn against 

you”. 

 Machiavelli’s ideas exerted enormous and enduring influence in public life as an 

endorsement of false and fraud at the expense of morality and principle. It has been 

generally stated that the influence of the Prince gave Italian Diplomacy a reputation for 

deviousness, shiftiness, craftiness and ambivalence. These traditions, subsequently spread 

to England, France and other parts of Western Europe and have today become part of the 

tradition of diplomacy. 

DIPLOMACY IN THE 17TH CENTURY – THE 30 YEARS (1618-1648) 

 The thirty years war arose out of a religious revolt in the Italy, Roman Empire 

which was another name for Germany. The Emperor of the Roman Empire was another 

name for Germany. 

 The Emperor of the Italy Roman Empire was a fanatical Catholic. He hated 

Protestants and was determined to uproot them from his dominion. The war soon lost its 

religious character and became a struggle between France and Germany for ascendancy 

in Europe. The Holy Roman Empire consisted of no less than 300 semi-autonomous 

states, free cities, prince – Bishopric, courtships – a strange conglomeration of differing 

authorities. 

 Some writers have stated that the Holy Roman Empire or Germany was a weak 

federation of some 350 states; each empowered to pursue its foreign policy so long as it 

was not directed against the Emperor. 



 The 30 years’ war is important in diplomatic history for two main reasons. Firstly, 

the four years of meetings and negotiations before final treaty of peace was signed, are 

generally regarded as the first great international congresses of modern history. The only 

sovereigns that were not represented at these meetings were the Tsar of Russia, the king 

of England the Sultan of Turkey. In the end the peace or treaty Westphalia was signed in 

1648. Secondly, the treaty of Westphalia which concluded the war was a milestone in the 

history of Diplomacy. The European Diplomats and Princes congregated in Westphalia, 

declared that henceforth the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire could no longer extend 

his dominions into the territories of princes sovereigns and that the alter were in no way 

obliged to respond to the directives of the Emperor. 

 In the words of K.J. Holsti, Westphalia symbolized the emergence of the modern 

European nation states system replacing the feudal political order. Another writer put the 

matter in this way “the treaty marked the end of the medieval conception of Europe and 

the emergence of the modern European nation state system”. 

 The rise of the national sovereign state is of great importance in the evolution of 

diplomacy in the world because the sovereign states are the principal parameters for the 

practice of diplomacy. 

HUGO GROTIUS  

 An important event during the period of the 30 years’ war was the emergence of 

new ideas in the theory and practice of international relations. In 1625, the Dutch jurist 

Hugo Grotius published De jure Belli ac pacis (on the law of war and peace) which 



enunciated the concepts of state sovereignty and the equality of sovereign states both 

basic to the modern diplomatic system. 

 Grotius explained that a resident diplomatic mission is a permanent, detached 

extra-territorial fragment of the represented sovereign’s own territory flying his own flags 

and subject to his laws and not the laws of the host ruler. This is known as “the 

diplomatic concept of extra-territoriality”. 

 




