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General Overview of Lecture: Diplomacy, both as an art and an act is as old as man. And no 

society or people can claim a monopoly of diplomacy; some form(s) of diplomacy has existed 

throughout recorded history among all peoples – even though the diplomatic practices of some 

peoples were more rudimentary than others. However, since the evolution of the modern state 

system (after the Peace of Westphalia, 1648) owes much to the European political, military and 

judicial transformations, modern diplomacy which is a core ingredient of statecraft, also has a 

Eurocentric provenance. Apart from the historical/ theoretical issues, there is the practical 

dimensions of diplomacy which deals with the business of the diplomat in ambassadorial and 

consular missions. This course thus, introduces freshmen to the world of diplomacy – historically, 

theoretically and ‘practically’. 

Prerequisite: As an introductory course, background knowledge of O’ Level Government and 

Civic Education, especially the workings of international organisations and institutions is essential. 

Learning Outcomes: At the end of the course, students are expected: 

i. To master the basics of diplomacy, theoretical and practical.  

ii. to gain the knowledge of the evolution of modern diplomacy; the contributions of the 

Greeks, the Romans, the Italians and other European states to diplomacy and the basic 

matters of diplomatic privileges and immunities.  

iii. To write correspondence letters such as receipt of letters, correspond to forward letters 

with or without attachments, the third person note, note verballe, presidential letters, 

among others. 

Assignment(s) and Grading: Students will be assessed periodically during the co and a final 

examination will be taken at the end of the semester. Seminar topics are assigned to every student 

and are expected to be handed in on the due date. The grading are as follows: Seminar (Written 

and presented) -10%; Assignments 5%; Mid-semester Test – 15%; and Final Examination – 70%: 

Total – 100%.  
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UNIT 1. GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

Conceptualizing Diplomacy 

No people or society can claim a monopoly of diplomacy. Although, contemporary diplomacy has 

roots in the Greco-European civilization, yet diplomacy was not an anathema to other peoples of 

the world. Some form of diplomacy has existed throughout history among all peoples – even 

though the diplomatic practice of some societies were rudimentary. In Africa for example, there 

were periods during inter-communal wars that hostilities had to be paused for both sides of the 

divide to collect their dead and bury and perform the necessary funeral rites. The convention and 

the practice of pausing an ongoing war usually was done through the waving of a white piece of 

fabric and this was recognised by both sides. This is undoubtedly, a diplomatic practice. However, 

little has survived about the many diplomatic practices of pre-colonial Africa, owing mostly to the 

absence of written records. 

The ancient Chinese had rules governing the conduct of relations between them and others. The 

Indians equally had rules governing the relations between Indians and non-Indians. However, 

because the Indians and Chinese did not develop worldwide empires, they diplomatic practices did 

not become universal. The Greeks and the Romans, on the other hand, are celebrated as the 

harbingers of contemporary diplomacy because the Euro-American civilisations has roots in both 

Greece and Rome. As the saying goes, whoever pays the piper, calls up the tune to be sung. Most 

of what is thus studied as contemporary diplomacy appears to have mostly originated from Europe. 

But what exactly is meant by the term, ‘diplomacy’. Diplomacy means quite a lot of things at 

different times. Adaye Orugbami has noted that there are five meanings of the word, ‘diplomacy’ 

in the English Language: First, it is employed as a synonym for foreign Policy. Second, it could 

be taken to mean a branch of the Foreign Service. Third, it could be taken to mean an abstract 

quality or a gift or skill in handling people. Fourth, it implies negotiation. Fifth, it connotes 

machinery of process of carrying out negotiation.  

 



In any event, diplomacy has been defined by a number of scholars. Ernest Satow, for instance, 

defines it as ‘the application of tact and intelligence in management of the official relations 

between states. John Hugh Watson, sees it as “negotiation of political entities which acknowledge 

each other’s independence”. Many others have defined diplomacy broadly to mean the channel 

through which the official relationship(s) between and among states are managed. From the 

foregoing, it may be assumed that diplomacy has nothing more to do with the relationships between 

states and nothing else. After all said and done, we shall elect to define diplomacy as art and science 

of inter-state relations and the processes as well as machinery through which states relate with 

other in peace and war times.  

Basic Concepts and Terminologies in Diplomacy 

A Diplomat – A diplomat is one employed to represent his country abroad in whatever position. 
Diplomatic Language – Until the twentieth century, Latin was the only accepted diplomatic 
language. However, today about five languages are generally denoted as diplomatic languages. 
These include: English, French, Spanish, Arabic and Chinese. Diplomatic language also refers to 
guarded understatements which enables diplomats to say sharp things without appearing 
provocative or impolite.  
Diplomatic Missions and Consulates - A diplomatic mission differs significantly from a 
consulate. A diplomatic mission is headed by an ambassador and has the full powers to enter into 
agreements with a foreign government. A consulate, on the other hand is headed by a consul and 
does not have the full powers to enter into agreements on behalf of its home state. It is only 
concerned with trade and technical areas of the relations between its home state and host state. 
Corps Diplomatique – this refers to the community of diplomats of several countries resident in 

a particular country, usually in the capital. Consuls and student interpreters are not included in the 

corps diplomatique. The most senior ambassador or minister becomes the ‘dean’ or ‘doyen’. Some 

States grant a special status to the Nuncio on the basis of his Precedence, and he is often recognised 

as the Dean of the diplomatic corps. On official occasions the Dean is the spokesman for the 

diplomatic corps, and it is he who – on behalf of and after due consultation with the diplomatic 

corps – would be entrusted with handing a protest note to the country of residence. 

Embassy – the term embassy refers both to the staff appointed by a State to carry out diplomatic 

functions in another State and to the premises in which this staff works. Diplomatic relations must 

exist between the two States before an embassy can be opened. Diplomatic relations are established 

by mutual consent and may be broken off by either State at any time. An embassy may be headed 

by an ambassador or by a > Chargé d’affaires ad interim. The embassy of the Holy See is known 

as the Apostolic Nunciature, and a State’s diplomatic representation to an > International 

organisation as a permanent mission. Diplomatic activities cover all aspects of relations between 

governments including political, legal, economic and financial affairs, development cooperation, 

social issues as well as scientific and cultural activities. 

Consulates - Consulatesare established by one State (sending State) in another State with which 

it wishes to maintain consular relations (receiving State). There are four categories of consular 

posts: consulate-general, consulate, vice-consulate and consular agency. The title of the head of 

post reflects in principle the category of the consular post in question, for example, a consulate-

general is headed by a consul-general. In addition to career consuls, who are members of the 

foreign service, a sending State may also appoint honorary consuls. These are usually individuals 

with many years of professional experience in the receiving State, who are familiar with local 

conditions and have sufficient knowledge of the language(s) needed to carry out their functions. 

Honorary consuls can be citizens of either the sending State or the receiving State. They are not 

salaried but may charge fees for official services. Consular duties are similar to those of an 

Embassy: representing the sending State in the receiving State, public relations and the promotion 



of economic, cultural and political relations. The main duty of a consular agent on the other hand 

is to assist citizens travelling abroad. 
 

Unit 2. The Origins of Diplomacy 

The mythological period 

Diplomacy is as old as man; no one can say exactly when it began. Many theories have been 

advanced to explain its origin. The earliest of these theories tended to have been myths. For 

example, during the sixteenth century, the theorists of that century speculated that the first 

diplomats were angels who served in the capacity of ‘angeloi’ or messengers between heaven and 

earth. They claimed that the Bible book of Genesis chapter 6 captured it vividly. Modern historians 

have however, discarded this viewpoint.  

In the primitive period, a lot of myths were associated with diplomacy. In primitive societies, 

people were afraid of foreigners and believed that foreigners were impure and dangerous. Some 

societies had special magical rituals to cleanse foreign emissaries of their contaminating influences 

before they could be admitted into the community. For instance, when Emperor Justin II sent 

envoys to negotiate with the Seljuk Turks, they were first subjected to purification rituals to 

exorcise all harmful influences from them. To do that, the tribal magicians with tambourine beating 

and incense-burning, danced round them in an ecstatic frenzy and by all known magic neutralized 

the infection that would have befallen the community. In like manner, envoys to the Tartar Khans 

were required to pass through fire before they were allowed to deliver their message. Even their 

gifts had to be similarly purified. It was not only the primitive people that dreaded foreigners; 

records show that the Italians and other peoples as late as the 15th century also feared foreigners. 

In Venice, for example, citizens who interacted with foreign envoys were threatened with 

banishment or outright execution. Among the Greeks, fear of foreigners was widespread. It was in 

order to curb the fear of outsiders that diplomatic privileges were assigned to the city heralds who 

were believed to have the protection of Hermes, the patron god of messengers. We can, therefore, 

see that diplomacy was fraught with myths and fear of foreigners in the mythological periods.  

The Hellenestic or Greek Period and Contribution 

Greece is the place to which a number of modern diplomatic practices originated. As Greek 

civilisation became more sophisticated, relations between the different city-states became more 

competitive. It was discovered that the art of negotiation required qualities higher than those 

possessed by the town crier thus emerged the profession of the herald. Initially, all that was needed 

to become an efficient herald was a loud voice and a retentive. However, as the commercial and 

political relations between the Greeks became more complex, it was higher to raise the standards 

to higher levels. From the account of Thucydides, it is clear that the Greeks contributed to modern 

diplomacy the practice of (1). international conference. For instance, Thucydides furnishes us with 

the details of how Sparta summoned a conference of her allies in 432 BC to decide whether Athens 

had violated her treaties and whether she should be punished. (2). The practice of consular relations 

also originated from the Greeks. The Greeks traded with each other and thus established consulates 

which not permanent in nature to take care of the disputes and conflict of interest. (3). The vaguest 

signs of an international organization could be traced to the Peloponnesian League that was formed 

by Sparta to safeguard the peace of the Greek states.  

The Roman Contributions 



The Romans contributed significantly to the evolution of contemporary diplomacy. One of the 

most enduring legacies of Rome to the world of diplomacy is the notion of Just War (Bellum 

Justum). The Romans did not embark on wars thoughtlessly. They believed that for a war to be 

just, certain conditions must be met. These include formal declaration of war, not killing of non-

combatants, especially women and children etc. Another contribution of the Romans is the idea of 

Jus gentium – (international law) law as applied to the relations between citizens of Rome and 

foreigners. There was the jus civile (civil law) – which was a law that applied to Romans and jus 

naturale (natural law) – which was the common law of all mankind. The Romans also made use 

of ultimatums and threat of the use of force in their diplomatic practices. Actually, the Romans 

depended a lot on the massive military for threatening their adversaries to submission. 

 The most important roman contribution to diplomacy and international relations was the 

Pax Romana, the establishment of a united empire, with an efficient public administration and an 

effective system of law. Although, the expansion of Rome was achieved through military conquest, 

the universal Roman Empire was based not merely on brute force but on legal order, good 

administration, and technological achievements such as the construction of excellent roads (The 

Appian Ways). Rome was to eventually collapse in 476 AD, however, these diplomatic legacies 

outlived the Roman Empire and have found relevance in contemporary diplomacy. 

The Italian-City States 

Modern diplomacy as we have it today arose during the 13th and 14th centuries in Italy. The 

Italian city-states practices similar to those of the modern period and consequently bequeathed 

these legacies to contemporary diplomacy. Venice was to play a leading rule in this regard, 

especially in the codification of the rules of diplomacy. The most crucial contribution of the Italian-

city states was the establishment of permanent diplomatic missions by the second half of the 15th 

century. Before this period, ambassadors were only sent to other countries on special occasions 

and their missions were temporary in character. The first permanent mission is that established at 

Genoa in 1455 by Francesco Sforza, Duke of Milan. Five years later, the Duke of Savoy sent 

Eusebio Margaria, Archdeacon of Vercelli to be his permanent representative in Rome. From 

thence, permanent embassies of the Italian states were established in London and Paris. Britain 

imitated this Italian example in 1519 when Charles V appointed Sir Thomas Boleyn and Dr. West 

as permanent British ambassadors to France. 

 The Italian ambassadors reported domestic conditions in the countries to which they were 

accredited. And thus, the Italians contributed the practice in which the ambassador became 

professional observers and was seen in some quarters as a ‘public spy’. The establishment of 

permanent missions raised numerous problems in the diplomatic world. Some ambassadors often 

plotted against the rulers of the state to which they were accredited. But the most pressing of these 

problems was the issue of precedence. There was no ranking of ambassadors, they always fought 

themselves and wrangled about precedence and who would come first during processions, speak 

first during meetings etc. Besides, the ambassadors of the 16th and 17th centuries were expected to 

indicate by the lavishness of their display, the magnitude and power of the own sovereigns. Their 

sovereigns did not pay them any salaries and they frequently fell into debt. These problems could 

not be resolved until the 19th centuries, at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, the Acts of Reglѐment 

of March 19, 1815 and the Congress of Aix-la-Chapelle. We shall discuss these congresses in latter 

units of this course. 

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. These have much to do with 

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 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. 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.  

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.  

 
 

 

 

 

 


