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Why defend and reclaim diplomacy now? 
In today’s world of mounting confrontation and geopolitical instability, diplomacy is too often dismissed as ineffective, irrelevant, or naïve. In many capitals and media circles, crude discourse that prizes strength over strategy, coercion over compromise, and force over dialogue dominates. The consequences are visible: prolonged wars, fractured states, displaced populations, and weakened multilateral institutions.
Yet those of us who have practiced diplomacy—former ambassadors, international negotiators, and officials of multilateral organizations—know that when done right, diplomacy works. It reduces tensions, prevents escalation, and opens pathways to sustainable peace. It is not a silver bullet, but it remains one of the most effective and durable alternatives to violence and adversarial confrontation.
At a time when diplomacy is being ridiculed, misunderstood, or deliberately misused, this small handbook seeks to restate its value, clarify its principles, and reaffirm its necessity. It offers not just a defence of diplomacy, but a guide—grounded in lived experience—on how to do it right. It aims to support new diplomats entering a hostile and complex world, while reminding seasoned practitioners of the standards, tools, and risks that define responsible and effective engagement.  It should also be useful for the general public trying to understand why diplomacy is being deliberately sidelined and not given the opportunity to resolve intractable conflicts.


What Diplomacy Is—and What It Isn’t
At its core, diplomacy seeks to advance the interests of the state or actor it represents. This is not inherently problematic. The challenge lies in doing so responsibly—within the bounds of international law, without deception, coercion, or denial of others’ rights. Principled diplomacy does not mean abandoning self-interest; it means pursuing it in ways that preserve peace, respect, and legitimacy. It demands honesty about motives, respect for limits, and readiness to find common ground even with adversaries.
As defined by Merriam-Webster, diplomacy is “the art and practice of conducting negotiations and managing relationships between nations or individuals to achieve their goals, resolve conflicts, and maintain peaceful interactions.” This requires more than style; it requires sincerity, discipline, and respect for international norms.
Much of today’s scepticism about diplomacy stems from its misuse or misrepresentation. What is labelled “diplomacy” too often is little more than pressure politics: backroom deals, conditionality enforced by threats, or dismissed as mere photo opportunities.
This is not diplomacy. True diplomacy does not operate through threats, coercion, or bribery. It does not seek to impose outcomes or delegitimize the other party’s identity or basic rights. Diplomacy is not about forcing submission—it is about achieving solutions that endure because they recognize inalienable human needs, uphold human rights and dignity.
Diplomacy can take multiple forms. Sometimes it is advocacy-based—representing one party’s interests in dialogue with others. In other situations, especially in peace processes, diplomats may take on the role of non-partisan mediators or facilitators, helping other parties reach agreement. These roles require different skills and standards. A mediator must build trust with all sides and avoid partiality. A negotiator may defend a position, but must do so in a way that keeps the door open to mutual agreement. Confusing these roles—intentionally or not—can erode trust and stall progress.
Settlements imposed through coercion may bring temporary silence or cessation of violence, but the grievance remains. Weak parties may be pressured into accepting unfair terms —but these seldom hold. When peoples’ identity, connection to land, language, culture or basic dignity are challenged or denied, resistance becomes an almost innate human response. We are not negotiating about the price of a sack of potatoes.These are issues of collective existence and justice. Mislabelling coercive tactics as diplomacy not only undermines trust—it distorts the very meaning of diplomacy itself. No amount of manipulation, bribery, or intimidation can extinguish the yearning for dignity and respect, nor the will to resist.  
When diplomacy is practiced without principle—when it is used to mask coercion, secure advantage without consent, or legitimize unlawful actions—it may appear successful in the short term. But such agreements rarely last. They lack the trust and balance needed for implementation. Over time, they provoke resentment, resistance, and—eventually—renewed conflict. Unprincipled diplomacy fails because it ignores the conditions required for peace to hold.
When real diplomacy is bypassed, wars begin. When it is corrupted, resentment festers. But when diplomacy is practiced with integrity and principle—when it acknowledges legitimate interests, fosters respect, and seeks durable solutions—it opens space for agreements that can hold, even between long-time adversaries.
That is why we must define and defend diplomacy against distortion—and encourage its proper use to reduce tensions and resolve disputes sustainably.
Consider:
· The Good Friday Agreement (1998): Achieved after decades of conflict in Northern Ireland, it succeeded because all parties—including those with histories of violence—were brought into structured, rules-based dialogue, with international backing and oversight.
· The Colombia Peace Accord (2016): Negotiated between the government and FARC rebels with facilitation by Cuba, Norway, and the UN, this process showed that even deeply entrenched internal conflicts can be resolved through patient, inclusive diplomacy. The UN verified disarmament and continues to monitor implementation.
· Mozambique Peace Accords (1992 and 2019): The initial agreement, ending a brutal civil war, was facilitated with UN and Italian and faith-based mediation. A second peace process led to a 2019 agreement, with the UN playing a key verification and trust-building role, including support for disarmament and reintegration.
· The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) Iran Nuclear Deal, (2015): While not UN-led, it was endorsed by the UN Security Council and monitored by the IAEA—showing how multilateral institutions strengthen diplomatic outcomes through verification and legitimacy.
In many cases, formal diplomacy has been preceded—or enabled—by informal or backchannel communication. These confidential dialogues allow parties to test ideas, reduce misperceptions, and explore possibilities without public pressure. Opening quiet pathways for mutual understanding is often what makes formal negotiation possible—as seen in the Oslo talks, the JCPOA, and even recent efforts on humanitarian access during conflict. One notable recent example comes from the ongoing war in Ukraine. Even amid relentless violence, diplomatic channels—both official and unofficial—have enabled the successful negotiation of multiple large-scale prisoner exchanges between Russia and Ukraine. These delicate processes involved Ukrainian and Russian officials, intermediaries such as Türkiye, the ICRC, and sometimes backchannel contacts facilitated by third parties. While they do not resolve the conflict, such agreements prove that diplomacy can still function, even in the darkest of circumstances, and may lay groundwork for broader dialogue in the future.
Principles of Effective Diplomacy
Effective diplomacy does not rely on good intentions alone. It requires careful assessment of context, actors, and power dynamics. Tools such as conflict analysis, power mapping, and conflict sensitivity help diplomats understand underlying causes, risks, and red lines. It also requires accepting that diplomacy is not risk-free. Misjudgements are inevitable; some efforts will fail. But failure is not an argument against diplomacy—it is an argument for doing it better.
Diplomacy is not just a profession—it is a discipline rooted in human history and codified in international law. Its core principles have been tested over centuries and remain as relevant today as ever.
Effective diplomacy requires: 
· Respect for the dignity and security of all parties—even those deemed adversaries, no matter what they might have done to lose that respect.  They are still people with concerns, needs and fears, some of which may have driven them to unacceptable behaviour. Example: In the early days of U.S.–Vietnam normalization, mutual recognition of suffering allowed dialogue to take root.

· Recognition of differing values and aspirations, provided they do not violate the needs and interests of others. Example: The peace process in Aceh (Indonesia), facilitated by the Crisis Management Initiative and supported by the UN, recognized autonomy as part of the resolution.

· Commitment to international law and norms, including accountability for breaches through sanctions or legal processes.  Example: The UN-mediated Special Tribunal for Lebanon and the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) helped link diplomacy to justice and accountability.

· Willingness to engage, even amid serious violations, precisely to de-escalate and open channels for resolution. Example: The UN’s ongoing work in Yemen—through Special Envoys—has kept space for engagement open despite major hostilities.

· Clear, principled articulation of one’s own values interests without denial of others’ legitimacy.  Example: The Oslo Accords, facilitated by Norway and supported by the UN, enabled mutual recognition between Israelis and Palestinians.

· Mutual good faith, backed by verifiable actions.  Example: The UN-brokered Black Sea Grain Initiative (2022) allowed critical exports from Ukraine and Russia during active war, benefiting global food security. It showed that even minimal trust, when verified by a neutral body, can yield results.

· Framing of disputes as shared problems, not winner-takes-all competitions. Example: UN-brokered dialogues in Cyprus have centred on shared governance and bi-zonal cooperation, keeping talks alive despite repeated breakdowns. 
The Role of Diplomatic Decorum
Beyond principles, diplomacy depends on a distinct etiquette—what might seem like “soft skills” but are in fact strategic tools: 
· Patience
· Discretion
· Attentiveness
· Courtesy
· Restraint
These behaviors create the psychological space in which adversaries can listen, reflect, and eventually compromise. They help build the trust needed to reach durable agreements, especially when emotions run high, or stakes are existential.
Regrettably in today’s climate, there is a growing tendency to treat opponents with disdain—to bully, interrupt, denigrate, and mock. Such conduct may dominate headlines or win applause in domestic arenas, but it also sends a clear signal that a party has no genuine interest in achieving a cooperative and fair outcome. This is performance, not diplomacy.
In earlier times diplomacy was often done quietly, outside the glare of media attention – allowing space for negotiation, compromise, and mutual respect. Many enduring agreements were made in such conditions, where parties could feel heard and maintain dignity without the pressure of public scrutiny.
Today, the landscape has shifted. Social media has introduced new dynamics: misinformation and disinformationcan spread rapidly, often with intent to mislead or inflame. This erodes trust and makes negotiators more concerned with public image than long-term outcomes.While transparency is important, the pressure to perform or posture online can disrupt the quiet discipline that effective diplomacy requires. Navigating this environment means resisting superficial gestures and returning to substance, even amid digital noise.
At the same time, adhering to diplomatic etiquette is no guarantee of good-faith engagement. Some actors maintain a polite tone while advancing coercive or manipulative agendas. Diplomatic form without substance does not serve the purpose of diplomacy. It is ultimately the content—the sincere willingness to seek solutions that meet the needs of all parties—that defines real diplomacy.
In a world increasingly shaped by rivalries, insecurity, and mistrust, effective diplomacy—grounded in both principle and decorum—is essential for navigating toward solutions that are just, sustainable, and inclusive. And while diplomacy requires patience and restraint, it also demands the willingness to take decisions under pressure, sometimes at great personal or political risk. The most respected diplomats are those who combine discretion with clarity, discipline with judgment, and a deep commitment to outcomes that serve peace and justice.
A Call to Action
We live in a moment of enormous peril—and opportunity. Diplomacy is under attack, both in practice and in principle. It is being sidelined by actors who mistake coercion for strength, and compromise for weakness. We must reverse this trend.
Diplomats Without Borders was formed to defend diplomacy—not as nostalgia, but as necessity. We believe diplomacy can still solve problems that war and domination cannot. But only if it is done right, and only if it is practiced with integrity by those who judiciously utilize its power.
We call on governments, international institutions, civil society, and concerned citizens to help reclaim diplomacy—not as an option of last resort, but as the essential tool of responsible statecraft in the 21st century.
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