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Understanding the Distinguishing Features of 
Post-Westphalian Diplomacy

Ebru OĞURLU*

Abstract
Diplomacy is traditionally an instrument used by states to develop and sus-
tain peaceful and predictable relations among themselves. This paper discusses 
the transformation of traditional diplomacy into global diplomacy by refer-
ring to modifications in four components of diplomacy: context, rules and 
norms, channels of communication, and actors and roles. After discussing 
the historical evolution of diplomacy, this paper argues that diplomacy has 
transformed in order to adapt itself to the newly emerging conditions of the 
21st century. It has become a multi-actor and multi-level network phenome-
non. However, this diplomatic transformation has not diluted the traditional 
sovereignty-based diplomacy. As states maintain their ultimate power and 
authority in the globalized system, so does state diplomacy.

Keywords
Diplomacy, sovereignty, old and new diplomacy, global diplomacy, network 
diplomacy.  

Introduction
Diplomacy depends on the prior existence of human societies with basic 
needs for security as well as communication. The performance of these basic 
functions has differed from century to century and from society to society. 
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However, diplomacy has always been there, continuously adapting itself to 
the changing conditions. In this respect, the transformation of the West-
phalian system with the end of the Cold War, which set up a completely 
new international system, resulted in radical impacts on the nature of state 
sovereignty and sovereignty-based state functions including diplomacy. Glob-
al developments since the late 20th century have altered the nature, actors, 
methods and practices of diplomacy. These changes have their roots in the 
transformation of the structure of power and authority with the collapse of 
the bipolar system. Consequently, the centuries-old established diplomatic 
machine was suddenly confronted with an increase in the numbers of its users 
and shifts in the functions of the concept itself. 

The objective of this article is to discuss the historical evolution of diplo-
macy through a comparison between pre-Westphalian, Westphalian, and 
post-Westphalian diplomacy, and to analyze its transformation in the 21st 
century by focusing on the modifications of four components of diplomacy, 
i.e. context, rules and norms, channels of communication, and the actors and 
roles of diplomacy. In exploring this transformation, this article puts forward 
two arguments. First, diplomacy has become a multi-level and multi-actor 
network phenomenon in the 21st century. Second, although this transfor-
mation has the potential to put an end to the traditional understanding of 
diplomacy, contrary to expectations, the traces of Westphalian politics and 
state diplomacy are still substantial.

The Westphalian and Post-Westphalian International Systems
The basis of modern international relations was established by the 1648 West-
phalian Peace Treaties, which mark the birth of nation states as the privileged 
and primary actors, replacing the medieval system of centralized religious 
authority with a decentralized system of sovereign states as the sole legitimate 
form of sovereign authority.1 The Westphalian state-centric system was based 
on some new principles, including the sovereignty, sovereign independence 
and equality of the nation states, territorial integrity, the equal rights and 
obligations of the states, non-intervention in others’ domestic affairs, and the 
conduct of inter-state diplomatic relations through embassies, among many 
others.2 Power was at the center of this system to regulate inter-state relations 
in the absence of any higher systemic authority.

As Michael Vaughan argues, the Westphalian order was important for three 
reasons.3 First, it secularized international politics and anchored it on the 
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tenets of national interests. Second, it introduced the concept of sovereignty 
and the privileged status of the states without any higher authority standing 
above them, unless the state voluntarily assents to such an authority. Third, 
it accepted the states as sovereign supreme authorities within their borders 
with legitimate authority over all inhabitants living there, and promoted a 
conception of international society based on the legal equality of the states. 
Referring to this difference between internal and external sovereignty, do-
mestic politics and foreign policy emerged as two distinct and independent 
domains for the nation states. Thus, the emergence of similar contrasts, i.e. 
between national and international, internal politics and foreign policy, world 
politics and world economics, inside and outside, etc., has become one of the 
characteristics of the Westphalian system.4 

States as the basic, principal and sole legitimate actors in the international 
system continued their privileged status until the late 1980s when state sov-
ereignty and the state-centric West-
phalian system had to face the chal-
lenges of a newly emerging inter-
national order. The collapse of the 
Soviet Union and the dissolution 
of the Eastern European commu-
nist governments, mostly through 
the nonviolent revolutions of 1989, 
transformed the international sys-
tem by altering not only the rules 
governing superpower conflict but 
also the norms underpinning the 
international system.5 Thus, the end of the Cold War symbolized the end 
of modern international relations and state-centric ideology along with the 
weakening of the core state-centered tasks. In this respect, the post-West-
phalian international system can be conceived within the framework of 
three constitutive dynamics.

First, sovereignty has been eroding in the globalizing and more cosmopolite 
world. Nation states have become enmeshed in a complex network of global 
governance including regional and international organizations, trans-nation-
al and sub-national entities, multi-national corporations and non-govern-
mental organizations, citizen movements and individuals that emerged as the 
independent actors with the assumed capacity to compete with states.6 Thus, 

States as the basic, principal and 
sole legitimate actors in the inter-
national system continued their 
privileged status until the late 
1980s when state sovereignty and 
the state-centric Westphalian sys-
tem had to face the challenges of 
a newly emerging international 
order.
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states can no longer hold exclusive sovereignty and have lost the privilege of 
being the basic and determining actors of power struggles. Their capacities 
have been restrained by global dynamics which forced states to share their 
power and sovereignty with all non-state actors.7

Second, the scope of international relations has expanded by reaching to new 
topic areas. Human rights, gender, women, the environment, democratiza-
tion, population movements and energy politics, among many others, have 
been integrated into the field,8 which is no longer confined to the limits of the 
nation states, inter-state relations and state-centered tasks and topics.

Third, as Richard Haass argues, “international relations becomes two-
pronged: not just state-to-state, but between states on the one hand and 
sub-national and supra-national actors on the other,”9 along with its derivative 
impact on contemporary international diplomacy as state-centered conduct.10

Overall, in the post-Westphalian international system, as a result of the frag-
mentation and transformation of sovereignty, the nature of international rela-
tions has changed.11 Its limits have been extended to embrace power and com-
petition not only between states but also between cultures and civilizations.12 
The international system has become much more interdependent, owing to 
the emerging partnerships between states and non-state actors. Long-lasting 
contrasts coupled with the sovereignty principle disappeared suddenly. The 
difference between internal and external sovereignty has lost its validity. The 
distinction between domestic politics and foreign policy has become more 
uncertain than ever. Despite all of these changes, the discourse on the weak-
ening of state power and the disappearance of states in the post-Westphalian 
system is only rhetorical.13 States continue to be important in a globalized 
world, although in a different way. Today, states have to open themselves 
to non-state actors, which has forced the former to recognize and co-exist 
with the latter in a multi-level and multi-centered structure.14 As a result, 
what happened in practice in the post-Westphalian era is that the conduct 
of certain activities and practices which were previously under the sovereign 
authorities of the states now take place through coordination and cooperation 
among a number of different actors. One of the most obvious areas of coop-
eration is diplomacy.

Diplomacy 
One of the most striking impacts of the systemic and state-level transfor-
mation of the post-1989 era has become apparent in the field of diplomacy, 
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which was traditionally supposed to be a state instrument. In a globalized 
system, diplomacy and diplomatic practices have transformed, along with 
modifications in state sovereignty and the sovereignty-based functions of 
states.

Diplomacy is typically understood as a means of implementing the goals 
and objectives of the foreign 
policies of the states. Despite 
this common understanding 
about diplomacy, its defini-
tion has changed over time, 
which also proves the evolu-
tion and transformation of 
diplomacy. Traditionally, diplomacy has been defined from a state-centric 
perspective until very recently. One of the leading thinkers in this field, Geoff 
R. Berridge defines diplomacy as “an essentially political activity and, well-re-
sourced and skillful, a major ingredient of power ... to enable states to secure 
the objectives of their foreign policies without resort to force, propaganda, 
or law.”15 In a similar way, Adam Watson defines the concept as a “process 
of dialogue and negotiations among the states to manage their relations and 
to reach to their objectives without resorting to force or power.”16 One of 
the most striking definitions of diplomacy belongs to Sir Harold George 
Nicolson, who argues that diplomacy is “the management of international 
relations by negotiation, the method by which these relations are adjusted 
and managed by the ambassadors and envoys, the business or art of the di-
plomatist.”17 As one of the most symbolic and leading figures on the topic, 
Henry Kissinger accepts diplomacy as the conduct of relations among states 
based on compromise rather than on power relations; he argues that the suc-
cessful and effective implementation of diplomacy is dependent on interna-
tional law, international institutions and institutionalization.18 Therefore, it is 
also important to define diplomacy from an institutional perspective. From 
this perspective, diplomacy is accepted as a package of rules and routines 
embedded in the activities, structures and cultures of state institutions as 
diplomatic actors, which define appropriate behaviors and acceptable norms 
for the states in their conduct of relations with each other in the international 
environment.19

Referring to the above-mentioned definitions, it is possible to argue that di-
plomacy has been recognized as a foreign policy tool which emphasizes com-

In a globalized system, diplomacy and 
diplomatic practices have transformed, 
along with modifications in state 
sovereignty and the sovereignty-based 
functions of states.
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munication rather than conflict, and compromise rather than competition, 
to achieve/maintain a peaceful, stable and predictable international system as 
the eventual objective. In this traditional understanding of diplomacy, dip-
lomatic relations cover relations between states and have been conducted by 
state diplomats.20 In line with the traditional interpretation of diplomacy, all 
diplomatic actors globally share a specific culture, language, operating pro-
cedures, norms and standards, and perform similar tasks and duties for their 
own states. These common characteristics of diplomats make them members 
of a global trans-national community. Moreover, they have also developed a 
professional identity shared at the global level by acting within similar insti-
tutional frameworks. Consequently, in essence,

diplomacy has a Janus-faced character with a national side an-
chored in particular sovereign states and a transnational side 
anchored in the set of interstate diplomatic principles and rules, 
trans-national values and identity; trans-nationally shared pro-
fessional language, norms and behaviors as well as transnation-
ally distributed working methods and standard operating pro-
cedures.21 

The trans-national side of diplomacy was disclosed with the transforma-
tion of international relations and the globalization of the international 
system in the post Westphalian era. Then, the classical definitions of di-
plomacy became inadequate and were replaced by much more embracing 
and comprehensive definitions to explain the process of communication 
in a wider international system. Accordingly, post-Westphalian diploma-
cy has become a means of global communication and a dialogue mecha-
nism among all systemic actors.22 The actors conducting diplomacy have 
proliferated and diversified, as traditional diplomats have been forced to 
share their diplomatic tasks and duties with others. Diplomatic relations 
and negotiations have extended greatly by covering relations among all 
actors, including states, regional and international organizations, civil so-
ciety actors and international dialog channels.23 Thus, states and minis-
tries of foreign affairs have lost their exclusivity within the scope of wider 
diplomatic relations.

As explained by Michael Smith, the changing nature of diplomacy can be 
acknowledged by referring to three main functions of diplomacy, i.e. rep-
resentation, communication and negotiation.24 Accordingly, representation 
includes such activities as establishing a diplomatic presence in various more 
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or less institutionalized arenas, and maintaining a focus for the expression of 
interests or values. Communication includes activities relating to the gath-
ering of information, evaluation and synthesis, and the projection of mes-
sages reflecting key interests and values. Negotiation encompasses a spec-
trum of bargaining and problem-solving activities, and can be carried out in 
a wide variety of more or less structured arenas. Although these diplomatic 
functions have been carried out predominantly by the diplomatic services of 
nation states, in today’s globalized system there has been a proliferation of 
diplomatic and quasi-diplomatic actors that now perform those previously 
state-based functions of diplomacy.

The Historical Evolution of Diplomacy
Diplomacy is as old as humanity. As 
a set of practices, rules and proce-
dures enabling regularized interac-
tion and mediation between human 
collectivities, it has existed since the 
early days of humankind.25 However, 
its form and manner have changed 
throughout history. It started with 
early quasi diplomatic practices, con-
tinued with traditional diplomacy and evolved into the current global diplo-
macy.26 This part of the paper will analyze the history of diplomacy under 
two categories: traditional state-centric and global multi-actor and multi-level 
diplomacy. 

Traditional Diplomacy
Traditional diplomacy mostly refers to two different types of diplomacy, i.e. 
old and new. ‘Old’ diplomacy includes practices up until World War I. It 
was to a great extent bilateral and secret, and was conducted by sovereigns 
themselves or their representatives. ‘New’ diplomacy emerged with its new 
style under the League of Nations system. It was relatively open to the public 
and conducted to a great extent in multilateral settings. New diplomacy was 
implemented until the 21st century.

The earliest signs of diplomacy can be found in the second, or possible even 
in the late fourth millennium BCE when sovereigns sent their messengers 
endowed with a special status to other sovereigns to prevent wars, cease hos-

Diplomacy is as old as humani-
ty. As a set of practices, rules and 
procedures enabling regularized 
interaction and mediation be-
tween human collectivities, it has 
existed since the early days of hu-
mankind.
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tilities, or merely to continue peaceful relations and further economic ex-
changes.27 In those earliest periods, diplomatic practices depended on some 
basic principles, including communication through messengers and mer-
chant caravans, diplomatic immunity, ordinary codes of hospitality, and trea-
ty observance by the related parties. However, the diplomatic activities of the 
early periods remained rudimentary, mainly because of the slow, challenging, 
unpredictable and insecure nature of communication.28

The first examples of more mature diplomatic practices can be found in the 
correspondence between the Hittites and Ancient Egyptians, which were lat-
er developed further by the Greek city states; these paved the way for the 
institutional basis of diplomacy. It was the Byzantine Empire that, for the 
first time, developed diplomacy in institutional terms, introduced the status 
of diplomats/ambassadors, promoted their training and developed protocol 
rules. 29

In the Greek city states of the fourth and fifth centuries, conditions became 
favorable for a more sophisticated diplomacy with the help of a shared lan-
guage and a largely common inheritance of culture and religion. The first 
examples of open diplomacy were experienced there.30 Diplomacy could gain 
relative transparency owing to informing the public about the processes of 
negotiations and the signing of treaties. Moreover, diplomatic immunity be-
came a much more established norm and resident missions began to appear, 
even if they employed local residents (known as proxenos) as different from 
today.31 In this sense, the Greek city state system contributed to the develop-
ment of diplomacy to a great extent. 

The Roman Empire did not use diplomacy as a means of maintaining its su-
premacy, but rather a means of transacting often very routine business. This 
may be the reason why diplomacy became a method of managing long-dis-
tance legal or commercial business, principally within the Empire, which was 
to constitute its more important legacy.32 The Empire did not have central 
institutions for the conduct of foreign policy or the maintenance of records. 
No records appear to have been kept, and thus no notion at all developed of a 
continuing diplomatic relationship with any other entity. However, Rome did 
contribute to diplomacy from the legal perspective through the development 
of the first basis of a simple diplomatic law, i.e. the Code of Justinian.

In medieval Europe, diplomacy was developed first by Byzantium, which 
used diplomacy as an art of negotiation, and then by Venice, which intro-
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duced new standards of honesty and technical proficiency. The former at-
tributed great importance, sometimes primary importance, to diplomacy. 
The expansion of Byzantine techniques, its immensely long range and its 
persistence made it a forerunner of the modern system. Moreover, the close 
relationship with the latter provided a channel of transmission to the Western 
world.33 Most of the Byzantium diplomatic system was based on informa-
tion-gathering and diplomatic initiatives with the desire to avoid war. The 
system was directed to divide enemies and embroil them with each other, 
and thus induce them to undertake the fighting which the Empire wished to 
avoid. The Byzantine Empire used diplomacy more continuously, employed 
more of its devices and generally used it to play a more central role in imperial 
policies than had occurred in any preceding society. Byzantine diplomacy 
was striking and further developed by the Venice, which systemized what it 
learned from the Byzantine Empire.

Diplomacy reached a much more mature form at the beginning of the 15th 
century. The Italian city state system 
of the fifteenth century provided more 
favorable conditions for the further de-
velopment of diplomacy. Then, a more 
modern and permanent type of diplomacy appeared for the first time.34 The 
highly competitive group of small city states, each directly bordering each 
other, were in constant competition and conflict with each other. Moreover, 
the repeated invasions of their peninsula by foreigners endangered the secu-
rity of the Italian states. Continuous diplomacy conducted with little fan-
fare became the only means to ensure stability among the competing states. 
Consequently, the ad hoc envoys of the early periods were replaced by resi-
dent embassies with broad responsibilities. Thus it became possible to set up 
permanent and continuous diplomatic contact among units, which resulted 
in better familiarity with the conditions and personalities in the country con-
cerned and fostered continuous negotiations with them. The practices and 
methods of the Italian system later evolved into the French system, which 
appeared as the “first fully-developed system of diplomacy and the basis of 
the modern diplomatic system.”35

France led diplomacy in the 17th and 18th centuries, which also witnessed 
the birth of the nation states and the emergence of a state-centric diplo-
macy which became one of the exclusive privileges of state sovereignty. 
The first Ministry for Foreign Affairs wat set up under the French system 

Diplomacy reached a much 
more mature form at the 
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by Cardinal Richelieu in 1627. The Ministry was authorized to conduct 
foreign policy and to use diplomacy as its main tool. Thus, all diplomat-
ic activities were centralized under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
conducted in secrecy and continuity via resident embassies. In the French 
system, the purpose of diplomatic negotiations was “not to trick the oth-
er side but, rather, to reconcile states on the basis of a true estimate of 
their enduring interests.”36 As different from the earlier diplomacy, in the 
French diplomatic system, ambassadors acquired higher social standing, 
and gradually became part of a profession which opened the way for the 
full professionalization of diplomacy in the 20th century. As a result of 
this professionalization, diplomats recognized that they had a professional 
identity as well as professional interests that united them as diplomats. 
Moreover, the multi-lateral conferences of the French system provided 
the basis for the emergence of multi-lateral diplomacy and conference 
diplomacy as one of its examples.37 With this opportunity, common Eu-
ropean problems and concerns became the subject of multilateral diplo-
matic relations38 which provided an opportunity for the European states 
to strengthen and stabilize their relations. This method later became es-
tablished and institutionalized as a means not only for solving common 
problems but also for sustaining peaceful relations among states.

The French diplomatic system, “best adapted to the conduct of relations be-
tween civilized States,”39 inspired other European countries. Embassies and 
delegations became more institutionalized all over Europe, and by the end of 
the nineteenth century, European-style diplomacy had been adopted through-
out the world.40 Based on the achievements of the French model of the 17th 
and 18th centuries, the 19th century saw the formalization and professional-
ization of diplomacy.41 For the first time, diplomacy was institutionalized 
and recognized as a profession with its own legal status and specified rules of 
profession provided by the 1814-15 Vienna Congress as well as the 1899 and 
1907 Hague Conferences.42 In addition, the scope and geography of diplo-
macy expanded in this period. First, new areas of concern, including human 
rights and rules of war were included in the focus of diplomacy. Second, as a 
result of the increasing economic relations of the European states with other 
continents, European diplomacy extended to non-European territories. The 
inclusion of non-European states into the existing diplomatic system in the 
19th and 20th centuries’ foreshadowed the onset of global diplomacy which 
truly emerged in the 21st century. 
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In the early 20th century, the French system was modified but not trans-
formed. As the number of states increased, the complexity of the problems 
confronting them multiplied, the urgency attending them grew, and the 
operating pace of the French system of bilateral diplomacy became too slow. 
This was realized during World War I and was demonstrated by the rash of 
conferences – many of them achieving permanent status – that were hur-
riedly organized to cope with the crisis. The end of WWI and the establish-
ment of the League of Nations opened a 
new era for international relations in gen-
eral and diplomacy in particular. A new 
diplomacy emerged as the outcome of the 
new international system which was in-
stitutionalized by the League of Nations 
on the basis of the President Woodrow 
Wilson’s 14 points. Wilson’s first prin-
ciple introduced openness and transparency in diplomatic relations as a 
reaction to the secrecy of the old diplomacy: “Open covenants of peace, 
openly arrived at, after which there shall be no private international un-
derstandings of any kind but diplomacy shall proceed always frankly and 
in the public view.”43 In the absence of any secret agreements, a new dip-
lomatic style emerged to involve the public as fully as possible in the con-
duct of diplomatic negotiations and their specific outcomes.44 Moreover, 
the League of Nations provided diplomats with the opportunity to sit and 
discuss the matters or problems of the period openly and in front of all oth-
er representatives. With this opportunity, state diplomats representing their 
states in those conferences also agreed to replace the bilateral alliances of 
the past with a universal or semi-universal association of states pledged to 
comply with a set of general principles embodied in international law, and 
agreed to the abandonment of power politics or the use of force for settling 
disputes among the states.45 Thus, post-WWI diplomacy was successfully 
institutionalized under the League of Nations system. Summit diplomacy 
as a means of direct communication between heads of states also gained 
importance in this period.46

The onset of the Cold War after World War II closely wedded diplomacy to 
grand strategy and was often seen as no more than an extension of war by 
other means.47 Cold War diplomacy was restricted to direct diplomatic inter-
actions not only between the U.S. and the Soviet Union as the two leading 
powers of the international system but also between/among their bloc coun-

The end of WWI and the 
establishment of the League 
of Nations opened a new era 
for international relations 
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particular.
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tries, i.e. the Western and Eastern blocs led by the U.S. and the Soviet Union 
respectively. The United Nations, where the multilateral conferences were in-
stitutionalized, became the center of diplomacy through the practices of pro-
fessional state diplomats in secrecy, mostly behind closed doors. Diplomacy 
was basically a symbolic indicator of the sovereign power of the states. This 
diplomatic understanding continued until the end of the Cold War when a 
new world diplomatic system, so-called global diplomacy, started flourishing 
as the outcome of the political, social, economic and technological develop-
ments of the 21st century.

Global Diplomacy
As emphasized above, diplomacy is one of the last bastions of state sover-
eignty. However, the impacts of the systemic and state-level transforma-
tions of the post-Cold War era have led to radical modifications both of 
state sovereignty and the sovereignty-based functions of the states. Un-
der those conditions, a new diplomatic style, so-called global diplomacy, 
emerged as a multi-level and multi-actor phenomenon completely differ-
ent from traditional diplomatic understanding and practices. Global di-
plomacy has become a transnational process of social relationship realized 
by an enlarged diplomatic community.

In the highly complicated and extremely unstable post-Cold War period, di-
plomacy has become “more complicated, fragmented and global”48 as a result 
of the emergence of economic, political, social and cultural relations beyond 
state boundaries. Global diplomacy involves a different set of diplomatic 
practices than those of the preceding periods.49 Very basically, it is accessible 
to and performed by all systemic actors. Moreover, owing to technological 
progress in the information and communication sectors, it is practiced by 
diversified means and methods. As opposed to traditional diplomatic prac-
tices, global diplomacy is no longer the exclusive practice of sovereign states, 
governments or their representatives. Rather, an increasing level of interde-
pendency among all systemic actors at all levels and on all topics has exposed 
governments to pressures coming from various channels of communication. 
Thus non-state actors, i.e. international/regional organizations, non-govern-
mental organizations, interest groups, the media, think-tanks, academia, so-
cial movements and the public have become involved in the once exclusive 
territory of diplomats.50
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In their innovative and creative study, Brian Hocking and others show that 
the transformation of diplomacy can fully be acknowledged by focusing on 
four components of diplomacy, i.e. context, rules and norms, communication 
patterns, and actors and roles.51 As discussed below, the widening, deepening 
and accelerating of worldwide interconnectedness is influential in each com-
ponent of diplomacy, which in turn results in the modification of the entire 
diplomatic understanding.

First, globalization has challenged diplomatic hierarchy52 and resulted in the 
emergence of a poly-centric diplomatic space which is no longer exclusively 
shared by the ministries for foreign affairs, but also by all other governmental 
representatives as well as non-governmental organizations, including think-
tanks, universities, civil society bodies and media which have emerged as 
new actors in this space. Thus, the contexts of diplomacy have become more 
diverse and uncertain in a polycentric diplomatic space. Several patterns of 
diplomacy have emerged in the form of governmental input, from nation-
al policy communications and/or intergovernmental organizations through 
shared diplomatic arenas reflected in multi-layered and private categories, to 
loose couplings where government input is low.53 Moreover, these forms of 
diplomacy have been forced to co-exist, reflecting multiple spaces of authority 
and legitimacy, multiple diplomatic sites and domains, the more complex na-
ture of diplomacy, and the diversified diplomatic actors involved. Thus, global 
diplomacy has become a “trans-national process of social relationship realized 
by an enlarged diplomatic community.”54

Second, diplomacy is known as a rule-based practice. The roots of diplomatic 
rules can be found in two different but interrelated sources, i.e. individual 
national diplomatic communities and the trans-national diplomatic commu-
nity. While traditional diplomacy was largely shaped by the former, the trans-
formation of diplomacy has challenged its primacy. The changing nature of 
diplomacy and the conflicting expectations of the diversified actors of 21st 
century diplomacy have challenged the sovereignty-based rules of diplomacy. 
Openness, transparency and accountability have become the guiding princi-
ples of global diplomacy.55

Third, in the 21st century, technological progress has changed the character of 
diplomacy, requiring advanced information technologies in modern commu-
nication. Today’s information circulation and its accessibility have changed the 
dynamics of diplomatic work, requiring instant practices and faster reactions. 
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Moreover, the modes of communication have accelerated and diversified with 
a direct impact on diplomacy. In particular, multi-directional flows of infor-
mation underpinned by media and social networking have become influen-
tial in many areas of state activity, including diplomacy. Thus, the sources of 
diplomacy and the means of its implementation have proliferated.56 Techno-
logical improvements have also resulted in personal initiatives in diplomacy 
as a quick and efficient way of dealing with inter-state problems. Progress in 
communication and transportation has empowered the heads of the govern-
ments and ministers of foreign affairs to travel to foreign countries easily and 
conduct diplomatic relations personally. Consequently, today’s diplomatic re-

lations are practiced by politicians as well 
as professional diplomats.57  

Fourth, the new international system 
of the 21st century is characterized by a 
proliferation of actors and enhanced in-
terdependence among them. Thus, the 
new diplomatic environment is marked 
by the recognition of non-state actors 
not only as consumers of diplomacy 

but also as producers of diplomacy through diplomatic negotiations. Giv-
en the inadequacy of traditional methods for dealing with newly emerg-
ing global concerns, it has become a necessity for the ministries of foreign 
affairs and diplomats to cooperate with other non/governmental institu-
tions and various experts in the field.58 This cooperation has necessitated 
acceptance of the role of non-diplomats in diplomatic relations, and the 
transfer of power from traditional actors to newly-recognized diplomatic 
actors. In this respect, the emergence of new diplomatic actors along with 
the traditionally accepted diplomats has forced the latter to share their 
power with the former and accept changes in their roles.59 At the same 
time, the emergence of new actors has influenced the methods of diplo-
macy. While official diplomats are disposed to building coalitions among 
states and base their power on political legitimacy, the new diplomatic 
actors delve into trans-national advocacy networks and base their power 
on moral legitimacy.60

The transformation of these four components of diplomacy has deeply af-
fected diplomacy in the 21st century. However, what has truly changed is 
the methodology rather than the nature of diplomacy. The traditionally ac-

While official diplomats are 
disposed to building coalitions 
among states and base their 
power on political legitimacy, 
the new diplomatic actors delve 
into trans-national advocacy 
networks and base their power 
on moral legitimacy.
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cepted hierarchical and state-centric diplomatic processes have evolved into 
a multi-stakeholder and multi-level network system61 which is much more 
global, flexible and open. Under these newly emerging conditions, states have 
recognized the significance of “soft power”62 in order to achieve their foreign 
policy aims and objectives. Thus, public diplomacy and cultural diplomacy, 
as examples of soft power, have appeared as the new diplomatic practices of 
the 21st century. 

Public diplomacy is defined as “efforts by governments to promote their poli-
cies and interests abroad by influencing international public opinion through 
interaction with other polities, forging partnerships with civil societies, and 
using the media strategically.”63 Another definition of public diplomacy is 
provided by Paul Sharp who defines it as “the process by which direct rela-
tions are pursued with a country’s people to advance the interests and extend 
the values of those being represented.”64 Both definitions emphasize the role 
of ordinary citizens in achieving the desired outcomes. It has been recognized 
that the public matters more than before; thus public diplomacy has gained 
a new prominence in the modern era, even if it has always been practiced as 
a specific means of diplomatic communication.65 It also must be noted that 
despite the growing importance of public diplomacy as one of the roles of 
modern diplomats, it should only be considered as an additional diplomatic 
function which complements traditional diplomatic activities. On the other 
hand, cultural diplomacy, “a national policy designed to support the export 
of representative samples of that nation’s culture in order to further the objec-
tives of foreign policy,”66 forms an important component of public diplomacy. 
Cultural diplomacy is also practiced with the intention of influencing the 
citizens of foreign countries and draws attention to ordinary individuals for 
the intended foreign policy objectives of the state.

The emergence of individuals and citizens as important actors in the dip-
lomatic practices of the states led to the introduction of a new concept: 
“Track-Two Diplomacy.” The term was first used by Joseph Montville in 
1981; he defined it as “unofficial, informal interaction between members 
of adversary groups or nations that aim to develop strategies, to influ-
ence public opinion, organize human and material resources in ways that 
might help resolve their conflict.”67 Today, track two diplomacy is com-
monly defined as “methods of diplomacy outside the formal governmental 
system – the non-governmental, informal, and unofficial contacts and 
activities between private citizens or groups of individuals aimed at de-es-
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calating conflict by reducing anger, fear and tension and by improving 
communication and understanding.”68 Since its introduction, track two 
diplomacy has been commonly accepted as a complement to track one 
diplomacy, which basically refers to the official governmental diplomacy 
at the state-to-state level. In this context, track two diplomacy is not an 
alternative but a complement to track one diplomacy.

Overall, although diplomacy has transformed significantly in the 21st centu-
ry, this transformation does not diminish its significance for states and does 
not mean that diplomacy is no longer needed. On the contrary, in a high-
ly globalized and inter-connected world, the role of diplomacy has become 
much more crucial. Even if diplomacy has transformed, its scope and actors 
have diversified and new rules and methods have emerged in diplomatic rela-
tions, governmental diplomacy continues to have a crucial role.69 States still 
prefer to use traditional diplomatic methods to resolve problems which di-
rectly concern their national interests and securities, while preferring global 
diplomacy to solve the global problems which concern them all and which 
they are unable to solve unilaterally.

Conclusion
Since the time of the Westphalia Peace Treaties, which represent a turning 
point in the history of international relations, diplomacy has been used as a 
foreign policy tool on the part of states to deal with their common concerns 
at the systemic level. The institutionalization and professionalization of di-
plomacy as a state-centric practice continued until the early 1990s, prior to 
which the states could keep their exclusive sovereignty and enjoy the privileg-
es of being the only diplomatic actors in the international system. The early 
1990s, on the other hand, were a period of paradigm changes in the ways in 
which international relations are conducted. The states have been losing their 
exclusiveness since then, and have been forced to recognize non-state actors 
and cooperate with them. More seriously, they have lost their monopoly on 
sovereignty and their exclusive privileges in some of the symbol areas of their 
sovereign power. Diplomacy is one of them, and has been moving from a 
being a tool of national foreign policies to a means of international commu-
nication and dialogue. 

Since the end of the Cold War, the international system has changed consid-
erably. Along with the systemic changes, diplomacy has also transformed and 
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become more diversified, multi-dimen-
sional, volatile and intensive. However, 
what has changed so far is the façade of 
diplomacy. It seems that the basic func-
tions of diplomacy will remain in de-
mand in managing today’s highly com-
plex interactions at the national and global levels. So far, states have been able 
to adapt themselves to the changing conditions and keep their privilege of 
being the highest authority in managing the relations among all actors of the 
international system. As states have managed to maintain their persistency 
and resiliency, governmental diplomacy has also persevered in an increasingly 
globalized and interconnected world as a critically important instrument for 
states to conduct their foreign policies.

Along with the systemic 
changes, diplomacy has also 
transformed and become more 
diversified, multi-dimension-
al, volatile and intensive. 
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