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Over the last decades, International Relations has achieved a degree of disciplinary
maturity. This is reflected in the questioning of disciplinary foundational myths as
well as in the growing self-reflective appreciation of disciplinary fore-runners. On
one hand, scholars have been busy re-reading, re-interpreting, criticising and re-ap-
praising earlier stories about the discipline and its alleged canonical books and
thinkers (de Carvalho et al., 2011). Some older works have been discarded as best
forgotten, others have been re-appraised and some have been rescued from obliv-
ion. On the other hand, disciplinary associations celebrate distinguished scholars
and pick the best books of the year (and indeed the decade), and courses as well
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as introductory texts are structured around “classic works” in the discipline (Bliddal
et al., 2013).

The desire to convene first a conference panel, and then this forum on James Der
Derian’s On Diplomacy: A Genealogy of Western Estrangement drew on both of
these impulses. The intent is both to celebrate a work which we find to have a de-
served status as a classic, and to examine in detail what makes it a classic. In the fol-
lowing contributions, a stellar cast of scholars in and around the study of diplomacy
provide their personal takes on the book, and Der Derian provides his own geneal-
ogy of the genealogy. In the rest of this introduction, I will first provide a more gen-
eral scene-setting, locating On Diplomacy in the broader study of international
relations and diplomacy. Then I will briefly discuss my own favourite takeaway from
the book, the understanding of diplomacy as “the mediation of estrangement” (Der
Derian 1987a: 42).

CLASSICS, CLAIMED AND MADE
What defines a book as a classic? Some texts become known as instant classics.
When used in marketing, this usually implies that the book captures something of
the spirit of the age, and that it will be sold in airport bookstores and make the
authors rich and everyone else envious and dismissive. More interesting are the
rare texts which are recognised as seminal almost immediately, and soon ac-
cepted as classics, such as Morgenthau’s Politics Among Nations, which was rap-
idly adopted in teaching and sold remarkably well (Knutsen, 2016: 305). Another
category of texts is the forgotten classics, which were highly important in their
own time, but are largely forgotten now. During the 17th century, Justus Lipsius
was published far more than, for instance, Bodin, and his key texts clearly influ-
enced both Grotius and Hobbes (Leira, 2008). Today, however, he is remembered
most for giving a name to the office-building in Brussels which houses the Coun-
cil of the European Union. Less ambiguous are the Pantheon classics; everyone
knows that they are classics and reveres them as such, and they made important
contributions to disciplinary developments when they were published. But even
so, they might not speak much to current readers. Nevertheless, at the very pin-
nacle of the Pantheon, we find the texts which continue to speak to scholars, gen-
eration after generation.

Before reaching the Pantheon, texts must prove that they stand the test of time;
in most cases, it takes some time for a classic to be established as such. For relatively
recent texts we might most appropriately be talking about classics in the making,
as they are just establishing themselves as nodal points in disciplinary discourse
and practice. Thirty years after the book’s publication seems to be a useful time to
take stock of this process. By that time, the book has had time to influence more
than a generation of scholars, and we have enough distance to assess both the
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work on its own terms and the impact it has had. And thirty years after its publica-
tion, it is safe to say that On Diplomacy has made a mark, and that it continues to
engage.

To those of us coming to what was then referred to as ‘critical’ IR in the late
1990’s, on the heels of the heated theoretical debates of the preceding decades,
On Diplomacy had a somewhat mythical nimbus. At the basic material level, it
was virtually impossible to get one’s hand on an actual physical copy of the book.
My first exposure to it came in the form of a hand-me-down photocopied ver-
sion filled with Iver B. Neumann’s comments in the margins. Used copies cur-
rently sell at Amazon for above 300 USD (which is in line with what you would
have to pay for a first edition of a Henrik Ibsen play). But more importantly, the
book seemed almost incomprehensibly ahead of its time. While we were strug-
gling simply to find room to think and graduate outside of the mainstream, On
Diplomacy had already been in the field for more than a decade. Furthermore,
while many of the seminal ‘critical’ texts were articles or collections of articles
(cf. Walker, 1993; Neumann, 1999), Der Derian had produced a full-fledged
monograph, fleshing out a sustained argument over hundreds of pages, and tying
together concerns of classical IR theorising (particularly of the English School
kind) with newer social theories.

The book was ahead of its time in its intellectual comprehensiveness, but it was
also topically ahead of its time, setting out a somewhat different course than many
of the other canonical critical works. Another of these early monographs, David
Campbell’s (1998) Writing Security, first published in 1992, can provide a useful con-
trast. Campbell started from the notion of identity being inescapably connected with
difference, and the Self existing in separation from and opposition to the Other, and,
like many of the writers on identity in the 1990s, applied this insight to foreign-pol-
icy-making, stressing how states constituted themselves as different from other states
through processes of exclusion and boundary-drawing. This form of analysis proved
easy to replicate for other cases, and spoke to mainstream concerns about wars, hot
and cold.

While Der Derian was also dealing with difference between people and political
entities, expressed through the terms alienation and estrangement, his concern was
with how this alienation could be overcome. In the terms of Foucault, who res-
onates in most ‘critical’ work of this type, it can perhaps be suggested that while a
number of scholars were working out the implications of sovereign and discipli-
nary power for IR, Der Derian had jumped directly to a form of pastoral power and
even biopower. One instance of this would be his understanding of diplomatic
change and evolution: “it is not necessarily the preponderant accumulation of
power - be it material or spiritual – which will determine diplomatic forms; rather,
it is the circulation, exchange and exercise of alienated power which generates the
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rules of diplomacy which dominant power(s) might impose” (Der Derian, 1987a:
86–87). Intellectually speaking, Der Derian had suggested solutions before many
other writers had fully identified the problems. While much academic energy in the
1990s was spent on discussing alterity and the potentially destructive consequences
of turning difference into otherness, On Diplomacy had already suggested a way
forward.

With a gradually broadening and deepening reception of Foucault, parts of the
discipline of IR have in a sense caught up with On Diplomacy. While the book had
already gained a reputation in its first decade, it became recognised as an enduring
classic in the succeeding decades, as new generations of scholars discovered it. The
basic (and somewhat flawed) bibliometrics of Google Scholar demonstrate this de-
velopment convincingly. On Diplomacy was cited regularly, if not particularly fre-
quently, in the years immediately after its publication. But starting in the late 1990s,
and accelerating from around 2005, it has been cited more and more frequently,
with 2016 being the year with the highest frequency to date.

The discipline of IR caught up to On Diplomacy not only theoretically, but also
thematically. Since its publication, there has been growing interest in diplomacy,
both within and outside of the discipline, and where diplomacy was historically as-
sociated with aristocracy, secrecy and war-mongering, it has increasingly become
seen as something positive, as a way of if not overcoming, then at least living with
difference (Leira, 2016). And in the intellectual pursuit of diplomatic studies, it seems
hard to overestimate the importance of On Diplomacy. Diplomatic studies in IR had,
up until its publication, been almost indistinguishable from diplomatic history, and
both scholars and practitioners had tended to think of diplomacy as some sort of tac-
tile art to be described and intuitively understood. On Diplomacy demonstrated that
diplomacy could be theorised just like any other topic, and infused diplomatic stud-
ies with a much-needed dose of theoretical vigour. Others have theorised diplo-
macy differently afterwards, but it remains necessary to touch base with Der Derian’s
work for anyone engaging diplomacy theoretically.

A CLASSIC IN THE MAKING
As the following essays demonstrate, there are many reasons why Der Derian’s the-
orisation of diplomacy continues to inspire. But I will argue that the central one is
the one at the heart of the text: the coupling of estrangement and mediation with
diplomacy. In the book, the reading is of diplomatic culture, understood as “the
mediation of estrangement by symbolic power and social constraints” (Der Derian,
1987a: 42); in the article version of the argument, diplomacy itself is seen as “a me-
diation between estranged individuals, groups or entities” (Der Derian, 1987b: 93).
As one contemporary reviewer noted: “The point seems so central that one won-
ders that Der Derian is the first to have capitalized on it in a contemporary context”
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(Warren, 1989: 210). The reactions among students and non-IR specialists when
presented with this understanding of diplomacy for the first time, are similar: it
makes intuitive sense (at least when one has explained what “estrangement”
means).

In contrast with more specified definitions of diplomacy, which tend to narrow
the scope of analytical investigation, Der Derian’s conceptualisation opens things up.
Starting from the meta-level of mediation, rather than, for instance, from specific
functional traits of diplomacy, implies that diplomacy is not tied solely to state ap-
paratuses, but can be approached as a general phenomenon. This also allows for
studies of diplomacy as a form of ‘third culture’ concerned specifically with the me-
diation of estrangement between other cultures, and worthy of study in and of itself.
Furthermore, in this perspective, diplomacy is explicitly scalable; in addition to being
a general phenomenon that is abstractly approachable at the macro-level, it can be
studied at the micro-level of face-to-face interaction and mediation. Such a detailed
study might also reveal the limits to the usefulness of this approach, though, as it
could highlight how there is much more to diplomacy, at least at the micro-level,
than the mediation of estrangement (Adler-Nissen, 2015). And, as the contributions
to this forum suggest in different ways, there are still other genealogies of diplomacy
to be written.

James Der Derian starts the festivities by providing his own genealogy of the ge-
nealogy. It is appropriate that this genealogy is itself full of fits and starts, and draws
in not only Hedley Bull, Michel Foucault, Karl Marx and a varied cast of IR lumi-
naries, but also James Baldwin and Buddy Guy. The genealogy of the genealogy
makes clear what the original genealogy hints at, namely how it, for all its time-
lessness, was a distinct product of its time and place. This is how it must be, for as
Iver B. Neumann stresses in his broader situation of On Diplomacy as a genealogy,
the goal is to write a history of the present in terms of the past. Although praising
On Diplomacy as the first work of its kind in IR, Neumann finds that Der Derian
could have been more explicit about his method, and that he in particular under-
specifies the genealogical breaks when alienation and diplomacy became prob-
lematised in new ways. This in no way invalidates the analysis, but suggests that
future research could lead to alternative genealogies, alternative dating of the ge-
nealogical breaks and perhaps also alternatives to alienation and estrangement. In
her contribution, Merje Kuus agrees with the centrality of estrangement for diplo-
macy. However, going back to mythical origins and with Wagner as her tool, she
argues that this estrangement carries with it the possibility of recognition, since po-
litical subjectivity is, at heart, relational. To Kuus, then, On Diplomacy opens for an
exploration of the emotional base of politics and an ethic of subjectivity. While
Neumann and Kuus look to the foundations of On Diplomacy to suggest the pos-
sibility of different analyses of diplomacy and politics, Michele Acuto reflects on
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the book as a way of transcending both diplomacy and IR, starting with the book’s
insights about techno-diplomacy and incorporating Der Derian’s later work. He
does so by maintaining a focus on diplomatic culture(s) and its (their) transforma-
tion in light of ever proliferating estrangements and mediations, and the rapid rise
in new technologies. He concludes by suggesting that the developments of the last
30 years have only made Der Derian’s starting question about the possibility of
diplomacy for the future more pertinent. The possible futures of diplomacy are also
a topic of Paul Sharp‘s closing statement. Placing On Diplomacy in the wider tra-
jectory of IR and diplomatic studies, he notes how it revitalised the latter, and how
it allows us to yet again raise questions about diplomacy’s future. He notes how
Der Derian suggests that diplomacy might be coming to an end, but also suggests
other possible readings, like Acuto’s emphasis on techno-diplomacy as a new form
rather than a replacement, or a complete slide to diplomatic practices which fall in
and out of play.

A CLASSIC OF OUR MAKING
In On Diplomacy, James Der Derian took on a somewhat forgotten topic and,
through a fusion of English School ideas and social theories, opened it up for new
generations of scholars. Immediately recognised as a profound work of analysis,
through its continued (and increasing) influence on scholarship, it has proved itself
as a classic in the making. Our discussion here obviously performatively contributes
to this construction; if a sign of a classic work is that it continues to resonate and cre-
ate discussion, year after year, this forum is surely contributing to the making of On
Diplomacy as a classic. However, as demonstrated in the various contributions, the
book is not a classic simply because we say it is, but because of the many contribu-
tions it has made to scholarship. One testament to its status as a classic is how “the
mediation of estrangement” is now close to being a compulsory reference for any-
one wanting to write in a theoretically informed way about diplomacy. The insights
contained in such pithy phrases, which make intuitive and self-evident sense, mak-
ing one see a well-known phenomenon in a new light, are the kinds of insights of
which classics are made.
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‘EVERY DOG GOT HIS DAY’: ON DIPLOMACY
AFTER THIRTY YEARS

JAMES DER DERIAN
University of Sydney

“People know what they do; frequently they know why they do what they do;
but what they don’t know is what what they do does.”

Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of
Reason

Having been asked to join a roundtable commemorating On Diplomacy, my reac-
tion is one of deep appreciation shadowed by a mild apprehension. Who would not
be grateful for recognition by esteemed peers? But thirty years on, some unease
sets in. Has the book suddenly become timely? Belatedly timeless? Or is it simply a
case of time out of mind?

All things considered, I think it best to leave in more capable hands the question
of what what I do does (it sounds better in the original French) and in higher hands
the matter of when what I do must come to a stop. Nor do I wish to subject readers
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– yet again – to the tag-team muses (Hegel and Marx vs Nietzsche and Foucault) or
critical methods (dialectical vs genealogical) that inform On Diplomacy. And as
much as I enjoy going down the conceptual rabbit holes that drive the narrative,
like the alienation of alienation or mediation of mediation, I suspect it is not a widely
shared pleasure.

I would rather double-down on the ambitious subtitle of the book to provide a ge-
nealogy of the genealogy of estrangements (diplomatic and otherwise) that first set
me on this path of inquiry. I do so in the hope that my particular tale might be of
some general use to others in their own efforts to mediate the professional, politi-
cal as well as personal alienations that define the field of diplomatic study.

Made fully and regularly aware of the academic taboos against the personal (see
below), I always thought it better to make explicit what too often is left implicit: just
about all academic writing outside of the more formalistic sciences is ultimately au-
tobiographical. This is even more so in diplomatic discourse, which might pride it-
self on neutrality and objectivity yet reads more like literature than practically any
other narration of International Relations. Without getting too personal, I also sus-
pect that those drawn to the art and practice of diplomacy have in common famil-
ial histories of estrangement that engendered mediatory practices of one kind or
another.

If the diplomat is indeed an ‘honourable spy’, no one provides greater illumi-
nation into these psychological shadows than John Le Carré in his brilliant essay
‘Son of the Author’s Father’. In this arena, I would say that I was loved neither too
much nor too little. Probably more formative was having parents who, out of eco-
nomic necessity as well as political disposition, provided my three sisters and me
access to a broad range of public schools in the course of a dozen moves as a
family. I learned early on how much survival on each new playground resembled
Will Roger’s definition of diplomacy: ‘The art of saying “nice doggie” until you can
find a rock.’

LA JETÉE
That said, autobiography cannot fully explain the book. Overall, I believe accidents
played a more significant role than intentions, parental or authorial, in the making of
On Diplomacy. An unexpected encounter in 1975 at the Montparnasse Post Office
in Paris set the compass spinning in a distinctly French direction. There and then I ran
into T——-, a tall, spikey-haired proto-punk, like me, a McGill student in exile in Paris.
I had come to Paris on the recommendations of one of my professors, Peter Goure-
vitch, a former student of Stanley Hoffmann who, upon hearing of my intent to take
a break from studies, insisted - I suspect in the hope that it might bring me back into
the academic fold – that I attend Hoffmann’s lectures at Science Po. I did, but quickly
dropped out, not because of the quality of the lectures, but because of the snooty
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airs of the Parisian students, who probably found my backpack wardrobe of a red
hoodie and Oshkosh overalls a bit déclassé.

T——- was wired, in all senses of the word. In his metamorphosis from situationist
to punk, he jammed as many political, cinematic, musical and pharmacological
events into a day as possible. We went to film screenings of Chris Marker (La Jetée
several times), an African drumming performance outside La Coupole and lectures
by Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault, in between deliveries from the airport of
contraband hidden in 16 mm film canisters to his North African copains. I was able
to find a slightly more reputable job as an apprentice to a semi-famous African-
American fashion photographer who had emigrated to Paris; indeed, up until I stum-
bled into my first academic job as an adjunct professor at Columbia, I thought
photography to be my vocation. I did get to meet James Baldwin, though, which
made my day, if not my decade.

However, I returned to McGill, took every course the political philosopher Charles
Taylor offered and avoided all International Relations courses except one taught by
Janice Stein. I graduated with a joint degree in political science and history, receiv-
ing a first class honours only, I believe, because the professors on the examination
committee got into an intense inter-disciplinary argument that had nothing to do
with my work. I took another year off, writing a novel that never got finished, and
then, after seeking counsel from Stanley Hoffmann, I met on his suggestion with
Hayward Alker, who set my head spinning in a very positive direction: Hayward con-
vinced me that it might just be possible for me to find a home in International Rela-
tions.

But then the accidents kicked in with a vengeance. He sent me to the MIT ad-
missions office, where I picked up the wrong applications, and while on the road I
stopped at a public library and typed out a Rhodes application to Oxford. Two in-
terviews followed; the last one was with a Chicago committee that mirrored its own
oddness by selecting a radical ecologist, a Fidelista, the first Hispanic Rhodes ever
(a ranchero poet no less) and a crypto-Trot with continental philosophical pretentions
(me) as new Rhodes Scholars. What can I say, they were heady times.

SELF-ALIENATION
I went to Oxford intending to do political philosophy, but after alienating my first
two tutors – one could only talk about John Rawls (and probably still does), and the
other drank sherry and broke wind non-stop throughout our tutorials – I found my
way to the Balliol office of a professor who reputedly knew how to run a graduate
seminar as well as the traditional tutorial. After passing my entry interview with him
by bald-facedly confessing to a chronic inability to distinguish a dependent from an
independent variable – they all seemed interdependent – Hedley Bull took me on
for four very stimulating years of tutorials and supervision.
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I think it was the third or fourth week that Bull gave me the question that would
eventually inspire On Diplomacy, vex me to this day and – as Trump tweets our way
to World War III – take on a renewed relevance: ‘Does western diplomacy have a
viable future?’ Deceptively simple, and impossibly difficult to answer, it grew into a
master’s and then a doctoral thesis, A Genealogy of Western Diplomacy: From States
of Alienation to the Alienation of States. The title reflects several trips to Paris during
term breaks for decent food, deep dives into the National Archives, and a fuller im-
mersion into Foucault; the subtitle signifies the lingering influence of early Marx,
from the 1844 Manuscripts to his critique of Proudhon’s ‘Philosophy of Poverty’ and
his reversal of it to ‘The Poverty of Philosophy’.

Here the story could have split into several different directions. After months of
benign neglect, Bull organized evening revisions of my thesis at his North Oxford
home, fueled by fortifying bottles of Riesling. The viva for the D.Phil was parlous –
three hours of such intensive grilling by Michael Howard and Adam Watson that I
did not hear them say that I had passed. The garden party that followed was barely
one step removed from Alice in Wonderland.

But then things got weirder. Bull, Howard and Watson recommended the disser-
tation to the Oxford University Press. Two external reviewers confirmed their as-
sessment. The managing editor, a great grandson of a former Prime Minister, sent
me a very effusive letter of agreement, saying a formal contract would shortly follow.
I promptly bought a bottle of champagne and popped it with my colleagues.

This proved premature. It seems that at OUP (or at least its venerable Clarendon
Press) there was a medieval holdover in which ‘delegates’ drawn from the Oxford
faculty can lodge an objection in regard to a publication and request a secondary
review of it by a referee of their choosing. This was duly done for On Diplomacy and
the report, evidently (I was never privy to the review), came back negative. A few
weeks later I received a very apologetic letter saying the offer would have to be re-
scinded (which in a similar case two years later would lead to a lawsuit by another
author, who won on the grounds that a letter of agreement is equivalent to a con-
tract).

One of the external reviewers was so offended by this turn of events that he lit-
erally took the manuscript in hand, went down the street to Blackwell’s Press, and
insisted they publish it. I had an excellent experience with Blackwell’s for On Diplo-
macy as well as for the sequel, Antidiplomacy. For that extraordinarily good deed, an
actualization, were there ever one, of Hegel’s ‘alienation of the alienation’, I owe an
enormous debt to John Vincent. He also wrote a very nice blurb for the sleeve jacket.

DOGGED DIPLOMACY
The first review of On Diplomacy stands out in sharp contrast. Written by a respected
diplomatic historian, the reviewer damned me with very faint praise as ‘modish’,
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‘ambitious’, and – the ultimate slam in British academic vernacular – ‘clever’. He dis-
missed the ‘pretentious language’ as ‘tedious’ and concluded that the ‘book is a
conceit’. I think you can get the picture. I promptly violated the cardinal rule for a jun-
ior untenured scholar and sent him a letter that responded in kind (and then some
in unkindness), burning whatever bridges might have been left with the banks of
the mainstream. Fortunately, the second review of On Diplomacy, in the manner of
the mediation of the mediation, negated the first; it is also the reason why to this day
I always pick up Nick Rengger’s bar bill. After that primal experience, I vowed al-
ways to punch up, never down.

Forever after, my publication path would go from the road to perdition one day
to the yellow brick road the next. I will recount but one way station, where I won, lit-
erally, the contract to my last book (I now prefer the format and impact of the doc-
umentary film). It happened at an annual ISA meeting, but after-hours, at Buddy
Guy’s blues club in Chicago, where fellow IR theorist David Campbell and I were
challenged to a high-stakes game of barroom pool by an acquisition editor and his
hotshot assistant. The bet was written out on the back of the editor’s business card:
“HarperCollins agrees to publish the desired Work by the desired Author within 24
months”; if we lost, we picked up the very large bar bill for the evening. What fol-
lowed was as close to an epiphany as one can get in a barroom. First up, I potted the
first seven stripes but choked on the eight-ball. The editor’s wingman matched me,
and sank seven solids but missed the last one. Next up, Campbell called and pock-
eted the eight-ball (he still claims credit for the victory as well as the contract). I never
again shot as good a game of billiards. Unlike Oxford University Press, HarperCollins
honoured the agreement.

The evening (by then the morning) ended when Buddy Guy joined a local blues
band on stage to sing ‘My Time After Awhile’. The last line of the song, one I have
never forgotten, is a fine coda for my chequered book journey from On Diplo-
macy to Virtuous War, and, I hope, a line of encouragement for others who have
chosen the hard paths over the easy ones, who take a beating and keep getting
back up:

“Go ahead and mistreat me, But every dog got his day.”
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POSTSTRUCTURALISTS ALSO HAVE A DUTY OF
METHODOLOGICAL CARE1

IVER B. NEUMANN
Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI)

On Diplomacy (Der Derian, 1987) was the first attempt at bringing theory to the study
of diplomacy, and it was a solid piece of empirical research. However, I will leave the
celebration of these qualities to others, and concentrate on the question of method-
ology, where the book also has importance for the discipline as such. Methodology,
Patrick Jackson (2011) tells us, is the way in which we get our data (the production
of which may be by way of many different methods) to tell us something about what
lies beyond that data. The area of validity, that is, the domain that the data are sup-
posed to tell us something about, is in this case known Western history; not pre-his-
tory, traditionally defined as the period before writing, and not the future.

ALIENATION
Methodology is only one of two techniques by dint of which On Diplomacy mediates
between the empirical analysis and the world. The other is conceptual. Der Derian as-
sumes a general human condition during the times and in the places that he analyses,
namely alienation. If alienation is ubiquitous, then diplomacy will bear the marks of it,
which means that the concept of alienation may be used as a resource with which to
understand the practices of diplomacy, and that our understanding of the practices of
diplomacy, in the degree that they demonstrate alienation, will tell us something about
the general condition of alienation. In order to focus more specifically on how Der
Derian draws on methodology to mediate between the data and the world, then, a
preliminary on the work alienation does for the book seems in order.

Der Derian gives three reasons for the concept’s relevance: Alienation invites a
process-oriented analysis rather than a structural one; it invites theorizing about me-
diation, which is central to diplomacy; and it fits IR theorizing, which “attempts to ex-
plain a system by studying the genesis of its internal relations, which are seen as
expressions of alienated powers” (Der Derian, 1987: 6).

Concepts have histories, and those histories determine their power. In the case of
alienation, there is a legal root. In law, ‘alienating’ means transferring something to
somebody else. There is also a biblical root, which alludes to the severing of direct
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relations between the creator and creation in the Garden of Eden. It was Rousseau
who introduced the concept to social theory, and Hegel that rounded it out as an
analytical concept. Der Derian sums it up as follows:

In summary and for future reference, we note the dialectical movement Hegel
has evinced from alienation. First, in his philosophical usage: the positive alien-
ation of Spirit for self-consciousness: its negative estrangement from the dis-
cord which follows; and a positive alienation of self-consciousness for a
consensual social existence. Second, in his innovative systematic and socio-
logical application: a negative intrapersonal estrangement created by the pos-
itive alienation of self-consciousness which can potentially be overcome by the
positive estrangement of labour. […] Hegel’s philosophical account of alien-
ation can be used to explain two critical moments of diplomatic history: when
the mutual estrangement of states from Western Christendom gives rise to an
international diplomatic system; and when the Third World’s revolt against
Western ‘Lordship’ precipitates the transformation of diplomacy into a truly
global system (ibid.: 23).

Der Derian adds the meta-reflection that theorists are themselves alienated from
the world by dint of their theorizing, for “...theorizing itself is a process of alienation:
we must ‘make strange’, as did the Russian formalists in literature, our habitual ways
of seeing diplomacy” (ibid.: 10). On the one hand, we have changing diplomatic
practices, and on the other, we have a theoretical concept, alienation, which is in-
herent to the social world that Der Derian wants to study. The methodological ques-
tion then becomes how to hook up the specific diplomatic practices to the world –
or, more precisely, to the world understood as an alienating and alienated place.
Der Derian’s answer is genealogy.

GENEALOGY
A genealogy, as trail-blazed by Nietzsche (esp. 1996) and Foucault (esp. 1977), is, to
use the jargon, a history of the present in terms of the past. A genealogy documents
how what we know today emerged from something different, sometimes very differ-
ent. A genealogy is not, as it were, a history of the past in terms of the present, which
simply traces the phenomena in the form in which we have them today back through
history (the most common way of writing history). Neither is it a history of the past in
terms of the future, that is, a history of a goal of history that we have yet to glimpse but
know is there, which is what some religiously inspired historians and also some Marx-
ist historians write. Nor is it a history of the past in terms of the past, which is what the
Cambridge School does when they tease out what texts by someone like Hobbes
mean by minutially detailing to what and whom in his own time the author responded.
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It is rather a way of accounting for how we ended up where we are now by treating a
phenomenon in the same way that genealogists treat family trees.

Any individual has parents, grand-parents, great-grandparents, etc., and a key
point is that there is not necessarily anything in the contemporary reality of, say,
your 64 great-great-great-great-grandparents that ties them all together except the
fact that they will be retroactively tied together by the fact that they engendered
you. By the same token, any social phenomenon has more than one origin, and one
cannot find those origins simply by looking at one celebrated ancestor. For example,
as Foucault demonstrates in his genealogy of the state, the one celebrated ancestor
of the European state is the Greek polis, but if we look at the genealogy of the wel-
fare state, another deep origin, namely the idea and practice that humans are to be
shepherded by a pastor, constitutes a second origin (Foucault, 2007). Some origins
may be celebrated, and some may not be. One’s family tree may include a 16th-cen-
tury prince, as well as a 16th-century pirate. The social phenomenon of the fashion
model has an origin in the actress, but also in the demimonde and the Bohemians
(C. Neumann, forthcoming).

Once the contemporary phenomenon to be studied is isolated, the way to pro-
duce the data needed – the genealogical method – is to trace that phenomenon
back to where it became a problem that called for some kind of social solution. The
way to do that is to trace the phenomenon back in time to a point where it looked
decidedly different, and then trace it forward until it becomes a problem. The prob-
lem-solving period is the break in the phenomenon’s social existence, and the time
that separates two different periods of that existence. Once that job is done, the
procedure is repeated, with the previous incarnation of the phenomenon as the
base point of back-tracing to an even earlier incarnation of the phenomenon, and
forward-tracing to specify the relevant break. Ideally, this goes on until the known his-
tory of some area is covered, and the genealogy is finished.

The methodology and accompanying method of genealogy are what Der Derian
draws on to theorize the phenomenon of diplomacy. The immediate purchase is
that he beats previous writers on diplomacy, who simply told the history of diplo-
macy by projecting their contemporary incarnation of diplomacy onto previous pe-
riods. To take a key example, Harold Nicolson writes about 20th-century diplomacy
as being simply a more elaborate version of 15th-century diplomacy, which, in turn,
is more elaborate than ancient Greek diplomacy of the 5th century BCE. Or, as Der
Derian puts it, in Nicolson, “glib descriptive pronouncements not infrequently stand
in for explanatory statements” (1987: 81).

EXECUTION
Methodological kudos are due to James Der Derian for having produced the first
book-length genealogy in IR. He identifies six periods or ‘paradigms’ of Western
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diplomacy and estrangement: mytho-diplomacy, proto-diplomacy, diplomacy, anti-
diplomacy, neo-diplomacy, and techno-diplomacy. There is, however, a problem,
and it is to do with exactly how these breaks are identified and understood. Let me
try to demonstrate what I mean by giving a short exposition of how Der Derian pres-
ents the breaks.

Mytho-diplomacy is:
a paradigm for the seminal essay to mediate through sacred symbols the fear

and estrangement between man and God and between peoples. […] the emer-
gence of mytho-diplomacy corresponds to the alienation (transfer) of immedi-
ate conflicts – arising from man’s interaction with man and with nature – to an
atemporal plane where they could be rendered intelligible and manageable
(1987: 50).

This is insightful and convincing. There is, however, a sense in which ‘the West’ re-
mains alienated from gods and nature in the way discussed here, and so the ge-
nealogist must ask: when did this kind of alienation become a problem for humans,
how did they forge an answer to that kind of alienation, and when did the answer
come to overshadow proto-diplomacy in importance? In other words: why, how and
when did the break occur?

Der Derian’s answer is to do with social differentiation. Proto-diplomacy emerged
as a solution to the problem of numerous conflicts between three subject positions
which all have a central bearing on mediation: the trader, the warrior and the priest.
Since the trader is the least well known of these origins (which is ironic, given that
he was the one who ruled the roost before social differentiation set in), Der Derian
focuses on him:

Often the ‘alien trader’ and the envoy would be one and the same, such as the
venetian bailos, the English Levant Company in Constantinople, or individual
merchants like the Englishman William Caxton, who negotiated treaties be-
tween England, Burgundy, and the Hansa merchants. Typical of their limited
legal status were the letters patent of 1386 granted by the Crown of France
which assumed the seigneural privilege to inherit all of the alien’s property upon
his death, and only by omission tacitly allowed for his acquisitions and possses-
sion of property (ibid.: 87).

Three new developments constitute the problem that leads from Western proto-
diplomacy to diplomacy: contacts with Saracens, the discovery of ‘the new world’
and Machiavelli’s writings, which “exploded the remnants of a mythical Christian
unity to open the way for a system of diplomacy based on states’ interests” (ibid.:
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102). The result was a diplomacy that reified ‘raison d’état’, as laid out by Meinecke:
“It was the diplomat, sending in his reports, who was the acknowledged discoverer
of the interests of states… he found himself compelled to try and bring events, plans,
and the possibilities at any particular time, over one common denominator” (quoted
in ibid.: 103).

The break between proto-diplomacy and diplomacy is much more incisively
marked than the one between mytho-diplomacy and proto-diplomacy. It is to do
with the increased contacts with a powerful Other that followed the Crusades, and
came to a head with the problem of how to categorize the humans (?) of the ‘new
world’ and the turning of Christianity into Europe, which places it squarely in the
first half of the second millennium. An immediate question, however, is how we
should think of these three factors in relation to one another. Exactly how are they
modular? Why isn’t the emergence of these new problems large enough for them
to count as breaks in their own right? How long before the uptake of Machiavelli’s
writings was so widespread that we have not only a shift in ideas, but a shift in so-
cial practice, which is what the genealogist is after? What about the incredible pro-
fessionalization and institutionalization of diplomacy that began with the emergence
of Foreign Ministries in the late 18th century (I. Neumann, 2011)?

As diplomacy faded, anti-diplomacy came along and exploded the idea of raison
d’état in the name of utopian universal humanity:

A genealogy of diplomacy, we saw, is about the conflicts, fears, and estrange-
ment which made diplomacy necessary and possible. Utopias are essential to
this genealogy because their picture of an optimum society is at once a long-
ing for the lost unity which made mytho-diplomacy possible; a critique of the
conditions of fear and estrangement which made diplomacy necessary; and an
imaginative programme for making the demise of diplomacy, if not probable,
at least not impossible. This last feature of utopian thought is what earns it a
special place in the anti-diplomacy paradigm. [...] We have identified a variety
of power rituals which have contributed to the development of diplomacy, for
example, sacrifice, gift-exchange, precedence, courtoisie, and civilité. These rit-
uals correspond to descending mediations of discord and estrangement, viz.
God, Christ, pope, and monarch. A utopian writer projects a further down-
ward step and a lateral step, to a diagonal mediation one might say, because,
in the words of Thomas More, he “desires rather than expects” a future self-me-
diation of power which is rationalized through ritual (Der Derian, 1987: 142,
144).

Neither the the French nor the Russian revolution was able to pull off anti-diplo-
macy, and so they quickly reverted to what Der Derian calls neo-diplomacy, where
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the diplomat mediates not (only) on behalf of his state, but (also) on behalf of hu-
manity as such:

The situation of Dr Franklin, as Minister from America to France, should be taken
into the chain of circumstances. The diplomatic character is of itself the nar-
rowest sphere of society that man can act in. It forbids intercourse by the reci-
procity of suspicion; and a diplomatic is a sort of unconnected atom, continually
repelling and repelled. But this was not the case with Dr Franklin. He was not
the diplomatic of a Court, but of MAN (Thomas Paine quoted in ibid.: 172).

There is then a shift to techno-diplomacy: “As time replaces space as the significant
mediation of diplomacy, crisis-management takes the place of reflective decision-
making. If and when laser weapons and artificial intelligence finally replace ‘slow’ ki-
netic weapons and human minds, we might then speak of an end to a genealogy of
diplomacy” (ibid.: 208). This was to become the key topic (or should we say para-
digm) of Der Derian’s succeeding period as a scholar.

Again, the breaks from anti- to neo- to techno-diplomacy strike the reader as un-
derdeveloped. For example, anti-diplomacy is clearly an ongoing phenomenon: wit-
ness Iranian diplomacy post 1979, Afghan diplomacy under the Taliban, present
IS-diplomacy and, for that matter, any revolutionary diplomacy. Neo-diplomacy is
also ongoing, as can be seen, for example, in the continuing phenomenon of Amer-
ican exceptionalism. Franklin is still, as it were, with us in spirit. True, answers to other
problems have probably overshadowed the answers to alienation that were neo-
diplomacy and anti-diplomacy, but how and when did that happen?

My criticism of the lack of care that has gone into arguing the case for the ana-
lytical breaks that the book operates with is not extrinsic to the text. It is an intrinsic
critique, for Der Derian takes care not to reify these when he writes about their sta-
tus that “Occasionally, after a great conquest or defeat – be it military, diplomatic,
or even technological – the historical flux seems to crystallize, sometimes long
enough for us warily to speak of a paradigm” (ibid.: 70). I should also rush to say that
he does provide reasons why he identifies the breaks where he does. My critique is
not of a lack of answers, but of a certain lack of acknowledgement of the principle
that poststructuralists have the same duty to care about the specificities of method-
ology as do all other scholars. Consider what is said regarding the transition from the
paradigm or period Der Derian calls ‘proto-diplomacy’ (the Middle Ages, the Ren-
aissance) to ‘diplomacy’ (from the Renaissance to the Napoleonic Wars):

What gives definition to a diplomatic system, I have argued, is not the struc-
ture itself, but the conflicting relations which maintain, reproduce, and some-
times transform it. And since our concern here is with the emerging of a new
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system, which implies conflicts internal to the system and between the system
and its predecessor, proto-diplomacy, we will first search out the crises that
make the antagonistic relations visible – and definable. A crisis, in this sense,
represents a diachronic event or, more familiarly, a ‘watershed’, which allows us
to identify decisive moments in the development of diplomacy without defying
its discontinuous movements. […] our primary focus, then, will be on the con-
flicts which first made diplomacy necessary, followed in importance by the col-
laborations which made it possible. We should remember two previously noted
factors: the etymological evidence, supplied by the Oxford English Dictionary,
that diplomacy and mediation acquired their modern meanings in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries; and that new usages of words do not neces-
sarily signify the emergence of new phenomena. But they do suggest a critical
juncture in diplomatic history where traditional practices and descriptive names
are under attack (ibid.: 106–107).

So, what a genealogy, and most particularly Foucauldian genealogy, does is to
demonstrate how knowledge and power intertwine in different ways to produce an
historically changing social phenomenon like diplomacy.

CONCLUSION
In terms of methodology, there is one key problem with the way this book carries out
its genealogical reading. It does not lie in stylistics, or in the way the book tells the
history (in the form of a genealogy) of diplomacy chronologically. That is alright:
readers are used to thinking from the past towards the future, and readers must be
accommodated for a book to be legible. The problem, which stands out even in a
short précis of the periods as recounted here, is that the book seems to have been
researched not by going back in time and then going forward again to identify
breaks, but by going forward all the time. As a result, we get the breaks, but we do
not get the details about how these breaks played out beyond the barest outlines.
Der Derian acknowledges this, and puts it down to genealogy’s limitations as a
method. Given the time spans involved, Der Derian seems to argue, genealogical
analyses have to remain bird’s-eye rather than detailed: “We can do little better than
investigate the perspectives, that is, the apparent relationship between important
actors and the utopian thinkers and thoughts of their day” (1987: 157).

I wonder, however, if this limitation is not located in the way Der Derian has ap-
plied the genealogical methodology and method in this book, rather than in any in-
herent limitations thereof. If so, I take it to mean that Der Derian’s book is even more
valuable than we thought, for it is also an invitation to complement the first-cut analy-
ses of the breaks in diplomacy’s genealogy in more detail. Perhaps such further stud-
ies may even move some of the breaks in time and so question the junctures and
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ruptures that it suggests. Such an emergence of further work would be an even
greater homage to On Diplomacy than this forum.

ENDNOTES
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DIPLOMACY AND THE OTHER – AND WAGNER

MERJE KUUS1

University of British Columbia

Much of the practice and study of diplomacy is preoccupied with the question of
‘how’: specifically, how to advance the interests of a particular state or stabilize the
system of states. On Diplomacy remains refreshing in its effort to move past this
busyness and ask fundamental questions about what diplomacy is for and what
levers move the field in its core. By radically defamiliarizing the history of diplomacy,
Der Derian (1987: 67) probes questions about social relations and symbolic media-
tion that traditional diplomatic theory has failed to ask. In the relational core of diplo-
macy, Der Derian sees alienation. Underneath the lofty rhetoric of engagement,
understanding, and peace he discerns estrangement, domination, and violence.

Is it possible to go further down on that journey? Can there be anything other
than estrangement at the heart of diplomacy? My comments probe these questions
by putting Der Derian into another conversation with the thinkers whom he uses as
well as one he bypasses. I argue that diplomacy is fundamentally about the en-
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counter between Self and Other. Estrangement is the principal facet of that en-
counter in the world in which we live today, but it is not necessarily all there is to that
encounter.

SYMBOL AND MYTH
Der Derian approaches diplomacy not from the familiar angle of daily institutional
practice but from the angle of myth. Mythology, he notes, is the opposite of com-
mon sense: it is a system of sacred symbols for ordering and communicating the
human experience (Der Derian, 1987: 49). A myth is not a story about what hap-
pened or could have happened; it is about the pre-history of what happened. Its
power as an analytical tool stems from the ways in which myth can reveal the pos-
sibilities deeply rooted in human encounters before anything happens. As Roger
Scruton (2016: 33, 57) puts it, myth is not about what is first in time but about what
is first in essence: it is a magical realist summary that illuminates the emotional and
moral possibilities inherent in the actual world. To reach for myth as a lens on the so-
cial world is to step into a different level of analysis.

The insights possible at that level are discernible in several of the works that Der
Derian cites. Diplomacy in the sense of “the ordered conduct of relations between
one group of human beings and another group alien to themselves”, Harold Nicol-
son notes, “is far older than history” (Der Derian, 1987: 44). Nicolson’s remark is
not about states, peoples, or the people; it is about human beings. When Adam
Watson suggests that diplomacy’s rules of immunity have something to do with re-
ligious taboos, he points to pre-modern symbolic structures underneath modern
protocol (ibid.: 45). When Llewellyn Woodward defines diplomacy as an attempt to
“increase human freedom” and “drive out fear” (ibid.: 50), he speaks not of power,
interest, stability, or the free world; he speaks of human freedom. That Woodward
evokes human freedom in 1945, when something more practical or programmatic
may seem appropriate, indicates that we need to take the concept of freedom seri-
ously. To understand diplomacy, Woodward continues, we need to “reach out be-
yond the borderlines of history”. He recognizes, I think, that diplomacy touches on
some fundamental dilemmas that animate human endeavor and must be explored
“beyond the reach of chance events” (Scruton, 2016: 31).

Many accounts speak of diplomacy as a sustained effort to engage with other ac-
tors, interests, and perspectives. Even though some of this is self-indulgent navel-
gazing, it is worth exploring the symbolic structures that enable engagement. For
Der Derian, these structures are about estrangement. Mutual recognition is tanta-
mount to mutual estrangement, he says (Der Derian, 1987: 117), for people are es-
tranged from what and whom they fear and cannot control. Diplomatic mediation
thus arises from the mutual recognition of national insecurity (ibid.: 41). At the level
of daily administration and common sense, Der Derian is correct. At the level of
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mythology, the sacred symbols that underpin the common sense but are obscured
by it, diplomacy is a mediation of otherness.

This encounter with the Other is at the heart of the point by Bakhtin that Der De-
rian uses as the epitaph for an entire chapter. “Man has no internal sovereign terri-
tory”, Bakhtin says, “he is all and always on the boundary; looking within himself, he
looks in the eyes of the other or through the eyes of the other” (ibid.: 168, emphasis
in original). Bakhtin sees the link between Self and Other as a fundamental facet of
human aspiration. He likewise sees an essential link between political currents and
emotional ones: the hold of power and law on our psyche and the emotional struc-
tures that undergird political and legal ones. He thereby prompts us to ask what hap-
pens at that boundary between Self and Other—what happens there in intellectual
as well as emotional terms—and what could happen there.

DIFFERENCE AND FREEDOM
It is the link between political processes and emotional ones that brings me to a
thinker whom Der Derian bypasses but many others consider essential to our think-
ing on power and subjectivity – Richard Wagner. Among the philosophers whom
Der Derian (ibid.: 50) identifies as his most important guides – Hegel, Feuerbach,
Marx, Nietzsche, Levi-Strauss, and Foucault – Wagner is engaged with or present in
the work of almost every one of them. He was deeply influenced by Hegel and
Feuerbach, his treatment of freedom bears striking similarities with that of his con-
temporary Marx – whom he not as much contests as transcends – and he was a key
influence on both Nietzsche and Levi-Strauss (Scruton, 2016: 284).2 I thus read On
Diplomacy alongside Wagner’s Ring Cycle and Parsifal, as well as the commentary
on these works by several philosophers and especially Roger Scruton (2004; 2016),
to probe diplomacy from an angle that Der Derian skips.

Wagner’s work is centrally about the encounter with the Other and the role of
power, law and the sacred in that experience. He was searching for ways to under-
stand, and to overcome, the “accumulation of power and fear” (Der Derian, 1987:
55) that gives rise to endemic cycles of violence. Wagner believed that “all that is
most important in our lives occurs both outwardly in the realm of politics and law,
and inwardly in the realm of love, need, and resignation. And the two processes un-
fold in parallel, since they are ultimately one and the same” (Scruton, 2016: 53). It is
this link between the political and the personal, law and emotions, and power and
subjectivity that IR theory tends to obscure but Wagner illuminates with astonishing
force and nuance. He shows that the encounter with the Other is a prerequisite for
one’s freedom and individuality.

Violence can be overcome not through pacifying the Other but by recognizing
their inalienable right to freedom and selfhood autonomously from us. Recognition
in that sense is not a token instrumentalist acceptance that one cannot dominate
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the Other but a deeper existential and emotional acceptance that the freedom of the
Other is a prerequisite for one’s own freedom. To fully recognize the Other is to rec-
ognize that one’s own selfhood depends on this. To be a person is to respect other
persons as ends in themselves (Scruton, 2016: 17). Diplomacy as a practice of en-
gaging with difference is thus premised on the recognition that political subjectiv-
ity is fundamentally relational.

THE SELF AS THE OTHER
Wagner was far from first to grasp this relationality intellectually. What he adds is
that recognition is not only an intellectual exercise but also an emotional and visceral
leap of faith. It is because of the emotional substance of dominance and power that
recognition is so difficult in a society that compels us to treat others as objects and
not as subjects. Wagner shows the true cost of recognition, and he shows the even
greater cost of not reaching for it. The price of domination, Wagner shows, is the de-
nial of subjectivity, and that price is paid first by those who seek to dominate.

At the level of daily events, diplomats are civil servants and diplomacy is an arm
of the state bureaucracy. There is no shortage of hubris in the profession. But to be
effective, diplomats need to create personal relationships of trust. To do that, they
need to be able to relate to the human beings on the other side “as persons”, to
quote one experienced diplomat I interviewed for my work. Most of diplomatic prac-
tice is transactional negotiation and advocacy around specific issues. But under-
neath the transactional busywork can be, and, some argue, needs to be, a reflexive
and potentially transformational engagement with difference. Recognizing the in-
terdependence of political actors reminds us, or at least should remind us, that our
freedom requires that of the Other.

At the level of mythology, then – the level that packs the possibilities before any-
thing happens – diplomacy is about the encounter with difference. It is both a prac-
tice of power, and, potentially, an ethic of subjectivity in relations with others (see
Constantinou, 2013: 156). Beneath the busywork around trade deals and interna-
tional posturing is the encounter with, and boundary between, Self and Other. In that
encounter, diplomacy can reveal “new or expanding” spaces, shift perspectives on
the Self, and thereby enable different encounters with the Other (Constantinou,
2010: 67; see also Constantinou, 2013; Kuus, 2016). Estrangement is central to pol-
itics at both collective and individual level today: much of international relations is
about the pursuit of domination and the rules that both codify and legitimize it.
Whether estrangement is the only possibility in that encounter is a different question.

On Diplomacy prompts us to embark on this path of reflection, but it does not
guide us far on the path itself. Freedom, recognition, and the Other do not feature
in the index. Perhaps this is because the book’s principal focus is not diplomacy but
International Relations (IR) theory. The struggles for recognition in the book are the
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struggles fought in IR theory at the time. In that field of intellectual endeavor, the
master-slave relation is habitually read in terms of reversals: freedom and enslave-
ment are in a zero-sum game in which one’s freedom is pursued at the expense of
the other. This premise yields elaborate theorizing around the codification of vio-
lence through rules. The rule of vengeance is replaced by the rule of law, but the new
rule, too, requires violence to enforce it. Power is domesticated in institutions, but
its hold on our subjectivity remains intact (see Scruton, 2016: 87). It is the emotional
base of politics, one that political theory tends to evade, that Wagner illuminates
with profound insight. An engagement with his work can add a new awareness to
our thinking about political subjectivity.

On Diplomacy is most valuable in its effort to articulate fundamental philosophi-
cal ideas about power, difference, and freedom in the core of international relations.
Through his exploration of symbolic structures, Der Derian underscores the funda-
mental relationality of international politics. This is the lesson from Wagner: that our
subjectivity depends on recognizing the free subjectivity of the Other (Scruton,
2016: 21). At the end, Der Derian (1987: 209), too, circles back to the existential en-
counter between Self and Other. “Until we learn to recognize ourselves as the
other,” he says, “we shall be in danger, and we shall be in need of diplomacy”.

ENDNOTES
1 I am grateful to Halvard Leira for inviting me to participate in the panel and to Benjamin Tallis and Costas

Constantinou for engaging with the ideas presented here.
2 The philosophical literature on Wagner is voluminous and diverse: his work has inspired thinkers
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ON DIPLOMACY BEYOND ON DIPLOMACY: TIME
FOR A ‘SECOND’ EDITION

MICHELE ACUTO
University College London

When I was invited to take part in the 2017 ISA celebration for the 30 years of On
Diplomacy I realized I had in fact lost the book. Twice. I first misplaced a second-hand
copy of James Der Derian’s classic somewhere in-between moving from Norway to
the hallways of the aptly-named Hedley Bull Centre at the Australian National Uni-
versity (ANU), where I studied for my postgraduate degree in diplomacy. As I started
my PhD in diplomacy at the ANU, On Diplomacy was one of a few texts I could not
afford not to re-buy: considered a classic of diplomatic studies and already rare in li-
braries around campus, for many, the volume had already become ‘a must’. Many
years and a few overseas moves later, I lost the copy I bought at the ANU as well. I
brought it to a class in my “Negotiation” course at University College London’s Fac-
ulty of Engineering Sciences only for some eager scientist to appropriate the slightly
faded pages in view of the upcoming essay deadline – a good sign of the appeal of
more lyrical diplomatic thinking amidst technocratic experts, I thought there and then.

Accustomed to searching for and purchasing different sorts of texts, I was struck
by the lack of copies of On Diplomacy in academic bookstores around London, a
void that was only accentuated by Amazon’s cheeky suggestion that I purchase a
second-hand hardback copy for just £235 – quite the bargain for a vintage title re-
ally. Losing the second copy could not have been more timely. Having only managed
to borrow another second-hand copy from King’s College’s library shortly before
ISA 2017, I pondered quite publicly whether I should have stolen an original copy for
myself as Paul Sharp placed his on the table at the convention roundtable. Der De-
rian’s classic is a book well worth the risk, I reckoned.

No doubt, I cannot boast an affair with On Diplomacy as extensive as those of
some of the other scholars in this forum. In 1987, as On Diplomacy was ‘hitting the
shelves’, I was less preoccupied by the interventions of Fred Halliday (1987) on The
Making of the Second Cold War, as noted by Sharp, than by scrolling through the
pages of The Very Hungry Caterpillar (Carle, 1986). Unlike the more senior figures
in this forum, I made my acquaintance with Der Derian’s foundational text much
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later, in the early-2000s at the ANU, when the text was assigned, appropriately
enough, in a session on Hedley Bull and the English School. Yet Der Derian’s work
had a different style (and logic) from the other classics of that IR period: it spoke of
complex historical processes, but kept its gaze on the cultural complexity of the
diplomatic milieu. In so doing it fed into my growing fascination with diplomacy
proper – and studies of such – as more general IR literature seemed to overlook
these intricate structures and their pre-Westphalian roots.

As I grappled with the complexities of the great debates and the intricacies of cur-
rent shifts in IR theory, it confirmed to me that my purpose in academia was to en-
gage with that particular, peculiar world of diplomacy, which, although it might
receive less attention, and less frequent or feted publications, displays a resilience
and an enthusiasm that few other strands of social science can. The ISA celebration
was, therefore, not just a good chance to look for another copy of the book: it spoke
of why we should look back again at our diplomatic studies tradition, but it also
spoke of the need to hold that in tension with the ‘new diplomacy’ of our present
time, which is characterized by radical global transformations and formidable theo-
retical challenges. Most of all, it reminded me that the part of the book that really
sparked my interest in the type of diplomacy I work on (e.g. Acuto 2011), came at
the end. I would therefore like to offer some reflections here on the importance, but
also the incompleteness, of On Diplomacy for a generation of diplomatic scholars
that, like me, has predominantly developed in the contexts of debates on the ‘new’
domains of diplomacy.

ON DIPLOMACY BEYOND DIPLOMACY
On Diplomacy is a persuasive narration of the historical formation of a diplomatic cul-
ture. As Neumann (in this forum) already pointed out, the book reminds us of the
strength of the ‘essayist tradition’ in IR – a tradition that goes beyond the dominance
of structured qualitative assessments of world politics and exceeds the shadow cast by
often even less readable quantitative tomes. On Diplomacy did not compromise with
the behaviouralist tendencies popular in (world) politics at the time. Nor did it make
do with a present-tense discussion of many IR texts in what – we would later learn –
was the last decade of the Cold War. Rather, perhaps thanks to Bull’s mentoring, it
stayed the course as a historical reconstruction offering historical arguments. As such,
it stands as an example to the present generation of diplomatic scholars of the value
of challenging the dominance of the ‘now’ in academia, a challenge to the urgency of
policy and the pressure for rapid publication. Der Derian is not always easy to read, or
indeed grasp, but he most certainly presents us with a text that has remained pertinent,
convincing and dense in persuasive assertions (a mark of many Enlightenment essay-
ists like Samuel Johnson and Joseph Addison) that still echo across diplomatic research
papers, syllabi and discussions – as our ISA roundtable proved.
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Yet as Jef Huysmans (1997: 337) noted on the book’s tenth anniversary, Der Der-
ian’s work is “often a bit of a rough ride” and should perhaps be best understood not
as a “single entity” but as a series of “poststructuralist interventions” in IR between
more ‘heavy’ scholarly interventions on one hand and more ‘pop’ activism between
media, opinions and cross-disciplinary experimentation on the other. Representative
of the former type of Der Derian, On Diplomacy is thick in theory whilst, in a sense,
not being a theoretical book: Nietzsche, Hegel, and Marx all loom large in the dis-
cussion of the book’s most famed idea: that diplomacy is the mediation of ‘es-
trangements’. This has certainly inspired Foucauldian approaches to diplomatic
analysis in the past three decades, but it should also remind us of the importance of
not losing sight of the symbolic and inter-cultural powers of the diplomatic profession.
I would argue, however, that On Diplomacy must be read in dialogue with the other
kinds of Der Derian that are out there – including the one that turned up at the ISA
celebration, and that gestures well beyond the limits of IR as a discipline, probing
and poking at innovative methods and unlikely disciplinary engagements. After all,
this is why On Diplomacy was on my syllabus, and perhaps why it disappeared from
my desk whilst I was teaching in the Faculty of Engineering Sciences.

Indeed, I originally put On Diplomacy to work for an inquiry beyond diplomacy,
which took the descriptions (and pre-scriptions) of the last chapter seriously and
was inspired by that spirit of curious engagement with technology that is key in the
study of diplomatic affairs. I always read On Diplomacy’s more forward-looking dis-
cussions of changes in the scientific-technological bases, and the types of ‘diplo-
mats’ engaged, in light of the Der Derian that came after 1987, who is exemplified
by the book Antidiplomacy (1992) and the article ‘Virtuous War’ (2000). In light of
these, On Diplomacy’s last few pages were not enough, alone, to satisfy my early ap-
petite for understanding the contemporary and historical technological challenges
of – and to – diplomatic cultures. Yet they undoubtedly contained embryos which
would echo in these later important works: the Der Derian of On Diplomacy was al-
ready telling us to go beyond diplomacy, into its radical transformations.

Years later, taking IR methodology further beyond the comfort zone that On Diplo-
macy had already pushed the limits of, Der Derian would continue to test its histor-
ical discussions, classic conditions and preconceptions of causality. For instance, in
an article (2011: 373) on the one-hundredth anniversary of the birth of President
Ronald Reagan, he attempted a mix of visual culture and IR sensibilities to see
whether the “ubiquity, interconnectivity and reflexivity of global media” was in fact
symptomatic of a new quality and speed of today’s diplomatic milieu. The 2011
model Der Derian, as the 1987 one, calls for better diplomatic sensibilities (to the en-
tanglements of diplomats) as much as for novel means for diplomatic studies.

The ‘techno diplomacy’ of On Diplomacy should also be understood in its transi-
tion from the novelty in diplomatic method and practice discussed by Der Derian in
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1987, to the foundations of his present disruptive intervention in rethinking the meth-
ods and ontology of IR from the ‘quantum’ up (e.g. Der Derian and Foldy, 2015).
Welcoming the readers of The Hague Journal of Diplomacy “to the weird new
worlds” (Der Derian, 2011: 373) of this type of diplomatic landscape, this is a dif-
ferent Der Derian to the Bull-inspired 1987 model, and yet he also stands in dia-
logue with that last chapter of On Diplomacy that warned us that already the times
were indeed ‘a-changing’. As Noe Cornago summarized at the ISA roundtable, one
of the marks of Der Derian’s take on diplomacy is in his capacity to go looking for
new signs and new symptoms of major transitions – something that eventually
emerges in the ‘techno’ diplomacy of the book but also something that has been re-
iterated across his scholarship over the years. Key here, in my view, are the changes
in the ‘mediation’ that is at the heart of On Diplomacy.

What has happened in the years since 1987, then, is an exponential expansion of
the mediations and the estrangements that were so well captured in the original
text. The rise of non-traditional diplomatic actors, which was documented in its early
days in On Diplomacy’s technology chapter, has been accompanied by a growing
awareness in IR (beyond the realpolitik of the first debate) of the material under-
pinnings of the diplomatic game. ‘Things’ and material objects, as well as non-state
diplomats, are now more widely recognized as populating a scene that might in fact
have far more ‘techno diplomacy’ than ever before (Mayer and Acuto, 2016). IR as
a discipline is thus after all forced to reconsider its practices of mediations amid a
rampant variety of cultural, political, economic and technological estrangements.

On Diplomacy contained important seeds of subsequent work by Der Derian
(2000, 2011) but also work that others in diplomatic studies (e.g. Bjola and Homes,
2015) find critical to much of the way in which we speak of diplomacy today. We can
appreciate how the symbolic relations discussed in On Diplomacy allow us to better
understand the dynamics of ‘post-international society’ estrangement in the present.
Yet here too we encounter some initial appreciation of the paradoxical clash of diplo-
matic culture with new (para-)diplomatic cultures, and the continuous alienation of
diplomats themselves from their own system. An often under-appreciated element of
On Diplomacy is, therefore, its still pertinent flagging of what we could term the ‘un-
evenness’ of alienation that underpins estrangements and the differential impact that
changing socio-technical conditions have on diplomats and their culture(s). As Der
Derian notes in the book, and as the ISA roundtable confirmed, these estrangements
happen by multiple means, not just verbal or quintessentially international ones. Yet
this begs us to read more of Der Derian’s diplomacy after On Diplomacy.

ON DIPLOMACY AFTER ON DIPLOMACY
If we read On Diplomacy in light of Der Derian’s more recent quantum turn and
its representation in his ‘Project Q’1, we need to ask ourselves not just about the
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mediatory role that diplomatic agents might have, but also about the alienation
of diplomats themselves, who often struggle to know what the system does to
them - in a reversal of the logic of On Diplomacy. Hence, On Diplomacy’s tongue-
in-cheek preamble on the imminent ‘demise’ of diplomacy, setting the readers
up for what is in fact a solid argument for the value and the culture of diplomatic
engagements, remains today more than ever a pertinent ‘essay question’: does
diplomacy, Western or otherwise, have a viable future? Will it withstand its nec-
essary stretch to a wider and more complex realm, and make the necessary ‘quan-
tum’ changes?

By his own admission, there is an unlikely line of work that goes from the still
very classical IR style and themes of On Diplomacy, to the multimedia and posthu-
man experimentations of Project Q, via a middle ground of 2011’s “quantum diplo-
macy”. Yet this is a trajectory that certainly foreshadows much of the
contemporary turn to neo-materialism and STS-infused IR (e.g. Salter, 2015). This
approach to ‘IR’ (if we can still call it IR) also calls for novel theoretical and em-
pirical tests and for a sense of the present as an exciting experimental and neces-
sary moment. As he noted in a recent interview, Der Derian’s international
society-inflected tendency towards historical IR in On Diplomacy might also have
to give way to more attention to current affairs: “Political science”, as he puts it, “is
too busy looking in the rear view mirror, to prove how we got here with models
and numbers, to deal with now”, and to appreciate that, Der Derian suggests, from
a Project Q perspective, that “you have to look over the horizon, look beyond the
disciplinary boundaries” (in Caso, 2016). He makes an apt call for a transformed
and more experimental diplomatic tradition, which would be historically aware,
but not stuck in the past or lost in the now, with no rejection (as the ISA roundtable
proved) of the value of re-reading history as a foundation of our shared IR disci-
pline. Balancing the needs of past, present and future in such enquiries emerges
as a key concern.

As he puts it then, again speaking of Project Q more than On Diplomacy, but
embodying the 1980s spirit of his earlier work, “the best progress – epistemic, eth-
ical, political – comes through a respectful dissent, not consensus.” Respectfully,
Der Derian had already offered quite some disagreement with the predominant
state-centric tradition of diplomacy of the 1970s and 1980s by speaking, and writ-
ing, of symbolic power and alienated relations of estrangement. Today, still re-
spectfully, but perhaps in a less tongue-in-cheek manner, Der Derian still takes a
hit at the world of IR. After all, it might be time for Der Derian to return to this
more traditional path and, conscious of the advances of Project Q, consider a se-
quel to the 1987 classic. It is perhaps a good moment for him to begin working on
On Technology: A Genealogy of Diplomatic Estrangement, picking up from where
he left 30 years ago, and telling what is, after all, the future of diplomats and diplo-
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matic culture in a world of quantum entanglements. That would certainly be an-
other book worth stealing.

ENDNOTES
1 Led by Der Derian at the University of Sydney and funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York,

Project Q has sought to engage IR scholars, physicists and philosophers in a discussion of peace and se-

curity dynamics in a “Quantum Age”. See more at: https://projectqsydney.com (Accessed 20/05/2017).
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RE-READING ON DIPLOMACY

PAUL SHARP
University of Minnesota Duluth

It is difficult to believe that James Der Derian’s On Diplomacy (OD) is thirty years old.
That it remains essential reading for anyone interested in theorizing diplomacy is
both a tribute to its quality and, perhaps, a comment on the fits and starts with which
diplomatic theory has developed since that time. When asked to participate in the
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roundtable on the book organized by Halvard Leira, I felt honored. I also felt not a
little worried. I find it a difficult book, and the other people on the roundtable are
the sort who not only write theory easily, but they speak theory easily too, and they
even do so in their second or third languages. What follows, therefore, is not a cri-
tique, and it is still less an argument. It is a set of reflections prompted by re-visiting
OD, re-visiting Word Perfect notes from my first encounter with the book in the early
1990s, and trying to think through what it offers people who study diplomacy and
who practice diplomacy today.

CONTEXTS
Where to place OD historically? The book first appeared in 1987 – a big year for
diplomacy. The Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty was signed that year,
which is widely seen now as signaling that the Cold War had completely lost its ani-
mating spirit, and the Brundtland Report was published. Therefore, it was out with the
old – managing the nuclear-armed great power competition – and in with the new
– managing sustainable development and Our Common Future. However, the book
had been put together in far more worrying times that were then just recently past.
E. P. Thompson’s Heavy Dancers (1985), his meditations on exterminism (1983), and
Fred Halliday’s Origins of the Second Cold War (1983) with its injunctions that the in-
tellectual left should take the international politics of states more seriously, while main-
stream IR should take the post-capitalist state fact more seriously, probably better
capture the milieu of its gestation. And, of course, by the time I read OD, the USSR
had gone and terms like ‘the New World Order’, ‘uncommon coalitions’ and ‘the
unipolar moment’ were being promoted to capture what international relations were
now about. In short, there are multiple possible contexts in which to place the book.

These difficulties of placement, indeed, the difficulties of identifying defining mile-
stones in diplomacy generally, are nicely illustrated by the way OD begins:

Why an inquiry into the origins of Western Diplomacy? There are some practi-
cal reasons, the most immediate one being the supposed crisis in which diplo-
macy finds itself today. On the evidence of physical risks, and political and
technological changes the diplomat has been listed as an endangered species:
the increase in the forcible occupations of diplomatic missions, the develop-
ment of summitry and shuttle diplomacy, the spread of instant communica-
tions, and the burgeoning of espionage are frequently cited as factors leading
to the imminent demise of diplomacy. But does this constitute a crisis, or even
something new, in the history of diplomacy? (Der Derian, 1987: 1)

On first reading, it’s not exactly an explosive opening. And as far as the develop-
ment of diplomatic studies is concerned, it is somewhat depressing to note that
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such a paragraph, with only minor changes (we could add terrorism, cyberism and
social mediaism, maybe), would not seem out of place at the head of a paper, ar-
ticle or book on diplomacy written now. Is that as far as we have come in thirty
years, still presenting the same old litany of changes and challenges which are said
to confront diplomacy? It’s not the litany in the opening paragraph of OD that
matters, however, but the appending of “supposed” to “crisis” in the second sen-
tence, the question with which the paragraph ends, and the answer which the
book provides.

The idea of diplomacy in crisis is not a new one. Customarily it is answered in one
of two ways. The first position is ‘yes, diplomacy is in crisis and will perish if it fails to
adjust’. This is Barry Fulton’s (1998) argument, for example. The second position is
‘no, diplomacy is not in crisis, and to think it is to confuse ephemera with essentials.
It needs merely to adjust and accommodate.’ This is the general position reached by
multiple official and semi-official government-sponsored conferences on diplo-
macy.1 Others have noted that crisis appears as a permanent condition of diplo-
macy, but then have tended to default to the second position (e.g. Hocking, 1995).
In contrast, OD collapses this choice and finesses the answer through a genealogy
which shows diplomacy not to be in crisis. Rather, it is a term which emerges in a
Western world which moves in and out of crises involving how human beings un-
derstand themselves in the general scheme of things and the terms on which they
have relations with one another. This movement is turbulent and the effort to man-
age it is strenuous and imperfect, but together they constitute conditions which,
very broadly speaking, may be regarded as normal, by us at least, if not by those
who experience them.

I lack the expertise to comment on OD’s use of alienation and types of alienation
other than to note the intuitive suggestiveness with which these ideas strike most stu-
dents of diplomacy, although most of us do not do much with them. I also cannot
really comment on the general account of Western estrangement other than to note
that it is the work of a virtuoso with which I can barely keep up, and I am in no po-
sition to pull it up on any particular point. Another contributor to the roundtable has
raised questions about the book’s account of how different conditions of alienation
give rise to different types of mediation. Were I to make a comment along these
lines, it would be about how a quick reading of the different types of diplomacy sug-
gests a measure of historical stageism, an evolution or progress of diplomacy (which
OD admittedly disavows).

This, however, would be to allow a small point to obscure what for me, at least,
is a big point. My understanding of diplomacy was hugely enriched by the differ-
ent approaches to mediating estrangement which OD sets out: mytho-diplomacy,
proto-diplomacy, diplomacy, anti-diplomacy, neo-diplomacy and techno-diplo-
macy. For me, their value lies not in the part they play in a broad brush account of
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how Western estrangement has been mediated over time, but in the part they play
as archetypes of diplomatic understandings of conditions and relations of sepa-
rateness which seem to pop in and out of existence in the diplomacy of the pres-
ent and, I would venture, in what we would recognize as the diplomacy of any
time and place.

IMPACTS
To understand the impact of OD on me requires, alas, a bit of biography. I have al-
ways been interested in international relations for profoundly orthodox and un-ele-
vated reasons. I came to the study of International Relations through the social
science route, as opposed to the humanities one, mainly because Politics programs
let you do more IR than did History programs. The price I paid for this instrumental-
ism was to be trapped in a field populated by a few very powerful and important in-
sights which, nevertheless, could be completely absorbed almost in the moment of
hearing them, and a great deal of follow up work which I found profoundly uninter-
esting. The same applied to diplomacy. I was pulled to it by the power, the drama, and
the human predicaments, but the study of it followed the same route as IR. How
could something be so self-evidently interesting, stimulating, and puzzling, yet the
study of it be so dull? As far as IR is concerned, a rescue for me came through dis-
covering the essays of the British Committee on the Theory of International Politics,
and, in regard to diplomacy, reading OD and Costas Constantinou’s On The Way To
Diplomacy (1996).

OD took the study of diplomacy beyond axiomatic claims about how things are
and likely must be, which permit only explications of what must follow from their
being so. Instead, it asked important and open-ended questions. Why do we
have/need diplomacy? How do our understandings of it come to be the way they
are? How might diplomacy be, and how might we want it to be? In short, it put the
sort of life back into theorizing about diplomacy that you would only find in the
close, but interpretive, narratives of the best diplomatic historians. You do not have
to agree with OD. On estrangement, for example, I’m with Frost’s neighbor, rather
than Frost himself, on the value of at least some fences and the estrangements they
help maintain. I also lean more towards tragedy than power as the driver of media-
tions which are unsuccessful, oppressive in their consequences, or both. On these
and other issues, however, OD invites arguments, interpretations and the possibility
of innovation in both.

IMPLICATIONS
I will give two brief examples of what it did for my own thinking about diplomacy.
Both may seem obvious and taken for granted today but at the time they were, for
me at least, revelations. The first concerns that common diplomatic metaphor of
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the bridge. OD neatly demonstrates how as it proclaims diplomacy’s role in link-
ing people, the metaphor also re-produces and re-affirms an existential condition
of separateness between peoples which requires such bridges. The second ex-
ample is the insight about how a practice only becomes fully articulated when it
is under pressure. This I found very useful in my own recent work on secret diplo-
macy and Nicolson’s attempt to defend it in a liberal international era (Sharp,
2016a).

What then does OD offer the study and practice of diplomacy today in the age of
Trump, Brexit, the Nine Dash Line and the Mexican Wall? There are several possibil-
ities. The first, suggested in the chapter on techno-diplomacy, is that diplomacy has
a “potential historical end” which, by failing to mediate estrangement, it may be reach-
ing (Der Derian, 1987: 191). Diplomacy is, indeed, a sponge word and, sometimes,
looking at how it is used in my own work and the work of others, I wonder if it has fi-
nally become waterlogged, sinking below the surface, losing its usefulness while re-
taining the potential to have consequences (Sharp, 2016b). If it has, I think this to be
an unfortunate, but not necessarily permanent, state of affairs. The second possibil-
ity involves trying to frame contemporary diplomacy with one of OD’s archetypes –
see, it’s gone techno, or it’s sliding back to proto, or we are witnessing the forward
march of ‘neo-diplomacy’ being halted. If so, then I’d throw in my own archetype for
consideration – re-constitutive diplomacy, struggling to express something new –
think Smith’s people from somewhere, anywhere and nowhere – in terms of old sol-
idarities.

The fourth possibility is not to be found in OD. It comes from Der Derian’s later
work, but it is absolutely consistent with the argument about how to see things
laid out in OD. That is the idea of “quantum diplomacy” (Der Derian, 2011). In
this, the diplomacies set out in OD lose both their stage-like and archetypal char-
acters. They become practices which are all in play at the same time or, more ac-
curately and more troublingly for the orderly mind, in and out of play in ways
about which it is very difficult to theorize. After all, does Brexit undermine Adler
Nissen’s (2014) account of opt-outs actually affirming and deepening EU inte-
gration by showing it as hopelessly optimistic, or do the efforts of British diplo-
macy to find a way back without coming back demonstrate the force of her
arguments? Are we trying to make sense of what the Trump revolution means for
US diplomacy and diplomacy in general when the Trump revolution, insofar as it
ever existed, is already over?

OD remains a great book. It provides an account of why people need the idea of
diplomacy or something like it in terms of alienation, the estrangements to which
alienation gives rise, and the various practices of mediation which emerge to re-
solve or manage those estrangements. It invites us to contemplate the incomplete-
ness or imperfections of those practices and yet also the necessity of undertaking
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them. They and the terms on which we tell ourselves they are undertaken, after all,
are all we’ve got.

ENDNOTE
1 See, for example, the 503rd Wilton Park Conference on Diplomacy: A Profession in Peril in 1998.
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