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Overview
The book "Diplomatic Practices at the United Nations" by Geoffrey Wiseman offers a
comprehensive and insightful examination of how diplomacy is actually conducted within the
complex multilateral environment of the United Nations. Moving beyond a purely legal or
institutional analysis, Wiseman delves into the informal norms, cultures, and practical routines
that shape interactions among member states, the Secretariat, and various non-state actors. He
argues that understanding UN diplomacy requires appreciating the interplay between formal
rules and unwritten conventions, highlighting how these practices have evolved since the UN's
inception and continue to adapt to contemporary global challenges. The book provides a
nuanced perspective on the daily work of diplomats, emphasizing the human element in
multilateral negotiations and the constant balancing act between national interests and
collective goals.

Wiseman's work is significant for its contribution to the study of international relations and
diplomatic studies, offering a corrective to overly state-centric or purely theoretical approaches
by focusing on the 'how' of UN operations. It explores the unique diplomatic culture that has
developed within the UN, characterized by its emphasis on consensus-building, coalition
formation, and the often-protracted nature of multilateral negotiation. The book sheds light on
the challenges faced by diplomats in navigating diverse cultural perspectives, power
asymmetries, and the increasing complexity of global issues, from security to sustainable
development. By illuminating the practical realities of UN diplomacy, Wiseman provides readers
with a deeper appreciation for the mechanisms through which international cooperation is
pursued and sustained, making it an essential resource for scholars, practitioners, and anyone
interested in the functioning of global governance.

Key Takeaways
• Understand that UN diplomacy extends beyond formal rules to encompass a rich tapestry of
informal norms, cultures, and established practices.

• Recognize the historical evolution of UN diplomatic practices, noting how they adapt to
changing global political landscapes and technological advancements.

• Appreciate the unique diplomatic culture within the UN, which often prioritizes
consensus-building and coalition formation over confrontational tactics.
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• Consider the crucial role of both state delegates and the UN Secretariat in shaping
diplomatic outcomes through their daily interactions and negotiations.

• Acknowledge that effective multilateral diplomacy requires navigating diverse national
interests, cultural perspectives, and power dynamics.

• Realize that diplomatic communication and negotiation within the UN are complex
processes, often relying on subtle cues, informal channels, and persistent engagement.

• Reflect on how the practice of diplomacy at the UN is continuously challenged and reshaped
by new global issues and the demands for more inclusive governance.

Chapter Summaries
Chapter 1: Introduction: Defining UN Diplomacy

This chapter sets the stage by defining what constitutes "UN diplomacy" and how it differs from
traditional bilateral diplomacy. Wiseman argues that UN diplomacy is a distinct form of
multilateral practice, characterized by its institutional setting, diverse actors, and complex
decision-making processes. It introduces key concepts such as the "diplomatic ecosystem" of the
UN and the interplay between formal and informal practices. The chapter also outlines the
book's scope and methodology, emphasizing a practice-oriented approach to understanding
diplomacy at the United Nations, moving beyond purely theoretical or legalistic interpretations
to focus on the actual conduct of diplomatic relations within the organization.

Chapter 2: The Evolution of Diplomacy at the UN

This chapter provides a historical overview of how diplomatic practices have evolved within the
United Nations since its inception. It traces the shift from traditional state-centric diplomacy to a
more inclusive and complex environment involving various state and non-state actors. The
chapter discusses the impact of the Cold War, decolonization, and globalization on UN
diplomacy, highlighting the increasing importance of multilateralism and the challenges of
adapting diplomatic tools to new global issues. It examines how the UN's institutional framework
has shaped and been shaped by these evolving practices, emphasizing the dynamic interplay
between the organization's structure and the diplomatic behaviors of its participants over time.

Chapter 3: Member States and Their Missions

This chapter focuses on the primary actors in UN diplomacy: the permanent missions of member
states. It explores the structure, functions, and challenges faced by these missions, detailing the
roles of permanent representatives, their staff, and the dynamics of national representation
within a multilateral setting. Wiseman discusses how national interests are articulated and
pursued through various diplomatic strategies, including coalition-building, negotiation, and the
use of soft power. The chapter also touches upon the internal workings of missions and their
interaction with the UN Secretariat and other missions, illustrating the daily realities and
strategic considerations of state diplomacy at the UN.
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Chapter 4: The UN Secretariat and the Secretary-General

This chapter examines the crucial role of the UN Secretariat and, in particular, the
Secretary-General, as independent diplomatic actors. It analyzes the Secretary-General's "good
offices" function, mediation efforts, and public diplomacy initiatives. Wiseman discusses the
unique position of the Secretary-General as both an administrator and a global diplomat,
navigating the political sensitivities of member states while upholding the UN Charter. The
chapter also explores the diplomatic functions performed by various departments and officials
within the Secretariat, highlighting their influence on the UN's diplomatic landscape and their
capacity to shape agendas and facilitate consensus among member states.

Chapter 5: Non-State Actors and Civil Society

This chapter addresses the growing influence of non-state actors (NSAs), including
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), civil society organizations, and transnational
corporations, in UN diplomacy. It explores how these actors engage with the UN system,
contribute to agenda-setting, participate in negotiations, and advocate for specific issues.
Wiseman discusses the mechanisms through which NSAs gain access and influence, such as
consultative status, lobbying, and public campaigns. The chapter highlights the challenges and
opportunities presented by the increasing pluralization of diplomatic actors at the United
Nations, and how their involvement complicates and enriches traditional state-centric diplomacy.

Chapter 6: Negotiation and Decision-Making

This chapter delves into the core diplomatic practice of negotiation within the UN context. It
examines the various forms of negotiation, from formal intergovernmental conferences to
informal consultations and "corridor diplomacy." Wiseman analyzes the complexities of
multilateral negotiation, including the challenges of reaching consensus among 193 member
states, the role of regional groups, and the impact of different negotiation styles. The chapter
provides insights into the strategies and tactics employed by diplomats to advance their interests
and achieve collective outcomes within the UN's diverse political environment, emphasizing the
importance of both formal rules and informal understandings.

Chapter 7: Mediation and Conflict Resolution

This chapter focuses on the UN's role in mediation and conflict resolution, a critical aspect of its
peace and security mandate. It explores the principles and practices of UN-led mediation, often
conducted by the Secretary-General or special envoys. Wiseman discusses case studies of UN
mediation efforts, analyzing their successes and failures, and the challenges involved in gaining
the trust of conflicting parties. The chapter also examines the broader framework of preventive
diplomacy and the various tools and techniques employed by the UN to de-escalate tensions and
facilitate peaceful settlements, highlighting the delicate balance between impartiality and
effectiveness in these sensitive diplomatic endeavors.

Chapter 8: Public Diplomacy and Communication
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This chapter explores the increasing importance of public diplomacy and strategic
communication in the UN system. It examines how the UN and its member states engage with
global publics, media, and civil society to shape perceptions, build support for policies, and
promote the organization's values. Wiseman discusses the use of traditional media, digital
platforms, and cultural initiatives in UN public diplomacy efforts. The chapter highlights the
challenges of communicating effectively in a globalized and often skeptical environment, and the
role of transparency and accountability in building legitimacy and fostering understanding for
the UN's complex work and objectives.

Chapter 9: Challenges to UN Diplomacy

This chapter addresses the significant challenges confronting diplomatic practices at the United
Nations in the contemporary era. Wiseman discusses issues such as geopolitical rivalries, the rise
of nationalism, resource constraints, and the proliferation of complex global problems like
climate change and pandemics. It examines how these challenges strain the multilateral system,
complicate consensus-building, and test the adaptability of traditional diplomatic tools. The
chapter also considers the impact of technological advancements, including the spread of
disinformation, on the diplomatic environment, and how these factors necessitate new
approaches to diplomatic engagement and problem-solving within the UN framework.

Chapter 10: The Future of UN Diplomacy

The concluding chapter looks ahead to the future trajectory of diplomatic practices at the United
Nations. Wiseman synthesizes the key arguments of the book and offers insights into potential
reforms and adaptations necessary for the UN to remain relevant and effective. It discusses the
ongoing debates about UN reform, the potential for new diplomatic actors and technologies,
and the enduring importance of multilateralism in addressing global challenges. The chapter
concludes with reflections on the resilience and adaptability of UN diplomacy in an
ever-changing international landscape, emphasizing the continuous need for innovation and
cooperation to navigate future complexities.

Themes
• Multilateral Diplomacy

• Informal Norms

• Diplomatic Culture

• Global Governance

• International Cooperation

• Adaptation and Evolution

Notable Quotes
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• "Diplomacy at the United Nations is not merely about formal rules and procedures, but
about the intricate web of informal norms, shared understandings, and established routines
that shape daily interactions." — Introducing the central argument about the nature of UN
diplomacy.

• "The UN's diplomatic culture is characterized by a persistent tension between national
interests and the imperative for collective action, a dynamic that constantly shapes
negotiation outcomes." — Discussing the unique cultural aspects of diplomacy within the UN
system.

• "Multilateral diplomacy, particularly within the UN, is a continuous process of adaptation,
where practices evolve in response to geopolitical shifts and the changing nature of global
challenges." — Reflecting on the historical evolution and future of UN diplomatic practices.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Diplomatic Practices at the United Nations about?

This book by Geoffrey Wiseman explores the practical realities of diplomacy within the United
Nations. It delves into the informal norms, cultures, and routines that govern interactions among
member states and the Secretariat, going beyond formal rules to explain how international
cooperation is actually achieved and sustained in a complex multilateral environment.

Is Diplomatic Practices at the United Nations worth reading?

Yes, it is highly recommended for anyone interested in international relations, diplomatic
studies, or the functioning of the UN. Wiseman offers a nuanced, practitioner-oriented view that
enriches understanding of multilateral diplomacy, making it valuable for both scholars and
professionals seeking to grasp the 'how' of global governance.

Who should read Diplomatic Practices at the United Nations?

This book is ideal for students and scholars of international relations, political science, and
diplomatic studies. It is also highly relevant for diplomats, UN staff, policymakers, and anyone
working in international organizations who seeks a deeper understanding of the practical
dynamics of multilateral diplomacy.

How long does it take to read Diplomatic Practices at the United Nations?

The estimated reading time for 'Diplomatic Practices at the United Nations' is approximately 400
minutes, or about 6.5 to 7 hours. This can vary depending on individual reading speed and the
depth of engagement with the academic content.

Questions & Answers
What is the primary focus of "Diplomatic Practices at the United Nations"?
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The book primarily focuses on the actual, day-to-day conduct of diplomacy within the United
Nations system. It moves beyond theoretical frameworks to examine the practical methods,
norms, and informal processes that shape how states and their representatives interact,
negotiate, and make decisions in the multilateral environment of the UN. Wiseman explores the
unique characteristics of UN diplomacy, distinguishing it from traditional bilateral diplomacy.

How does Wiseman define "diplomatic practice" within the UN context?

Wiseman defines diplomatic practice within the UN context as the observable actions, behaviors,
and established procedures—both formal and informal—that diplomats employ to achieve their
national objectives and contribute to the organization's work. This includes negotiation,
coalition-building, public speaking, drafting resolutions, and the subtle art of communication and
persuasion, all within the specific institutional culture and rules of the United Nations.

What are some key characteristics of multilateral diplomacy as discussed by Wiseman?

Wiseman highlights several key characteristics of multilateral diplomacy at the UN, including its
public nature, the prevalence of parliamentary diplomacy (debates, voting), the importance of
consensus-building, the complex interplay of national interests with collective goals, and the
constant need for coalition formation. It also emphasizes the role of formal rules alongside
informal norms and the challenges posed by diverse cultural and political backgrounds among
delegates.

How does the book distinguish between traditional bilateral diplomacy and UN diplomacy?

The book distinguishes between traditional bilateral diplomacy, which typically involves direct,
often private, negotiations between two states, and UN diplomacy, which is inherently
multilateral, often public, and involves a much larger number of actors. UN diplomacy is
characterized by its institutional setting, the need for broader consensus, the influence of
international norms, and the frequent use of formal procedures like resolutions and voting,
alongside informal consultations and lobbying.

What role do informal practices play in UN diplomacy, according to Wiseman?

Informal practices play a crucial and often underestimated role in UN diplomacy. Wiseman
argues that while formal rules provide a framework, much of the real work—such as building
trust, testing proposals, identifying common ground, and resolving impasses—occurs through
informal consultations, corridor discussions, and personal relationships among delegates. These
informal channels often facilitate breakthroughs that formal meetings cannot achieve on their
own.

Does the author discuss the impact of power dynamics on diplomatic practices at the UN?

Yes, the author extensively discusses the impact of power dynamics. Wiseman acknowledges
that while the UN is founded on principles of sovereign equality, real-world power disparities
among member states significantly influence diplomatic practices. Powerful states often have
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greater leverage in negotiations, can shape agendas, and influence outcomes, even as smaller
states employ their own diplomatic strategies, such as forming blocs or leveraging moral
authority, to counter these dynamics.

What challenges does Wiseman identify for effective diplomacy at the UN?

Wiseman identifies numerous challenges for effective UN diplomacy, including the sheer number
of actors involved, the diversity of national interests, cultural and linguistic barriers, the slow
pace of decision-making, the impact of domestic politics on national positions, and the tension
between national sovereignty and collective action. The book also highlights the difficulty of
achieving genuine consensus on complex global issues.

How does the book address the role of non-state actors in UN diplomatic processes?

The book acknowledges the growing role of non-state actors, such as non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), civil society groups, and expert communities, in UN diplomatic processes.
While states remain the primary actors, Wiseman explains how these non-state entities
increasingly influence agendas, provide expertise, advocate for specific issues, and sometimes
even participate in discussions, thereby adding layers of complexity and influence to traditional
state-centric diplomacy.

What is the significance of consensus-building in UN diplomatic practices?

Consensus-building is of paramount significance in UN diplomatic practices, as it lends
legitimacy and broader acceptance to decisions. Wiseman explains that while voting is possible,
many resolutions and decisions are ideally adopted by consensus to ensure wider buy-in and
facilitate implementation. This often requires extensive negotiation, compromise, and the careful
crafting of language to accommodate diverse viewpoints, even if it means settling for the lowest
common denominator.

How does the book analyze the relationship between formal rules and informal norms in
UN diplomacy?

The book thoroughly analyzes the intricate relationship between formal rules (like the UN
Charter, rules of procedure) and informal norms (unwritten understandings, customary
practices) in UN diplomacy. Wiseman argues that while formal rules provide the framework,
informal norms often dictate how those rules are interpreted and applied in practice. These
norms can facilitate efficiency, build trust, and enable flexibility, sometimes even overriding strict
adherence to formal procedures for practical reasons.

What are the main types of diplomatic actors Wiseman examines at the UN?

Wiseman examines various types of diplomatic actors at the UN, primarily focusing on
permanent representatives and their missions, who are the direct representatives of member
states. The book also considers the role of the UN Secretariat and its officials, who facilitate
diplomatic processes, and, to a lesser extent, the influence of non-state actors like NGOs and



https://booksummaryai.com/country/en/diplomatic-practices-at-the-united-nations Page 8

expert groups who engage with the UN system and its member states.

How does the concept of "parliamentary diplomacy" relate to the book's themes?

The concept of "parliamentary diplomacy" is central to the book's themes, as it describes the
public, debate-oriented, and often confrontational style of diplomacy characteristic of large
international forums like the UN General Assembly. Wiseman explains how this differs from
traditional quiet diplomacy, involving formal speeches, public voting, and the need to appeal to a
broad audience, often with an eye on domestic constituencies, making it a distinct form of
multilateral engagement.

What is the role of negotiation in the diplomatic practices described?

Negotiation is presented as the core activity of diplomatic practices at the UN. Wiseman details
how diplomats constantly engage in negotiation, whether formally in committee rooms or
informally in corridors, to bridge differences, draft texts, form coalitions, and secure agreements.
The book explores various negotiation styles and strategies employed within the multilateral
setting, emphasizing the iterative and often protracted nature of reaching consensus.

Does the book discuss the Security Council's unique diplomatic environment?

Yes, the book discusses the Security Council's unique diplomatic environment, highlighting its
distinct characteristics compared to other UN bodies. Wiseman notes the Council's smaller size,
its primary responsibility for international peace and security, and the crucial role of the veto
power held by its five permanent members. These factors create a more intense, often
high-stakes diplomatic arena where power politics are particularly pronounced, and negotiations
are frequently conducted with greater urgency and confidentiality.

What can readers learn about the practical challenges faced by UN diplomats?

Readers can learn about the practical challenges faced by UN diplomats, including managing
vast amounts of information, navigating complex procedural rules, dealing with cultural and
linguistic differences, maintaining communication with their home governments, and balancing
national interests with the collective good. The book illustrates the demanding nature of the job,
requiring skills in negotiation, public speaking, coalition-building, and strategic thinking in a
highly scrutinized international environment.

How does Wiseman's work contribute to the broader study of international relations?

Wiseman's work contributes significantly to the study of international relations by providing an
empirical, practice-oriented perspective on multilateral diplomacy. It moves beyond abstract
theories of international cooperation or conflict to show how diplomacy actually functions within
a key international organization. By detailing the micro-level interactions and norms, it offers a
richer understanding of institutional effectiveness, the role of agents, and the dynamics of global
governance, bridging the gap between theory and practice.


