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Abstract

This paper traces the influence digital technology has on diplomatic practices. It analyses
whether available new media have substantially transformed the field to the point that it is
appropriate to call parts of today’s approaches “posthuman diplomacy” since they have
replaced the need for the presence of a real human being or, at least, paved the way for such a
replacement. Federica Bicchi outlines the shifts in channels of communication between
diplomats and ministries of foreign affairs and compares modern to traditional sources of

gaining insight into those working on the other side.
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Introduction

Digital technologies are profoundly transforming diplomatic work. In September 2023, EU
Interior Ministers met in Brussels but failed to agree on a new migration deal. Simultaneously,
a deal between Greece and Turkey about migration was sealed via a WhatsApp message. The
Greek minister for migration and asylum, Dimitris Kairidis, and his Turkish counterpart, Ali
Yerlikaya, struck an accord about managing the land border between the two countries through
a “WhatsApp hotline”, i.e. a WhatsApp group through which the two have communicated
regularly.! While the two Greek and Turkish ministers also spoke on the phone the previous
week and physical exchange visits were expected, in this case the conditions under which
people could/could not cross the land border between Greece and Turkey were agreed via short
WhatsApp messages, the legal value of which remains unclear but the political value of which
was very clear. While Signal has since replaced WhatsApp in diplomatic communications, the
shift towards digital means of diplomacy seems irresistible and it raises the question of how

diplomacy is adapting (or not) to this context.

Diplomacy as practiced in the digital age is a topic that has attracted a lot of attention and the
research focus varies. A first substantial body of literature has centred on the new forms of
public diplomacy that social media opened up (Bjola & Holmes, 2015, p. 8; Bjola & Manor,
2024; Manor, 2017). The focus here has been on digital diplomacy as “the use of digital
technologies, such as social media and other online platforms, including virtual communication
channels and the metaverse, by ministries of foreign affairs (MFAs) and international
organizations (IOs) to communicate with each other and the general public, conduct diplomacy,
and advance their foreign policy goals” (Bjola & Manor, 2024, pp. 3-4).? In parallel to this
research perspective, other works have focused on digital diplomacy to indicate more generally
“how the Internet, digital tools, digital media, and the technology sector have influenced or
even transformed diplomacy” (Hedling & Bremberg, 2021, p. 1596; see also Adler-Nissen &
Drieschova, 2019; Adler-Nissen & Eggeling, 2022; Holmes & Wheeler, 2023). This second
research perspective has thus included the use of a broader set of digital technologies (from

Microsoft Word to email to texting to Al agents) but focused on the more restricted set of

! Helena Smith: Greece and Turkey seal mini migration pact. Contribution in live blog of the Guardian. 28
September 2023. https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/sep/28/ministers-meet-in-brussels-to-discuss-
migration-europe-live

2 All in italics in the original.
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diplomatic circles, rather than the larger public. Its starting point has been that “digital
technologies influence the norms, values, working routines and structures of diplomatic
institutions, as well as the self-narrative or metaphors diplomats employ to conceptualize their
craft” (Manor, 2019, p. 15).° The research question it has tackled is: how much have digital
technologies changed diplomatic practices? Little or to the core? This paper continues in this
second vein and asks: To what extent is the entanglement between diplomacy and (now digital)
technology fundamentally transforming the nature of diplomacy? Is diplomacy in the digital
age so intertwined with digital technology that separating diplomacy from its practical,

technologically saturated context would lead to analysis devoid of any value?

Based on the definition of diplomacy as ‘the mediation of estrangement’ (Der Derian, 1987),
diplomacy’s increasing reliance on digital technologies turns diplomacy to a form of mediation
that is itself mediated by technology, thus making digital diplomacy synonymous with
‘mediated mediation’ — a mediation between different socio-political groups that is in itself
mediated by artefacts owned by a third group of private economic actors. The increasing
reliance on digital technologies thus opens the door to change, such as e.g. the inclusion of
novel actors. Therefore, it is important to understand the implications of this further layer of
mediation, and what it adds to the mix. This paper will build on the view that diplomacy in the
digital age is ‘hybrid’ (Bjola & Manor, 2022; Hocking & Melissen, 2015) or, more precisely,
‘blended,” purporting “the entanglement of technology and social doings” as well as the
contestation that this brings (Adler-Nissen & Eggeling, 2022, p. 642). To put it differently,
diplomatic practices need to be considered in relation to the technology that anchors them, as
their entanglements bring change, involve new actors and emphasise technology’s agential

possibilities.

Diplomats have traditionally made use of all available technologies, from clay tablets to the
telegraph, but now the availability of devices is unprecedented, from laptops and smartphones
to specialist software and Al. Therefore, rather than drawing a sharp distinction between
diplomats as agents of diplomatic practices, on the one hand, and the digital tools, topics and

context that accompany their daily practices, on the other, it is more fruitful to imagine these

3 For an early analysis of definitional issues, see Manor, 1. (2017). The digitalization of diplomacy: Toward
clarification of a fractured terminology. Working Paper 1. Exploring Digital Diplomacy, pp. 1-19.
https://digdipblog.com/2017/08/08/the-digitalization-of-diplomacy-toward-clarification-of-a-fractured-

terminology/.
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entanglements as a single bundle, in which the two are inseparable. But how precisely to
conceptualise and analyse this bundle? The suggestion here is to plot the entanglements on a
continuum between nature and culture, rather than consider them as a dichotomy in which

humans are on one side and their material tools on the other.

This shift in fundamental assumptions was first proposed by the literature on ‘the posthuman’
and on posthuman practices (Braidotti, 2013; Gherardi, 2016). The posthuman posits a
continuum between nature and culture, the given and the constructed. It thus explicitly targets
entanglements of what social constructivists instead aimed to separate, the brute matter and the
sensemaking ideas that are bestowed upon it by humankind.* These entanglements of
matter/nature and culture/ideas are here investigated together, by zooming in on the
possibilities at the centre of the continuum, namely the entangled practices between
humans/diplomats, digital technologies and the cultural projections that come with that (see
also Knorr-Cetina, 2001). In this entangled analytical space, technologies and humans interact
in different ways, depending on established social practices, the practical needs emerging from
the ground and the type of digital technology that is prevalent at a given point in time. While
posthuman diplomacy per se is yet to come, we already witness the development of practices

of posthuman diplomacy that no longer depend on human agency alone.

The paper highlights two consequences of posthuman diplomatic practices. First, it shows how
technological advancement has contributed to make diplomatic practices more informal. In a
world of clear hierarchies, the engagement with new technological means has blurred the line
about responsibility, sources and expertise. Second, it highlights how technology brings in new
actors. Rather than being a neutral, inert piece of material, technological instruments act as a
medium for the involvement in diplomatic practices of new actors, be they remote diplomats
now able to intervene or Big Tech’s indirect contribution to what diplomats can/cannot do.

While some digital technologies per se are not more agential than a repository, the increasing

4 On social constructivism, see Berger, P., & Luckmann, T. ((1966)1991). The Social Construction of Reality. A
Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge. London: Penguin Books. Edelman, M. J. (1988). Constructing the
political spectacle. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Eisenstadt, S. N. & Giesen, B. (1995). The construction
of  collective identity. Archives Européennes de Sociologie, 36(1), pp- 72-102.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23999434. Searle, J. R. (1995). The Construction of Social Reality. London: Allen
Lane. Wendt, A. (1992). Anarchy is what states make of it: the social construction of power politics. International
Organization, 46(2), pp. 391-425. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300027764.
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algorithmic complexity of several tools opens up further possibilities of correlation and

apparent causation, as well as the involvement of new actors, such as Big Tech companies.

This argument will be illustrated by focusing on two case studies, which showcase how
technological advancements have been promoting informality and new actors’ involvement in
diplomatic practices. The first example shows how technological advancements have
contributed to the partial demise of EU declarations (one of the main instruments of EU foreign
policy) in the name of speed and convenience. While the practice of issuing joint declarations
used to rely on a sophisticated cyphered telex network, the COREU network (acronym of
Correspondence Europénne) (Bicchi, 2011), the arrival of digital technologies, from email to
WhatsApp/Signal has introduced new actors and faster delivery times, but also informality and
doubts about EU declarations’ significance (Bicchi & Lovato, 2024). The second example
shows how the evolution of human/technological entanglements can open the door to new
(private) actors. The example centres on ‘first encounters’ between diplomats or diplomats and
third parties, and the role digital technologies play therein. The face-to-face encounter is
considered by the literature as the golden standard of diplomatic practices (Bramsen &
Hagemann, 2021; Holmes, 2018). However, no first meeting is a complete blank slate. While
early diplomatic meetings were technologically mediated (e.g. by correspondence),
advancement of digital technologies has prompted consideration for ‘wiki’ archives. These
examples show how the evolution of human/technological bundles and their cultural
significance subtly shift diplomatic practices, with technological advancement contributing to

impress agency and change onto established patterns of action.

The methodology for this paper is eclectic. Both case studies have benefited from confidential
papers that have been obtained from the EU (General Secretariat of the Council, European
Commission) via freedom of information requests and in an informal way. The limited grey
material available was also scoured for information and to reconstruct the names of people who
were in charge of specific developments. This led to 20 interviews with diplomats and
diplomatic officials who contributed to indirectly reconstruct process and outcomes. I am
particularly grateful to 4 diplomats (2 retired, 2 active) who explained in 2-hour long interviews
each the exact workings of each examples mentioned. All interviewees required that their

interviews be filed as ‘background information’ only to guarantee maximum anonymity.
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The paper is divided in three parts. The first surveys the literature on diplomacy in the digital
age and shows how a posthuman perspective contributes to a better understanding of
contemporary diplomatic practices. The second part analyses the current structure of diplomatic
communications aiming at EU declarations. The third part considers the case of background

information supporting ‘first encounters’ among diplomats and third parties.

The present and future of diplomatic practices: towards posthuman diplomacy?

In the digital age, digitally mediated communications play a critical function (also) in the vast
majority of diplomatic activities, and this development requires new ways of understanding the
age-old political phenomenon that is diplomacy. The advancement of digital technologies has
contributed to new diplomatic practices, such as social media (Manor & Segev, 2015; Sevin &
Manor, 2019). It has also sparked a new sub-discipline of IR, devoted to how diplomats in their
daily work navigate a landscape in which the physical and the digital have become inextricably
intertwined, the aim being to analyse how the digital age has been reshaping the diplomatic
profession (Adler-Nissen & Drieschova, 2019; Adler-Nissen & Eggeling, 2022; Cornut & Dale,
2019; Cornut et al., 2022; Eggeling & Adler-Nissen, 2021; Holmes & Wheeler, 2023).

The issue is ever more pressing because of the progress of digital technologies, which
increasingly interact with the way in which policy makers and public administrations in general
take decisions (Alon-Barkat & Busuioc, 2023; Aradau & Blanke, 2018; Schuilenburg &
Peeters, 2020). The evolution of digital technologies brings a shift from a static, less intrusive
environment to a more dynamic one, which is more sophisticated and interactive across the
entire policy cycle. In early examples of digital diplomacy, all ministries of Foreign Affairs
posted material about their policies and provided their Embassies with webpages, which
contained a range of information (e.g. address and opening hours). As technology has become
more interactive and dynamic, diplomatic services have engaged with social media to promote
their country in an active dialogue with domestic and foreign audiences (Bjola, 2018; Sevin &
Manor, 2019). This in turn spurred the widespread use of more sophisticated analysis, such as
sentiment analysis, to track the content of replies, but it also led to increasing disinformation
supported by automatization, an aspect authoritarian regimes have exploited to the maximum

(Jones, 2022; Schlumberger et al., 2023). Other developments have led to early warning
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systems that prioritise potential crisis spots (Sweijs & Teer, 2022) and the progressive
automation of several consular visa systems (Bjola, 2018; Kurbalija & Hone, 2021). Virtual
reality has added a further dimension. According to the EU, in the Web 4.0 “physical and digital
worlds will be seamlessly blending” and engaging with Al, internet of things, virtual worlds
and extended reality capabilities, among other digital advancements.’ This leads to further
opportunities, from the ‘virtual briefings’ organised by the UN Department of Political and
Peacebuilding Affairs (Masood Alavi et al., 2022) to the use of virtual reality to foster peace
processes (Glybchenko, 2024).

While the literature unanimously agrees that diplomacy in the digital age continues to reflect
the old adage of politics as ‘muddling through’ (Lindblom, 1959) and de facto relying on a lot
of bricolage (Bicchi & Lovato, 2024; M¢érand, 2012), these developments question our
analytical frameworks, spurring scholars to conceptualise developments. We can roughly
distinguish three ways to analyse changes to diplomacy that are brought by the technological

advancement and digital technologies in particular.

The first one is to approach the evidence as a dichotomy, casting humans on the one side and
digital technologies on the other. In a dynamic perspective, this suggests an arc of progressive
transformation of diplomacy due to an expansion of the diplomatic toolbox. The process goes
from adaptation to adoption (Bjola & Manor, 2022). In this view, events such as the Arab
Spring or the 2014 invasion of Crimea trigger a dynamic process in which diplomats face the
effects of new digital technologies and have to adapt to a new tech environment. This in turn
leads to a process in which ministries of Foreign Affairs try out and evaluate digital
technologies, before choosing which ones to embrace.® The underpinning argument here is that
diplomats retain their central role and ‘pick and choose’ the best tools to fit their needs. In the
digital age, these tools have come to include digital technologies of various sorts. The
smartphone, to make an example, is a relatively new tool that diplomats can pick up and use to
their diplomatic ends, but they can also set it aside if required by those same goals (e.g. when

total confidentiality is needed).

Beginning to shift the stark opposition between humans and technology, a second perspective

5 See European Commission, Commission Staff Working Paper, “An EU initiative on Web 4.0 and virtual worlds:
a head start in the next technological transition”, COM (2023) 442 final, p. 32.
¢ On adoption, see also Sevin and Manor (2019).
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suggests to focus on the digital and the non-digital not as a binary, but as a dyad, in which one
presupposes the other (Hirblinger, 2024). For instance, the invocation of digital technologies
in the diplomatic context of a developing country make sense only when analysed in
comparison to the digital technologies that a developed country has. From this perspective, the
analytical gaze must be kept entirely fixed on the political phenomenon under scrutiny, such
as peacemaking, in order to avoid being sidetracked by the self-absorbing novelty of digital
technologies. Otherwise the constant emphasis on novelty detracts the attention from broader
political dynamics such as inequalities. Therefore, instead of a focus on digital technologies,
we should focus on the “post-digital” that has been explored in other sub-fields, such as art
(Taffel, 2016). The relevance of a diplomat’s smartphone would thus consist in the possibilities
that it opens up for some diplomats and forgoes for other diplomats, and it would not mark a
fundamental change from the inequalities that were once marked by the telephone, the

telegram, etc.

A third perspective, which also stems from a critique of a dichotomic distinction between
‘traditional diplomacy’ and ‘digital diplomacy,’ centres the analysis on the entanglements of
humans and technology in contemporary diplomacy, to suggest that there are various types of
practical entanglements and the most recent ones rely on increased technological
sophistication. This perspective starts from “the inseparability of digital and analogue elements
of diplomatic practices today” (Adler-Nissen & Eggeling, 2022, p. 651) and the fact that
diplomacy is thus inescapably “blended” (idem). Diplomats not only adapt to digital means and
adopt them during their daily diplomatic practices. They also improvise and ply the new digital
means to traditional diplomatic purposes and vice-versa in a relatively smooth way, pressing
them into service. They adapt and adopt and adapt again, to the point that it becomes unclear
who does what. Moreover, while diplomats retain their agency, they are embedded in a
technologically imbued structural context that predefines the realm of what is possible and
especially desirable. This landscape permeates negotiations about written text (Adler-Nissen
& Drieschova, 2019) as well as WhatsApp use in multilateral negotiations (Cornut et al., 2022).
The result are “new ways to work™ and a “synthetic diplomatic spectacle” (Eggeling & Adler-
Nissen, 2021, p. 7), which brings together diplomatic bodies and digital technologies. The
ubiquitous smartphone becomes an appendix to the diplomat’s hand like a prothesis,
augmenting diplomatic practices. As a consequence, the entanglement between humans and

non-humans becomes so rich that it would be counter-productive to treat the two as if they were
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separate matters.

Building and further elaborating on the previous perspectives, this paper suggests that the most
interesting and rewarding part of analysing diplomacy in the digital age lies in the way in which
diplomatic practices occur as expressions of human and non-human encounters. A useful way
to express this is to envisage nature/matter, on the one hand, and culture/the constructed, on
the other, instead on a continuum, and focus on what happens in the middle. Several (most?)
diplomatic practices of the digital age are materially mediated by technological artefacts and
exist in bundles of nature/material and culture/ideational. Rather than separating diplomats
from technology, our analytical gaze should go exactly to their mutual constitution, in a
continuum between human and non-human, nature and culture, because “[t]he boundaries
between the categories of the natural and the cultural have been displaced and to a large extent
blurred by the effects of scientific and technological advances” (Braidotti, 2013, p. 3). Instead
of starting from the analysis of diplomacy’s ideational aspects, the emphasis here goes to their
interlocking with the practical, material aspects, to fully appreciate ideas’ involvement with
‘things’ (Verbeek, 2005). It is about the ‘situated knowledge’ (Bignall & Braidotti, 2019, p. 2;
Gherardi, 2008) of diplomats in their actual time and space. While it might be tempting to
suggest that non-human nature lacks agency, we would miss the powerful agential elements
that emerge in the encounter between the two.” To stick with the example used so far, diplomats
and their smartphones become an inextricable bundle according to which a diplomat in the

digital age could not be a diplomat without a smartphone (or two).

It could be argued that it is unnecessary to leverage posthumanism to explore the entanglement
between diplomats and technologies. There are other approaches examining the intertwining
of human and non-human dimensions. In the case of actor-network theory (ANT), for instance,
humans and non-humans coexist in a network of agency. In Callon’s famous analysis of St
Brieuc Bay, for instance, all the lofty plans of researchers and hopes of fishermen are thwarted

by the agential denial of scallops, which refuse to obey and fall into line (literally) (Callon,

7 On the mistaken impression that the non-human is ‘disenchanted,” see Mitchell, A. (2014). International
intervention in a secular age: re-enchanting humanity? London: Routledge. Given the practice perspective from
which this paper stems, it is worth noting that Schatzki disagrees about the extent to which material artefacts can
be agential. See Schatzki, T. R. (2002/2010). Site of the social: A philosophical account of the constitution of
social life and change. University Park, PA: Penn State Press. pp.105-122. Nicolini labels him an ‘agential
humanist’. See Nicolini, D. (2013). Practice theory, work, and organization: an introduction. Oxford: Oxford
University Press. p.170.
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1984).8 From this perspective, “if an actor wants to grow [scallops,] it must enlist and mobilize
all kinds of heterogenous links” (Fox, 2000, p. 863). An ANT perspective would thus look at
the network on which situated diplomatic practices rely and stress the interconnections between
all diplomats and e.g. their smartphones, talking to a person successfully substitutable by
sending a text.® A further possibility for analysing entanglements between nature and culture
consists of affordance theory (see also Chong & Proctor, 2020; Gibson, 1977). From this
perspective, a goal-directed actor perceives an object in the environment in terms of how it can
be used (what it ‘affords’ the actor to do, in terms of action possibilities for meeting that goal),
rather than as a set of features inherent to the object and independent of the actor (Volkoff &
Strong, 2017). In this vein, the relationship between diplomats and their smartphones is driven
by what individuals ‘see’ in them, i.e. what they perceive smartphones would allow (‘afford”)
them to do. Track-change word processing, for instance, presents negotiators with various

opportunities (Adler-Nissen & Drieschova, 2019).

Alongside these possibilities, the posthuman perspective adds a bit of a provocation, but a
useful one. The aim here is not to engage in depth with the sprawling debate on varieties of
posthumanism and transhumanism. Rather, the goal is to draw the attention to the slow and
often unreflexive slides across the continuum between nature and culture. New entanglements
of nature/matter and culture/ideas open the way to new actors and new practices, not all of
which/whom are immediately visible or fully accountable for. While the debate about Artificial
Intelligence (Al) is replete with references to ‘human values’ and diplomatic services proclaim
their attachment to ‘digital humanism’'?, this paper aims to uncover the hidden but powerful
ways in which material artefacts, such as smartphones or software applications, are not just
material ‘things’ but embody and relate to new practices and new actors, such as e.g. Big Tech
companies. The aim is to challenge existing understanding of the diplomatic work with the
questions that emerge from the ‘cyborg’ literature, which fuses the political and the
physiological (Haraway, 1991). While we are not (yet) substituting diplomats with ‘cyplomats’

or ‘diplobots,” we should consider these as practical questions, rather than impossibilities. The

8 See also the work of Bruno Latour, (2007) Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

° For an application, see Bueger, C., & Stockbruegger, J. (2017). Actor-network theory: objects and actants,
networks and narratives. In D.R. McCarthy (Eds.), Technology and World Politics (pp. 42-59). London:
Routledge.

10 See for instance the Austrian Ministry of Foreign Affairs: https://www.bmeia.gv.at/en/european-foreign-
policy/international-cultural-policy/basic-document
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extended use of Al-supported bots in consular affairs is a case in point.

So how can posthuman diplomatic practices based on nature and culture express agency? It is
important to stress that a first way in which this happens is by resisting change. Diplomacy
does not rush to embrace change.!' One reason relates to the fundamental need to maintain
unity in the diplomatic service, which is exemplified by the conservative nature of speeches in
the name of the Minister/Ministry (Neumann, 2012). Moreover, diplomacy is hierarchical and
the higher echelons so far remain in the hands of diplomats that acquired digital skills as part
of their professional life, not of their youth. Most importantly, diplomats represent an “elite
occupational community”, relying on “esoteric” knowledge, and any changes tend to be

considered an attack on their autonomy (Baylon & Barros, 2023).

Diplomats are however also “skilful bricoleurs” (Bicchi & Lovato, 2024), open to learn and
eager to absorb novelties whenever their hierarchical diplomatic services allow it. As the tech
industry develops new technological artefacts, new techno-human diplomatic practices emerge.
In this paper, two trends are highlighted. First, technological advancement has led to an
increase in informality of practices. Fast, short and ubiquitous applications favour speed and
convenience over the clear attribution of responsibilities, in a pulverisation not just of data but
also of information and knowledge. As the boundaries between nature and culture have become
further blurred (Braidotti, 2013), also the line between insiders and outsiders has faded, with
consequences in terms of accountability, clarity and legitimation, as we are going to see.
Second, and relatedly, shifts in technology open the way to new actors. This applies to other
diplomatic actors, who were excluded from a practice and instead with technological
advancements see new opportunities for them. It can also be marginalised communities, like
women in peace negotiations (but there are limits to this, see Donovan, 2024). It also furthers
reliance on private actors and Big Tech companies, whose ‘ways of doing things’ come to

affect how diplomats ‘do things.’

This emphasis on the continuum between human and culture allows us to identify the evolution
of diplomatic practices in the contemporary world and to question to what extent “digitalization

improves diplomats’ ability to perform traditional tasks” (Cornut et al., 2022, p. 17, emphasis

T “Let’s not kid ourselves. Diplomats will never be the world’s greatest technological innovators. But they must
harvest and adapt the best ideas.” Fletcher, T. (2017). Naked Diplomacy. Power and Statecraft in the Digital Age.
London: Collins. p. 110.
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added). This lays the ground for a deeper appreciation of broader political issues, such as the
range of political actors involved, and longstanding political tensions about participation and

equal access to knowledge.

Negotiating EU declarations: the irresistible attraction of speed over formality

The EU mechanism for negotiating declarations is a useful example of how informality and
new actors have been ushered in by technological advancements. The established negotiating
practice, which emerged around a technical instrument, merged into something new as faster
and more convenient technologies emerged. The practice has shifted from taking days/hours
on the COREU system (from CORrespondence EUropéenne), to taking hours/minutes on
email, to seconds on text messaging. This acceleration in terms of speed, which is motivated
by political considerations but enabled and even suggested by new technology, raises however
the issue in terms of substance and relevance of the final output. It does also show how new
actors can be included (or excluded) in the process thanks to technological change. While the
purpose remains to have a seamless diplomatic conversation, the modalities and consequences
of new diplomatic practices have shifted in conjunction with the adoption of technological

advancement.

Already in the early days of European foreign policy cooperation, at the time when European
Political Cooperation was created, member states perceived the need to communicate in-
between meetings and made ample use of the available technologies to do so (Bicchi & Carta,
2011; Nuttall, 1992). In 1973, they created a secured, ciphered communications network
known as COREU, with secure terminals (basically encrypting fax machines) placed in high
security areas of all partners’ headquarters. It connected participants via a ‘contact point’ (a
mid-ranking official/diplomat called ‘European Correspondent’) in each member states’
ministry of Foreign Affairs and in participating European institutions. It was an early example
of entanglement between diplomats and technology for the transmission of information,
creating an exemplary practice around this specific technical artefact. European
Correspondents formed around it a ‘community of practice’ devoted to communications in the

EU foreign policy system. (Bicchi, 2011).
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Seen from a more contemporary viewpoint, this combination of COREU network and local
European Correspondents (COREU network for short) was slow and cumbersome, but it was
extremely successful. As the COREU network was a cyphered security telex system, it required
dedicated rooms and specific complex procedures. In the majority of cases, even nowadays the
system requires a person physically going to the dedicated room to manually check incoming
messages or to send a message via a secure programme not compatible with commercial
software.'? From start to finish, the procedure might require for each message a couple of hours,
including encrypting and sending. Nevertheless, for decades the system has allowed member
states to reach an agreement on a vast number of acts without having to meet face-to-face.
While much has been achieved in meetings in the EU Council hierarchy, be they the bi-weekly
meetings of Working Groups and of the Committee of Permanent Representants (COREPER),
later paralleled by the Political and Security Committee (PSC), the COREU has covered the
rest, allowing for a seamless conversation to occur. Circulation of written documents on the
COREU network has proposed drafts, suggested amendments and ultimately arranged for a
fixed deadline by which the text was considered adopted if no further objections were to arise,
the so-called ‘silence procedure.” Together with other categories of less relevant documents,
this procedure brought the documents per year exchanged on the network to the peak of nearly

13,300 in 2002.

Since the 2000s, faster, more user-friendly technologies have come to the fore and the COREU
started a slow but indicative decline, as communications shifted to other technologies and
created new tech-enabled practices. Exchanges moved to email, WhatsApp/Signal messages,
videoconferences and other digitally mediated forms, which are much faster and more user

friendly, but also less secure and more informal.

Email, “the most successful computer application yet invented” (Whittaker et al., 2005, p. 1),
made its appearance already in the 1990s and its ease of use, in comparison to the cumbersome
COREU, made it an extremely attractive proposition for EU communications about foreign
policy.!® Taking just minutes (or seconds) to deliver, email has come to de facto incorporate

the COREU system of communications. Exactly like the COREU but through a different digital

12 This means that e.g. text needs to be input directly in the system and cannot be ‘cut and pasted’ from other apps
— very safe but very labour-intensive.

13 See Bicchi, F., & Lovato, M. (2024). Diplomats as Skilful Bricoleurs of the Digital Age: EU Foreign Policy
Communications from the COREU to WhatsApp. The Hague Journal of Diplomacy, 19(1), 184-223.



Working Paper No. 02/2025 Page 17 of 34

technological channel, information about the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)
and the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) is simultaneously directed to all
European Correspondents through a mailing list of 27+3 participants (including the European
Commission, the European External Action Service, and the General Secretariat of the
Council). This list, which is moderated by the European External Action Service (EEAS), hosts
all the preparatory work for joint EU statements, declarations of the High Representative and
Council Conclusions, as well as related preparatory documents. Therefore, the structural
multilateralism inbuilt in the COREU system has been wholly preserved (Sjursen, Bicchi,
Lovato, 2024). Email traffic supports the discussion, but only the COREU has legal value.
Therefore, once a final text is agreed upon by email, the final text is still passed through the
COREU network with a short deadline under the silence procedure. A customary practice has
emerged to mirror COREU traffic with email also in this case, though, to make sure that
European Correspondents with particularly cumbersome security procedures for accessing the
COREU are able to follow in real time anyway. Email has thus become very handy for
exchanging information, but also a bit of a curse for diplomats who already in 2017 tended to

receive 200 emails per day, on top of ca. 40 reports (Fletcher, 2017, p. 111).

Practical negotiations of EU declarations have also come to include text messaging, first on
WhatsApp and then (especially after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022) Signal,
with a shift in political actors involved and cutting delivery time to seconds. This shift brought
Political Directors directly into negotiations in between meetings. Ranking higher than
European Correspondents in the diplomatic hierarchy, Political Directors did not have an entry
point in the COREU network, despite being responsible for the system’s working vis a vis their
ministers of Foreign Affairs. The increasing use of messaging opened a channel for their
involvement in the form of a WhatsApp/Signal group carrying short, political messages about
specific wording or actions around wording (alongside other politically charged text messages
relating to agenda for upcoming meetings, speaking order, etc.). In this case too, multilateralism
was retained. The group of Political Directors involves the 27 member states, as well as the
Political Director of the EEAS, while there is no equivalent for the European Commission and

1.14

the General Secretariat of the Council.'* There are other ‘minilateral’ groups and negotiations

on WhatsApp/Signal (Aggestam & Bicchi, 2019), but this one has a special status as the EU

14 This is by no means unique to Political Directors, as “[e]ntire working parties in the Council have a shadow life
in group chats on the green app.” Alexander Fanta, 24 February 2020, “Is WhatsApp safe for diplomats?” in
Netzpolitik, available here: https://netzpolitik.org/2020/is-whatsapp-safe-for-diplomats/
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group.

More recently, European Correspondents have also acquired a Signal group. However, the
EEAS, which chairs discussions, has enforced a specific take for the European Correspondents’
texting, limiting it to advance notice of incoming emails, rather than negotiations of text, as in
the case of Political Directors. The EEAS thus aims to maintain a ‘proper’ discussion on the
substance of EU declarations via email (and face-to-face meetings), beyond the character-
limitation and the visual constraints of text messaging. It remains to be seen whether this

directive will be respected, but so far it has become established practice.

Therefore, a negotiation potentially starts in a face-to-face meeting or in a text and continues
via email in the European Correspondents’ network and via the Political Directors’ Signal
group, with parallel Signal messages among European Correspondents, before being finally
codified in the final silence procedure of the COREU, and being published in record time. This

1s the ‘new normal’ of EU declarations.

While fast and convenient, texting is however a particularly informal practice, with a patchy
security record. It has little to no accountability, as messages are often considered personal and
archival practices vary widely from (rarely) full retention to no retention at all, making
answerability very difficult. This aspect was highlighted for instance in the long and ongoing
dispute about releasing text messages exchanged between the Commission’s President, Ursula
von der Leyen, and the CEO of a pharmaceutical company about vaccines during COVID-19.
The Commission refused access on the basis that texts were not entered in the registrar because
of their ‘short-lived’ and ‘ephemeral’ nature,' but the EU Ombudsman argued otherwise,'®
and so did the European Court of Justice.!” Moreover, WhatsApp has a patchy security record,
which spotlights the responsibilities of Big Tech actors. Even though the COREU system has

not been a model of security,'® there have been several spying cases of WhatsApp messages,

15 Answer given by Vice-President Jourova on behalf of the European Commission to MEP written question, 18
January 2022, available here: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/P-9-2021-005139-ASW_EN.html
16 The  European Ombudsman’s opinion of 12 July 2022 is available  here:
https://www.ombudsman.europa.eu/de/recommendation/en/151678

17 The case was ruled in May 2025. See here for an earlier contextualisation: https://www.euronews.com/my-

europe/2024/07/17/von-der-leyen-commission-loses-vaccines-contracts-transparency-case-on-eve-of-crucial-

vote by Marta Iraola Iribarren

18 See Sanger, David E. and Steven Erlanger, “Hacked European Cables Reveal a World of

Anxiety about Trump, Russia and Iran”, The New York Times, 18 December 2018, available at:
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/18/us/politics/european-diplomats-cables-hacked.html
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mostly from other countries.!” The EU already in 2020 recommended to its officials to shift to
Signal due to security concerns?® and after 2022, this has become the norm. Therefore, even
though “WhatsApp makes diplomatic communications more frequent, more informal, and
quicker” (Cornut et al., 2022, p. 3) and its use has been quite widespread,?' the use of texting

(and emailing) for negotiations comes with consequences.

This example of the evolving tech-enabled diplomatic practices for negotiating EU declarations
illustrates the key dimensions of posthuman diplomatic practices. As new technologies emerge,
diplomats embrace them in practical entanglement aimed at continuing a seamless conversation
online. The new tools (emails and texts) allow (‘afford,” in affordance theory parlance) faster
communications and they involve new actors. New ‘networks’ (in actor-network theory
parlance) emerge, bringing together diplomatic actors and their preferred devices. From a

posthuman perspective, however, this is just the beginning of the story.

The evolution of tech-enabled posthuman diplomatic practices shows that email and texting
also involve 1) more actors than at first meets the eye and 2) dilute responsibility in a new
informal mix, with consequences in terms of relevance. The examined trajectory shows the
(positive) involvement of Political Directors in EU online negotiations. However, the reliance
on email and texting has also brought to the table private actors and their choices, on which the
EU has limited influence. Big Tech’s provision of services imposes terms and conditions, such
as security, which were particularly challenging in the case of WhatsApp. As Signal has
become more widespread, this has increased security standards, but the evolution was guided
by the EU only in part. Second, the speed and convenience of new practices has increased
informality and has contributed to a loss of significance of agreed declarations. While
declarations need to be issued ‘all the time’ to match other major political players, EU
declarations have become less innovative and thus less impactful. There is a political reason
for this (e.g. Juncos & Pomorska, 2024; Costa, Juncos, Mueller, Sjursen 2024), but the new

mix of nature-culture/tech-human has contributed to amplify it. Echoing the tension created by

1% As in the case of the United States and Germany. See Greg Miller, “The intelligence coup of the century” in
Washington Post, 11 Feb. 2020 https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/world/national-security/cia-
crypto-encryption-machines-espionage/?tid=wa_hardregwall auth

20 See Fanta, “Is WhatsApp safe for Diplomats?”

2l Already in 2016, an internal report of the Foreign Office described how British diplomats avoided internal
clunky technology that however provided encryption to favour instead WhatsApp, even for sensitive issues such
as Syria and Ukraine. See https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/may/09/internal-report-slams-culture-in-
uk-foreign-office by Patrick Wintour
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track-changes in a text (Adler-Nissen & Drieschova, 2019), a swift and smooth delivery
process of draft texts creates an illusion of professional competence and relevance, but no

guarantee that EU declarations will have a real impact.

Collecting background information for first diplomatic encounters
“The U.S. ambassador to Italy, Ronald Spogli, frequently reads the biographies on his

BlackBerry on the way to meetings.” **

A second example of posthuman diplomatic practices comes from the analysis of nature/culture
entanglements in the case of the information needs ahead of first diplomatic encounters. Face-
to-face contacts are considered the beating heart of diplomacy due to their unparalleled capacity
to convey emotions and intentions (Bramsen & Hagemann, 2021; Holmes, 2018; Holmes &
Wheeler, 2020; Wong, 2016). In any type of diplomatic encounter, it is axiomatic that “those
who engage in face-to-face interactions the most tend to understand their counterparts’
intentions better than those who attempt to understand intentions from afar” (Holmes, 2018, p.
17). However, it would be naive to assume that face-to-face encounters — including the case of
first ever encounters — are starting from a blank slate. On the contrary, technology has always
had a role in defining in advance the conditions, the substance and the format of those very first
meetings among diplomatic actors. Information gathering and information management are a
key function of diplomacy, as specified by the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations of
1961, and it includes gathering information about whom to meet, in advance of the meeting.
Therefore, be it in the clay carrying information about diplomatic gifts in ancient Babylon
(Cohen & Westbrook, 2000) or in the letters that Renaissance ambassadors sent to prepare
‘state’ visits (Mallett, 2001), there has always been a role for technological artifacts that carried
information in anticipation of a face-to-face encounter. With the professionalisation of
diplomacy, the issue has only increased in salience, as the advancement in communications and
travel technology has led to a leap in “personal diplomacy” involving visits and direct

correspondence (Barston, 1997, p. 107).

The issue of information management or background knowledge in advance of meetings is not

unique to diplomacy, but it is heightened by diplomacy’s very nature. Every professional aims

22 Meet Mr. Diplopedia, eDiplomacy, 2010, YouTube. See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kINP7qEy22U
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to acquire as much information as possible on the person they are going to meet, with the goal
of making the meeting most productive. This aspect is of particular concern for diplomacy,
where “[t]he majority of foreign service officers spend between a half and two-thirds of their
career in overseas postings” (Greenstock, 2013, p. 109). Diplomacy relies on the rotation of
diplomats, to avoid them ‘going native’ and allegedly becoming overly attached to their local
contacts. Therefore, diplomats tend to spend 3 to 4 years in a country, then move on to another
country for a further 3-4 years, and then spend a period in their capital. Desk officers or special
appointments in the capital might have an even faster turnover. Postings abroad and diplomatic
rotation thus exacerbate the fact that while no meeting is likely to start from a blank slate,
diplomats are by definition required to resolve a lot of uncertainty a lot of times ahead of first
meetings. The issue thus becomes: where do they get this background information from? How

do diplomats gather information about people they are going to meet for the first time?

There are roughly three answers to this question, and they refer to which information is held
where and by whom. The first option, which is the traditional one, suggests that information is
collected by diplomatic personnel and stored (whether on paper or digitally) at the Embassy
level, i.e. locally. The second option is information collected by diplomatic personnel at all
possible levels (Embassy or Headquarters) and stored at Headquarters for everyone to access,
in a bottom-up collection process the outcome of which is held centrally. The third option is
information collected by private actors such as Google and/or Al assistants, and publicly
available. These options are obviously not mutually exclusive, as diplomats can access more
than one source of information, but the evolution marks a shift from the first to the third option

1n most cases.

The traditional way to collect information about people relevant to diplomats posted in another
country lies in local information passed on by previous diplomatic personnel posted in that
country. When joining an Embassy, a diplomat posted abroad joins a community of practice
(the Embassy) with collective knowledge (Brown & Duguid, 2001) about the country and its
key players. The task is thus how to turn this organisational background knowledge into
individual, actionable knowledge that fresh-on-the-post diplomats can use at their next

meeting.?} In an ideal scenario, the incoming diplomat overlaps with the incumbent, who is

23 The issue is obviously broader than that, including also the ‘how to’ knowledge that diplomats in a new post or
position will face, in terms of procedures, know-how and processes.
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able to pass on contacts as well as practical knowledge about them. This, however, almost never
happens, due to budgetary constraints, rotation timetables and the widespread assumption that
you learn ‘on the job.’ Therefore, the traditional approach relies on two practices. First, rotation
of Ambassadors is at a couple of years’ distance from rotation of deputy Ambassadors. Second,
embassies retain a local archive of contacts and e.g. meetings, which can be in hard copy or
digitalised. In the case of a small European country, for instance, there might be a paper file
kept on record for a set amount of time, e.g. two years. In a country having invested more in
digitalisation, the same file is stored on a local computer or in the cloud. Therefore, despite
being potentially digitally mediated, this traditional way does not show major differences in
the type of agency that is granted to the tech-enabled practice. True, digital local archives or
archives in the cloud might include tags, to make for easier recollection. They definitely make
emailing easier, together with other forms of digital communications. But this convenience

does not qualitatively differ from files in a filing cabinet.?*

A second model for providing diplomats with background information has been developed by
the US. The aim here has been not only to put relevant information on a digitalised support to
be kept locally, but also and especially to create knowledge in a collaborative manner for the
benefit of the entire diplomatic service. While diplomatic documents have been co-authored
for a long time, collaborative knowledge codification has been brought to the next level thanks
to the approach and technology supporting Wikipedia.?> The experiment went public in 2006,
when “Diplopedia” was launched with the aim to host articles written by members of the US
diplomatic service.?® Authors, in the form of diplomatic personnel who could not be
anonymous, have since contributed to set up entries or complement/update them. The
endeavour has been vastly successful, reaching more than 10,000 articles by January 2010
(Bronk and Smith 2010, p. 598). It passed 16,300 articles by 2012, and by 2020 it had 30,900

entries.?’” Even more notable were accesses, which in 2014 surpassed 650,000+

24 The one exception to the above is the impact of regulations of technologies on archives. This traditional model
is not considered appropriate by Austria, which considers the retention of information to be against the GDPR.

25 2008 presentation at Wikimania by Eric M. Johnson, available here: https:/www.slideserve.com/igor-
morin/diplopedia-wiki-culture-in-the-u-s-department-of-state

26 See U. S. Department of State. About: Diplopedia https://2009-2017 .state.gov/m/irm/ediplomacy/115847 .htm.
272020 presentation at Wikimania.

28 2008 presentation at Wikimania by Eric M. Johnson, available here: https://www.slideserve.com/igor-
morin/diplopedia-wiki-culture-in-the-u-s-department-of-state
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Diplopedia thus acts as a repository of knowledge stored centrally and shared by/accessible to
diplomatic officers from everywhere in the world (both at headquarters and across the globe).
There are several entry categories, from biographies to processes, from explanations of
abbreviations and acronyms to policies vis a vis countries and policy issues. Each entry is
accompanied by a list of available entries on similar topics. For instance, the US Embassy in
Rome is reported to use Diplopedia as “a more open and accessible means to find information
about the country and its political, social and economic leaders.”? There are ‘post reports’ to
introduce countries’ main characteristics. These originated in a parallel project labelled
Deskipedia, which addressed not just country knowledge but also jargon, process (e.g. for Daily
Activity Reports), policy clearance and booking transportation. But there are also quizzes and
contests to add a sense of community.*’ In a video presenting Diplopedia,! it is introduced as
a way to quickly access information about anything from dinner seating arrangements to
emergency coordination to biography of people the Ambassador is to meet. By 2010, around
50 US missions abroad were reported to have uploaded in Diplopedia the unclassified CVs of
key contacts they meet on a regular basis, which could be accessed “in the car on the way to a
meeting with a visiting official.” (Hanson, 2010, p. 5). This relatively decentralised system

makes organisational knowledge available on demand to all members.

This model was closely watched by EU institutions and European member states, but with little
ultimate success.>? After first sketching the idea in September 2009, the European Commission
undertook a structured study of this option in 2010.3* Part of the rationale was also that half of
its knowledge-intensive organisation’s staff was to retire within a decade, leading to extensive
loss of in-house knowledge. It considered the usual way to handle the turnover insufficient: “an
official moving to a new post or leaving for retirement leaves a note, indicating in a few pages,
the status of the main dossiers she or he was responsible for, and providing the location of all

such files” (Cozzani, 2015, p. 21). Therefore, the European Commission examined the

292009 presentation at Wikimania by Helen Q. Sherman, available here: https://www.slideserve.com/halle/the-
power-of-wikis-intellipedia-diplopedia-and-dtic-s-new-dodtechipedia-april-6-2009

30 This model was mirrored by other governmental departments, including intelligence, energy and procurement.
See 2009 presentation at Wikimania by Sherman.. It also reached NASA. See 2020 presentation at Wikimania.
31 Meet Mr. Diplopedia, eDiplomacy, 2010, YouTube. See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kINP7qEy22U
32 With the exception of the UK, which mirrored in a smaller format innovations introduced by the US (Hanson,
2010).

33 See Report “Knowledge Management 2.0 in the Commission: the Case for Commipedia”, 22 March 2011,
authorship withheld. ARES(2011)316330; ARES(2024)5766741-09082024.3* Presentation, “Knowledge
Management 2.0 in the European Commission,” 28 October 2011, authorship withheld. ARES(2012)18943-(date
illegible); ARES(2024)5766741-09.08.24
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possibility of establishing a ‘Commipedia,” mirroring Diplopedia’s model and providing “[a]
thousand briefings in your iPhone”.>* The idea was to create a “knowledge wiki accessible
across all departments” (Cozzani, 2015, p. 25) and potentially including EU Delegations and

the European External Action Service too.

The pilot study however highlighted key disadvantages, which proved fatal. The project would
have had to span much wider than Diplopedia’s foreign affairs, to cover also areas from
fisheries to nuclear power to welfare state provisions. Most importantly, the model would have
severely tested the European Commission’s “heavily hierarchy-centred institutional culture”
(Cozzani, 2015, p. 26), whereas Diplopedia arguably has thrived on a less deferential approach
to knowledge. The odds were such that the study suggested career incentives to make sure that
people would actually populate Commipedia’s entries. In short, too much effort was needed to

take this project off the ground and nothing came out of it.

A smaller European country had also tried to establish a collective system for sharing
information across its diplomatic service. This experiment started in 2004 and became
operational roughly two years later. The aim was to provide the best possible information for
ministerial visits, and — most importantly — this information was also made available to the top
echelons of the diplomatic hierarchy, who would be able to see the line taken by the minister.
Therefore, when a ministerial trip was looming, the leading Department would gather
information for the minister from all available sources. It would organise it in a modular way:
1) ‘doorstep information,’ i.e. 3-4 sentences for journalists, 2) speaking notes and talking points
for the meeting’s negotiations, and 3) background information, which would help in case of
technical topics. The minister or top official would then receive a personalised information
package. But this was not the end of the story. An equally important innovation was that the
information would be left in the system for all in the higher echelons to access, including all
Ambassadors posted around the globe.*> They would thus know the line taken by the minister
on which topic and they would be able to echo, rather than interpret, the formal position on all

matters of foreign affairs.

34 Presentation, “Knowledge Management 2.0 in the European Commission,” 28 October 2011, authorship
withheld. ARES(2012)18943-(date illegible); ARES(2024)5766741-09.08.24

35 To be precise, the available information was ok-ed by the relevant Director General and signed off also by
political officials, who could ask for parts of the information to be differently phrased or hidden.
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As in the case of Commipedia, the project encountered the diplomatic service’s resistance, but
what spelled the end of the project (which at first was very successful) was instead the
unexpected role of Big Tech. While the project faced some dislike across all departments,
which lost ownership and control over information collected locally, the compilation of
dossiers no longer depended on favours asked to trusted colleagues and it no longer led to semi-
secret files held by a handful of people. Information had become completely independent from
the people inputting it into the system and it was available in full to people with the necessary
security clearance. All Ambassadors were thus thrilled to use this new system, which allowed
them to be very close to the capital even when posted far away from it in a different time zone.
While not exactly providing them with information about local people they were to meet (as
Diplopedia does), this system did provide them with information from their capital about what
to say to them, instead of guessing the national line. This national attempt failed, however, due
to issues connected to Big Tech. As Big Tech giants fought their battles for who excelled in
doing what, with some emerging as providers of cloud services and others of software, the
initial investments were insufficient to redesign the system and maintain its user friendliness —
a key condition to garner users’ trust. When one Big Tech company blocked another’s access
to its cloud services, diplomats were left with nothing to hold on to from one moment to the
next. Even though a technical patch was eventually identified, the original setup became
unsustainable. Further resources would have been needed to reconfigure it. The project thus
died a sudden death around 2009, as responsible officials were moved to new positions. In this
case too, the entanglements between nature and culture had opened the door to new, less formal
practices and new actors. Among them were Big Tech firms, which ended up influencing the

project’s development in a fundamental way.

The third (and most widespread) model of managing information is the one closer to posthuman
diplomatic practices. This model relies on the ubiquitous search on Google or Chat GPT, with
the recent addition of Al assistants. Thanks to its speed and convenience, this practice opens
the door to the involvement of new, private actors in the creation of diplomatic knowledge at
the margins of traditional diplomatic information. Public data provided by search engines
cannot provide background information on private events, such as past meetings. However, it
can inform first (and subsequent) meetings, to identify available public information, such as
CVs, past positions, even hobbies, which provide useful talking points at the start of a

conversation. The ‘google search’ (be it on Google or another search engine or Al system) has
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thus long since featured also amid diplomats, to acquire useful and actionable information in
no time. Not only diplomatic work is affected by what Google users in the wider public expect
it to be (Fletcher, 2017, p. 8), but also diplomatic work is influenced by the information

provided to diplomats via commercial channels.

Googling/asking an Al assistant is a most classic information management activity, which
comes with consequences in terms of informality and new actors.’® When the line between
public information and confidential information becomes blurred, it is more difficult for
diplomats to keep a clear distinction between what information can be used and being
‘comfortable’ using it. Second, and connected to the privatisation of information, data and
information on the net are not evenly distributed. While there are numerous digital divides (Van
Dijk, 2020), data inequalities are also and most importantly about representations of the world
as data (Cinnamon, 2020, p. 215). The existing ‘white spots’ of no or limited data tend to both
reproduce existing inequalities and create new ones, thus establishing blind spots in search
strategies. Research has shown that these blind spots are not random and instead embody biases
that are ‘more than a glitch’ (Broussard, 2023). In other words, the outcome of searches
conducted via commercial platforms can be not only partial, but also biased. This is not to say
that other ‘human-based’ sources of information, be it locally or centrally held, are less partial,
incomplete or outright biased. But it is easier to redress proprietary information than
commercially held information. Digital technology can be used to amplify messages that
counter the traditional narrative, as it was the case for Sweden’s feminist foreign policy
(Aggestam et al., 2024). Still, commercial interests have proven particularly resilient to the

redress of biases (e.g. Birhane, 2022).

The use of ‘googling’ in diplomatic settings (and of Al assistants) is de facto impossible to
resist for diplomats, who would no longer be able to function as they do without it. Similarly
to the case study of the COREU and the transition to texting/emailing, a Google search or a
query to an up-to-date Al assistant delivers information with speed and convenience, but while
it does so, this entanglement between nature/culture opens the door to informality and private

actors over which diplomats have little control.

36 T am not addressing here hallucinations to which most Al assistants have been prone.
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The increasing reliance of diplomacy on commercially held and publicly available background
knowledge, to the disadvantage of professionalised in-house information, is a practice
suggestive of posthuman diplomacy. Diplomats retain their agential power in their capacity to
direct their searches, finetune their research strategy and choose their sources for background
information, prior to first meetings. But technology’s new informality and its own
intertwinement with commercial actors trigger agential action also in a different, posthuman
direction. The arrival of ever more powerful models for knowledge management suggest that
the reliance on publicly available information, retrieved by Al-powered algorithms, affects the
quality of diplomatic preparation, which in turn can disproportionally affect diplomatic

encounters.

Conclusions

The practical entanglements between diplomacy and technology have become inescapable in
the digital age. Any in-depth analysis of diplomatic practices cannot avoid the thick
intertwining of technological tools, topics, aspirations and possibilities. With the increasing
engagement of humans with technology, much of it comes to be taken for granted and fades in
the background, as the telegraph and the phone have done in the past. However, it is imperative
to maintain the analytical gaze fixed on how technology and diplomats interact, as new and
more agential forms of technology appear, prompted by the increasing use of Al agents. An
analytical sensitivity informed by the debate about the posthuman relies on a continuum
between nature and culture. Rather than analysing technological means as tools that rest in a
toolbox, waiting to be picked up at leisure, a posthuman ontology makes it easier to identify
how the human and the tool form new practices, new forms of agency and new dynamics, thus

better understanding the direction of travel.

The two cases analysed show the significance of this position and allow to better appreciate the
political relevance of existing diplomatic practices. In the case of EU negotiating practices
online, the entanglement between technology and diplomacy started very early in the process
and then continued to evolve. The inclusion of new technologies opened the way to new
political actors’ involvement and faster delivery time, but also to doubts about the political

relevance of the overall endeavour. Second, the management of background information for
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first encounters has instead shown that different practices emerge around different
technologies, opening the way to new (commercial) logics in the collection and distribution of
knowledge. Both cases show how the political relevance of technological and diplomatic
entanglements is better appreciated by starting from the assumption that they co-exist and
mingle, rather than aiming to identify diplomacy as abstract from its material and technological
engagement. This opens the way to more sophisticated theoretical understandings, which

contributes to illuminate politics in the digital age.

The tension between informality and inclusion of new actors engendered by the advancement
of digital technologies is at the forefront of what diplomats do, and there is a lively debate
about what to use for what. As diplomats are at the border between domestic and foreign affairs
and make that border in their daily doings, the dissolution of borders between human and
nonhuman, nature and culture, matter and ideas is of particular importance for diplomacy and
foreign affairs in general. The increasing integration of Al into digital technologies will further

magnify the importance this debate.
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