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The	  critical	  importance	  of	  diplomacy	  	  
in	  maintaining	  peace	  

Bill	  Frilay	  

If diplomacy had been effective 100 years ago, the tragedy of the Great War and the 
consequent Second World War could have been averted. And, arguably, it was diplomacy 
from an unexpected source that helped pull the world back from the brink of the Cuban Crisis.  

Recently on this website, I reported 
good news emanating from the UN or 
from the major powers. These were : 

(a) The UN resolution committing 
the Security Council to address 
the illicit transfer of small arms 
and weapon 

(b) The Syrian agreement to give up 
chemical weapons 

(c) The thawing of relations between 
the US and Iran 

In similar vein, John Langmore and 
Ramesh Thakur wrote “In the Eye of 
the Storms” in Inside Story on these 
issues, emphasising the importance of 
the sustained work of the Security 
Council and multilateral diplomacy.1 

The issue of the importance of 
diplomacy came up indirectly in other recent articles. The Weekend Australian Review of 26-
27 October contained a book review of The War that Ended Peace: How Europe Abandoned 
Peace for the First World War by Canadian historian Margaret MacMillan. 

                                                        
1	  John	  Langmore	  and	  Ramesh	  Thakur,	  “In	  the	  Eye	  of	  the	  Storm”,	  Inside	  Story,	  23	  October	  2013.	  	  
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According to the review (which sings the book’s praises), MacMillan points out that, from 
1900 onwards, the diplomats receded in influence while that of the military increased. With 
major diplomatic stumbles imminent, war was increasingly anticipated along the way to 1914. 
The reviewer terms it “Europe’s diplomatic meltdown”.2 When you think of the catastrophe of 
WWI and its aftermath – the rise of extreme right and left wing dictatorships, the Great 
Depression, and, worst of all, WWII and all its horrors – the first half of the 20th century was 
an absolute tragedy.  

There are also recent articles on 
the 1962 Cuban missile crisis. We 
are approaching the 50th 
anniversary of JFK’s assassination, 
and doubtless there will be many 
articles on his presidency over the 
next few weeks. I looked at these 
Cuban articles to see if that 
supported the importance of 
diplomacy. The results are mixed. 
There was a view that this was 
brilliant crisis management by 
President Kennedy. However, in 
2007, and just two years before he 
died, Robert McNamara (Secretary 
of Defence at the time) concluded 
that crisis management was largely 
a myth and “it was luck that 
prevented a nuclear war”.3 

On the other hand, and from a different direction, I chanced upon an article by Ronald J 
Rychlak. He has written that “the Holy See’s diplomatic prowess … played a crucial role in 
maintaining world peace”. Rychlak writes that, during the crisis, Kennedy sent a message to 
Pope John XXIII. The Pope then drafted the following message to the US and Soviet 
embassies, and he broadcast it on Vatican Radio the next day: 

We	  beg	  all	  governments	  not	  to	  remain	  deaf	  to	  this	  cry	  of	  humanity.	  That	  they	  do	  
all	  that	  is	  in	  their	  power	  to	  save	  peace.	  They	  will	  thus	  spare	  the	  world	  from	  the	  
horrors	  of	  a	  war	  whose	  terrifying	  consequences	  no	  one	  can	  predict.	  That	  they	  
continue	  discussions,	  as	  this	  loyal	  and	  open	  behaviour	  has	  great	  value	  as	  a	  
witness	  of	  everyone’s	  conscience	  and	  before	  history.	  Promoting,	  favouring,	  
accepting	  conversations,	  at	  all	  levels,	  and	  in	  any	  time,	  is	  a	  rule	  of	  wisdom	  and	  
prudence	  which	  attracts	  the	  blessings	  of	  heaven	  and	  earth.	  	  

The next day, the Pope’s message appeared in newspapers all around the world, 
including Pravda, the official newspaper of the Soviet Communist party. Rychlak argues that 

                                                        
2	  The	  review	  is	  by	  Jane	  Ridley	  and	  was	  originally	  in	  The	  Spectator	  12	  October	  2013.	  	  
3	  This	  draws	  on	  an	  excellent	  article	  by	  Michael	  Dobbs	  in	  The	  New	  York	  Times	  (9	  November	  2013)	  http://www.	  
nytimes.	  com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/c/cuban_missile_crisis/index.	  html	  
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Pope John had given Khrushchev a way out.4 By withdrawing the missiles, he would be seen 
as a man of peace, not a coward. And he agreed to withdraw the weapons. Pope John’s role, 
Rychlak argues, was very important, but is often overlooked.5 Relations between the two 
superpowers improved somewhat after that, with the first nuclear test ban treaty signed in 
1963, and the establishment of the ‘hotline’ between Washington and Moscow.6  

Kennedy’s actions had high risks. In hindsight, he was, as it were, risking the house on it – 
the house in this case being the planet. The trouble is that, with nuclear weapons around, 
sooner or later luck will run out. But the Dobbs article does point to one critical initiative by 
Kennedy at the height of the crisis – that of sending his brother Robert to meet the Soviet 
Ambassador, and offering critical concessions, including a pledge not to invade Cuba, and 
(secret for many years) withdrawal of US missiles from Turkey in return for Russian 
withdrawal of missiles from Cuba.  

The first half of the 20th century was catastrophic. The second half, and, so far, this century 
have been far less so. Sure, there was Vietnam and Iraq, and Iraq/Iran, but thankfully no 
major world conflagration. The UN was formed in 1946. At an Away Day some years ago, we 
were asked if we considered the UN had been successful. On the basis of a 30-second 
assessment, I considered that, for the above reason, it was. A much brighter former colleague 
than me considered otherwise, and I never did find out why! 

Diplomacy is a critical art. Metternich was a master of it.7 At the Congress of Vienna in 1815, 
while certainly not politically progressive, he engineered a European agreement which 
basically maintained general peace in Europe for a century. 

A traditional definition of diplomacy would be the conduct of negotiations and relations 
between nations, with the broad aim of protecting one’s own national interest. However, in 
the broader sense, it would go beyond self-interest to that of global interest in these days of 
potential global or nuclear warfare and climate change.  

Diplomacy must be extremely frustrating at times, and does not always work. But – when you 
consider the alternatives – war (perhaps nuclear), climate change, mass starvation, genocides, 
etc – it is well worth all the efforts. As a middle power with good relations with most 
countries, Australia has a significant role to play, especially as it is a member of the UN 
Security Council until December 2014, and a member of the G20, which it will chair in 2014.  

                                                        
4	  Russian	  ships	  carrying	  warheads	  were	  en	  route	  to	  Cuba	  and	  within	  days	  of	  a	  US	  naval	  blockade	  established	  to	  
stop	  them.	  	  
5	  See	  also	  Peter	  Hebblethwaite,	  John	  XXIII:	  Pope	  of	  the	  Council	  (London:	  Geoffrey	  Chapman,	  1984),	  445ff.	  	  
6	  http://www.	  crisismagazine.	  com/2011/preventing-‐war-‐pope-‐john-‐xxiii-‐and-‐the-‐cuban-‐missile-‐crisis.	  
7	  Austrian	  Foreign	  Minister	  for	  first	  half	  of	  the	  18th	  century.	  The	  Congress	  of	  Vienna	  was	  a	  meeting	  of	  European	  
powers	  after	  the	  fall	  of	  Napoleon.	  


