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Abstract: This paper explores the multifaceted world of diplomatic 

correspondence and invitations, examining their historical roots, essential types, 

and critical role in modern international relations. Moving beyond a simple 

definition, the study delves into the evolution of diplomatic writing from its 

foundations in Persianate diplomatic traditions to the formalized structures 

governed by the Vienna Convention. It highlights the unique nature of diplomatic 

invitations as instruments of protocol and interstate communication. By analyzing 

contemporary challenges, including translation competence, the impact of digital 

transformation, and real-world case studies like the Nigeria-Canada visa dispute, 

this paper underscores the enduring importance of precision, protocol adherence, 

and contextual understanding in diplomatic practice. The work argues that in an 

era of globalization, proficiency in this specialized form of communication remains 

an indispensable competence not only for diplomats but for all professionals 

engaged in international affairs. 
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1. Introduction 

In the intricate theatre of international relations, where every word and 

gesture carries weight, diplomatic correspondence serves as the primary, most 

authoritative channel of communication between states. It is the formal voice of one 
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government to another, a tool for conveying everything from friendly greetings and 

proposals to solemn protests and declarations of position. The term "note verbale," 

a staple of this discourse, is derived from French and, since its first recorded use in 

1793, has largely retained its core formatting characteristics, demonstrating the 

power of tradition in this field. A communication sent via diplomatic note is not a 

casual message; it holds the official status of an appeal made on behalf of a 

government, articulating a state's formal position. Every word within it is carefully 

chosen, as ambiguity can lead to unintended legal and political consequences. 

This paper will dissect the essence and types of diplomatic correspondence, 

with a particular focus on the specialized genre of diplomatic invitations. It will 

trace the historical evolution of this writing style, analyze its contemporary structure 

and requirements, and discuss the essential competencies required of protocol 

officers. By examining the legal frameworks provided by the 1961 Vienna 

Convention on Diplomatic Relations and drawing lessons from practical diplomatic 

incidents, this study aims to provide a comprehensive overview of a practice that is 

both ancient and dynamically evolving in the 21st century. 

2. The Essence and Types of Diplomatic Correspondence 

At its core, diplomatic correspondence is the lifeblood of interstate relations, 

functioning as a formalized system for information exchange, proposal submission, 

and the declaration of official positions. The principal forms of this correspondence 

include personal notes, verbal notes (notes verbales), circular notes, memoranda, 

and aide-mémoires. Among these, the note verbale is the most common. Written in 

the third person, it typically begins with the formulaic phrase "... presents its 

compliments and has the honour to..." This standardized opening is not mere 

formality; it is a ritualistic gesture of mutual respect that sets the tone for the 

substantive message to follow. 

While traditionally left unsigned to emphasize its origin from the institution 

rather than an individual, a note verbale may today be authenticated with an official 

seal and occasionally a signature, reflecting subtle differences in the protocol styles 

of various states. 
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3. Historical Roots: The Legacy of Persianate Diplomacy 

The highly structured nature of modern diplomatic writing did not emerge 

in a vacuum. Its roots can be traced back to early modern diplomatic traditions, 

particularly within the Islamic world. Between 1580 and 1630, the work of envoys, 

or īlchīs, was profoundly shaped by the principles of adab—a sophisticated blend of 

aesthetic and ethical norms that governed courtly behavior and communication. The 

foundation of their written exchanges was inshā', a refined tradition of epistolary 

composition. Inshā' was far more than a set of rhetorical formulas; it was a complex 

system that defined the very channels of diplomatic and cultural flow. As historian 

Shounak Ghosh (2024) notes, these compositions reflected the envoy's subjectivity, 

skill, and personal characteristics, demonstrating that diplomatic writing has never 

been purely formulaic. This historical experience reminds us that while the formats 

are rigid, the human element of skill and interpretation remains central to the craft. 

4. The Distinctive Nature of Diplomatic Invitations 

Within the broader category of diplomatic correspondence, invitations hold 

a uniquely significant place. They constitute a crucial genre of protocol discourse 

and are among the most frequently encountered documents in the daily work of 

protocol officers. An invitation is much more than a simple call to an event; it is a 

nuanced instrument for expressing the current level of interstate relations and 

conveying measures of respect and personal attention. The choice of words, the 

format of the card, and even the method of delivery all communicate a message 

about the relationship between the inviting and invited parties. 

Experts in international protocol, such as Gilbert Monod de Froideville and 

Mark Verheul (2021), emphasize that invitations are intrinsically linked with other 

fundamental elements of protocol, including precedence, seating arrangements, and 

flag protocol. Together, these elements form an integrated system where a misstep 

in one area can disrupt an entire official function. Furthermore, these documents are 

often pre-formulated, relying on standardized texts that must be precisely 

understood and, when necessary, accurately translated. This pre-formulated nature 

requires specialized competence, as a protocol officer must know not only the 
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linguistic meaning but also the diplomatic weight of each standard phrase. 

5. Contemporary Practice: Competence and Challenges 

The practical demands of modern diplomacy place a premium on the 

professional competence of protocol officers. Translating and composing 

diplomatic notes and invitations is a critical component of their skill set, requiring a 

specialized methodology that goes beyond simple language proficiency. Research 

and survey analyses indicate that these specific genres pose the greatest difficulty 

for officers in terms of both comprehension and accurate composition (Churganova, 

2022). The challenge lies in the fact that every word carries potential legal and 

political consequences, leaving no room for ambiguity or creative interpretation. 

A contextual approach is therefore essential. Effective training must 

simulate real professional conditions, enabling officers to understand not just the 

text, but the context of the relationship, the nature of the event, and the relative status 

of the parties involved. This includes mastering the nuances of related tasks, such 

as the translation of smaller diplomatic texts, which often present their own unique 

lexical and stylistic challenges (Eliášová, 2020). 

The incorrect use of the common phrase "with all due protocol," where 

"protocol" is mistakenly understood merely as a synonym for precedence or 

formality, is a telling example of an insufficiently mastered diplomatic culture. 

6. Legal Frameworks and Diplomatic Theatre 

The entire edifice of diplomatic exchange rests upon the foundation of 

international law, principally the 1961 Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations. 

This convention establishes the legal framework for official communication and 

guarantees the inviolability of diplomatic agents and their correspondence. This 

legal protection underscores the gravity of the note verbale as an official state 

instrument. 

A powerful illustration of the consequences of ignoring these established 

procedures is the recent case of the Nigeria-Canada visa dispute in 2025. General 

Christopher Musa, Nigeria's Chief of Defence Staff, was denied a visa to attend the 

Invictus Games in Canada. The reasons cited were not related to the individual, but 
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to protocol failures: the diplomatic note supporting his application was not 

submitted in the officially required format, and there was a lack of proper 

coordination through the Nigerian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This incident serves 

as a stark reminder that even for high-ranking officials, adherence to the meticulous 

rules of diplomatic correspondence is not optional; non-compliance can halt an 

official visit and create unintended bilateral friction (Akinterinwa, 2025). 

Another enduring diplomatic tool that relies on formal written 

communication is the act of "summoning" an ambassador. This involves calling an 

envoy to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to receive an official expression of protest 

or a serious message. While the Vienna Convention does not provide a precise 

definition for this practice, and states employ it in varied ways, its function often 

extends beyond simply conveying a message to the sending state. As legal scholar 

Stefan Talmon (2023) argues, summoning an envoy is frequently a piece of 

"diplomatic theatre," where the primary audience is as much the domestic public or 

the international community as it is the ambassador standing in the room. 

7. Conclusion: The Future of Diplomatic Writing 

In the context of rapid globalization and digital transformation, diplomatic 

correspondence and invitations are not static relics of the past. They are actively 

adapting to new technologies and communication tools. The COVID-19 pandemic, 

for instance, accelerated the development of new protocol rules for virtual events, 

forcing a re-evaluation of how diplomatic interactions are formatted and conducted 

in a digital space. Yet, even as platforms change, the core principles of respect, 

precision, and tradition remain steadfast. 

Knowledge of diplomatic protocol and correspondence is no longer the 

exclusive domain of foreign service officers. It is becoming an essential competence 

for all civil servants and business representatives operating in the international 

arena. Understanding the weight of a note verbale, the nuances of an invitation, and 

the legal gravity of official communication is crucial for navigating the complexities 

of our interconnected world. The future of diplomatic writing lies in successfully 

balancing its rich, traditional forms with the demands of a new, digitally-driven era 
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of global communication. 
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