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DIGITAL DIPLOMACY AND ITS IMPACT ON INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Gateway House, an Indian nonpartisan foreign policy think tank defines digital diplomacy as
using digital tools (social media) by diplomats to communicate with each other and with the
public.1 However, this definition is not sufficient as different schools of thought have given
digital diplomacy a relatively more extensive definition to encompass the growth of the internet
and its use by governments to fulfill their diplomatic agenda and international relations.

Why will digital diplomacy fundamentally change international relations and diplomacy?

The average age of United States' civil servants stands at 47.5%, according to a federal
employment report of 2017 by the Office of the Personnel Management. 2 This shows that the
internet generation is being placed in more strategic government administration positions,
which shows that this generation will maintain the increasing demand for open government
and e-administration. In other countries like Finland, this young population has monopolized
state administration and even the top offices like the presidency. Finland's prime minister Sanna
Mirella Marin assumed office in 2019 at the age of 34.3 Her huge digital footprint shows us
the perception young world leaders have about digital diplomacy.

Globalization and the Fourth Industrial Revolution (41R). The 4IR is a digital revolution that
has been happening since did mid 20th century, disrupting almost every industry in every
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country. And the breadth and depth of these changes herald the transformation of the entire
production, management, and governance systems. 4

We have witnessed bitter diplomatic relations caused by attempts to sabotage digital
diplomacy. A recent example is the China – U.S.A. row over social media platform TikTok, a
Chinese social media platform. As relations between the Trump administration and China
deteriorated, the U.S.A. attempted to ban TikTok usage in the United States. 5 The Chinese
immediately promised heavy retaliation against the U.S.A. if Trump went ahead to ban the
platform.6

Why digital diplomacy will not fundamentally change international relations and
diplomacy

The major influencers of international relations have consistently remained trade and security.
Other factors like digital diplomacy are merely seen as enablers and facilitators. In January this
year, tensions between China and India grew for geopolitical reasons. Subsequently, India
reacted by banning the Chinese social media platform TikTok. 7 This, however, did not affect
trade and diplomatic relations between the two countries as it was projected. By February 2021,
India's total imports from China had soared to $58.7 billion more than India's combined
purchases from the U.S. and the U.A.E.8 If new media technologies that facilitate digital
diplomacy are seen as real influencers of International relations, we would have witnessed
strong retaliation from China against India.
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Absence of international regulatory framework and policies to support advancement of digital
diplomacy. Unlike international trade and security that have laid down international protocols
and governing instruments, the internet and its products remain ignored as serious issues that
international relations should worry about. Whereas United Nations declared access to the
internet as a human right,9 I believe they have not laid down a proper global framework to
enforce this right. This gives digital diplomacy no future in transforming international relations.
Countries, especially dictatorships, have stringent control over internet consumption by their
masses, with no exemption of major powers like China. The Chinese government directly
controls over 1.4 billion people's internet access with a mass surveillance system that has given
China's security organs vast powers over the masses. 10

In conclusion,
Coming from a digital media background and as the head of digital communications at one of
Africa's premier universities – Makerere University, I have a personal experience on how
digital diplomacy has entrenched itself in government administration perpetuated by young and
ambitious civil servants who want an easy way of going about things. To me, this is the most
important indicator that digital diplomacy is here to stay as long as young people are taking
positions in key government offices like Kayleigh McEnany, a Trump administration press
secretary. She was appointed at the age of 32. 11
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