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Oral Communication: Dimensions of Diplomacy in
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Wang Zhenping

Abstract: Oral communication was a routine and effective way employed by Asian countries to convey
message, gather information, and enhance the prestige of a country in diplomacy in pre-modern Asia. The
communication in question played an important role in China’s relations with its neighbors during the Sui-
Tang period. In his efforts to establish the Tang dynasty, Li Yuan once dispatched a Turkic-speaking envoy
to contact the Turkic leaders for military support. In routine diplomatic contacts, oral communication was
essential in successful completion of these contacts. Upon their arrival at Tang borders, for example, foreign
diplomats needed to inform local Chinese authorities of the purpose of their visit, the number of staff on their
delegation, the types and amount of goods they brought to China in order to acquire permission to travel to
the Tang capital, and to receive the necessary arrangements for transportation and accommodations. During
their stay in Chang’an, foreign diplomats participated in such activities as court audience, presentation of
state letter, state banquet, visits to temples, and shopping. During these events, they often communicated
orally with their Tang hosts. Oral communication has, however, received inadequate attention from modern
scholars. Their research has focused mainly on various forms of diplomatic document: state letter, imperial
edict, conferment, dictation, and decree issued by the Tang court to foreign rulers, as well as official letters
from foreign rulers. The research in question has inevitably left readers with the impression that document was
the major means for conveying messages in pre-modern diplomacy. In fact, oral and written communications
were employed alternatively by the involved parties to convey message and collect information. Even in the
case of written communication, content of the message was often delivered orally first. In diplomacy, oral and
written communication played equally important roles. And sometimes, the former received more emphasis
and attention. Without oral message, there would be no diplomacy, since such message was instrumental to
any successful diplomatic operation. Success or failure of a diplomatic mission depended, however, not solely
on the method of communication, but also on the truthfulness of the delivered information. To evaluate the
reliability of an oral message from a foreign envoy or a Tang official, careful consideration is needed for the
following issues. Did the message in question faithfully reflect the original intention of a Tang or a foreign
ruler? Would a diplomat, Chinese or foreign, exaggerate the real situations at home or abroad? And would such
a diplomat, for the sake of his own career advancement, or successful completion of his mission, deliberately

distort message from his master or the host country.
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