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The strategy of diversification of a national science diplomacy can be supported by the 
academies which structure a significant part of a country’s scientific life. Academies’ 
international activities offer a channel for the initiatives taken by state diplomacy. 
Beyond the network constituted by their members, national and foreign,  since the last 
quarter of the 20th century academies have typically become actors pursuing their own 
international policy combining universal values and the will to promote the science of 
their own country.
In order to rely on this resource, national diplomacy (or in the future a European Union 
diplomacy) must understand the specific characteristics of these institutions, which are 
the result of a long-term historical construction.  Several features have evolved consid-
erably since the latter part of the 20th century. Diplomats will do well to become familiar 
with their academies’ culture, recognize their specific objectives and take into account 
their strengths and weaknesses regarding international action. The example of the 
French Academy of Sciences cannot be generalized to all such institutions. Its ability to 
network with other academies and other institutions and its various initiatives in the 
international sphere, give us a vantage point from which to indicate the main elements 
structuring the international action of these unique actors of science diplomacy.

InsSciDE - Inventing a shared Science Diplomacy for Europe - received funding under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
research and innovation programme (grant agreement n°770523), 2017-22.
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The first science academies were created in Europe in the 17th century. The Accademia dei Lincei, founded in 1603 in Rome, was the 
first among them, followed in 1660 by the Royal Society in London. The Académie des Sciences was created in Paris in 1666 by Colbert, 
minister of Louis XIV. Academician Bernard Le Bovier de Fontenelle wrote in 1707: "Monsieur Colbert ... knew that the sciences and the 
arts alone would suffice to make a reign glorious; that they extend the language of a nation perhaps more than conquests; that they 
give it the empire of the mind and of industry, equally flattering and useful; that they attract to it a multitude of foreigners, who enrich 
it by their curiosity, take on its inclinations, and attach themselves to its official interests with foreign learned societies." 

Over the centuries, the French Academy of Sciences has 
enjoyed international influence created by specific initiatives 
towards international counterparts, as well as through direct 
links established by its members or bilateral member 
exchanges.  These activities however did not take root in perma-
nent structures or committees. A change began in the 
1970s-1980s when the number of proposals from national 
academies of science or scientific institutions to establish closer 
relations with the French Academy of Sciences increased very 
significantly.  Some of them – and this was radically new – 
proposed to sign cooperation agreements. 
The International Relations Committee (CORI), composed of six 
members elected by the academicians, was created in this light 
in November 1982. The committee was entrusted with the very 
institutional relations with the International Council of Scientific 
Unions (ICSU). However, its competence covered a much wider 
field, rich in potential initiatives. The founding text states: "It 
elaborates the proposals to be presented to the Academy 
concerning initiatives and directives likely to assert the points 
of view of the French scientific community within the [ICSU].  
The relations with any international or foreign scientific institu-
tion and the study of any provision likely to increase the interna-
tional influence of the Academy and of our country, in particular 
with the French-speaking countries and the developing coun-
tries, also fall under its attributions.”
The first contacts were made with foreign academies in order to 
organize and formalize their cooperation with the French Acad-
emy of Sciences. After three centuries of informal relations the 
Royal Academy did not wish "to conclude a formal agreement," 

The strategy of diversification of a state’s science diplomacy can be supported by the action of the 
national academies. In order to rely on them, national diplomacy – or in the future a European Union 
diplomacy – must understand the specific characteristics of these institutions, which are the result of 
a long-term historical construction.  While the example of the French Academy of Sciences cannot be 
generalized, its involvement with many institutional interlocutors and partners in international affairs 
makes it an enlightening example in the science diplomacy space.
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Internationalization: A challenging reorganization 
supported after a time by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs    

while being eager to " increase [the] exchanges without delay." 
The signature of conventions institutionalizing inter-academic 
relations nevertheless developed rapidly. Ten agreements with 
foreign academies were signed between 1982 and 1988. 
With limited human and material resources at its disposal and 
wishing not to overlap its initiatives with those of the Centre 
national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS) and the Ministries 
of Research or Foreign Affairs, CORI decided to concentrate its 
efforts on developing relations with "high-level personalities 
who can have an impact on collaboration between the research 
organizations of [two selected] countries.”  For this purpose, it 
began to develop projects with the cultural services of French 
embassies abroad, which often were ready to give financial 
support to initiatives ratified by the two respective national 
academies. The number of exchanges of lecturers and the 
organization of colloquiums thus multiplied. 

In 1992, under the initiative of Minister Roland Dumas, the Quai 
d'Orsay (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, MFA) exchanged more 
closely with the Academy and provided it with specific 
resources enabling it to create a Department of International 
Relations (DRI). The MFA opened a budgetary line of 400,000 
francs, increasing to 600,000 francs in 2002. With four project 
managers in 2003, the DRI was able to organize its "bilateral 
colloquia". It supported summer schools in countries such as 
Romania, Vietnam and India. The DRI also allocated travel 
grants and fellowships to foreign researchers living in France. 
The proliferation of bilateral relations within Europe led acade-
mies to engage in multilateral structures intended to better 
organize inter-academic work. 
These means and this organization gave a greater scope to the 
actions of the Academy. In December 1997, for instance, it 
signed an agreement with the United States National Academy 
of Sciences, the first ever signed between the two academies, 
although the French Academy had been created in 1666 and the 
American Academy in 1863. Rapid urbanization, the water cycle 
and education were identified as major topics for exchange. 
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Source: Academy of Sciences, Facebook 15 February 2016
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The actors
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The question of human rights: 
A diplomatic role assumed despite initial hesitations

“Bridge Outside the Louvre”, leading to the Institut de France, 
seat of the Academy of Sciences and four other academies. 
Photo by Nan Palmero, Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 
Generic License.
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Andrei Sakharov. Photo by David, Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 2.0 Generic License.
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Independence and long-term support 
for interactions

International initiatives in the face of a new 
geopolitical order
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8 - Science as Power in the Scramble for Africa
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Networking academies

Which diplomatic space for Europe?

Nevertheless, single and centralized bodies could become 
potential rivals for the national academies. The major national 
academies focused their effort on the creation in 1994 of ALLEA 
(All European Academies), stabilizing it by fostering the election 
of a President to be supported by a permanent secretariat in 
Amsterdam. Today it gathers over 50 academies, from a total of 
more than 40 EU Member States and non-EU countries. 
Founded in 2001, the European Academies' Science Advisory 
Council (EASAC) is a network complementary to ALLEA. It 
brings together the National Academies of Science of the EU 
Member States, Norway, Switzerland and the United Kingdom 
to provide independent science-based advice on important 
challenges for Europe.
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Conclusions
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Stakeholder Takeaways 

For diplomatic services For academies

• Very diverse and unique actions can 
be implemented by academies and 
diplomatic services in partnership. 

• The discreet diplomacy based on the 
privileged international links woven by 
the academies and their members can 
constitute a precious resource 
especially in times of crisis.

• At the other end of the spectrum, 
through their recent but constant 
involvement in communication with 
the public, academies can be 
associated with the most innovative 
forms of public diplomacy. Here, the 
inter-academic networks that they 
have built up constitute an important 
additional asset.
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Conclusions

Overall
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Study Questions

Endnotes
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• Which national or European foreign policy goals could be well-served by
cooperation with academies of science, medicine, engineering, etc., or by
networked academies?

• Which new initiatives could be imagined in a partnership between an
academy of sciences and national diplomatic services? Or between national
or regional/global academies,  and centralized or decentralized European
diplomacy?

• Sites of interest:
https://www.academie-sciences.fr/en/
https://allea.org
https://easac.eu

• Cover image: Academy of Sciences, Facebook 12 November 2019. 
www.facebook.com/AcadSciences/photos/2531795960434136
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