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In the never-ending torrent of attacks on the 
Bush administration’s conduct of American for-

eign policy, the President’s supposed neglect of the
peaceful instruments of diplomacy has come in for
especially pointed criticism. Bush has been faulted,
for example, for his unwillingness to talk directly
with Iran and to negotiate one-on-one with North
Korea, for his crude attempts to “isolate” Syria,
and for his failure to immerse himself in the Israel-
Palestinian peace process. The general line was en-
capsulated by the television news star Anderson
Cooper last year in a leading question to Barack
Obama: 

In the spirit of . . . bold leadership would you
be willing to meet . . . during the first year of
your administration . . . with the leaders of
Iran, Syria, Venezuela, Cuba, and North
Korea, in order to bridge the gap that divides
our countries? 

Obama did not hesitate. “I would,” he replied.
“And the reason is . . . that the notion that some-
how not talking to countries is punishment to
them—which has been the guiding diplomatic
principle of this administration—is ridiculous.”

As is his wont, Obama later offered up a number

of qualifications and clarifications of this statement.
Electoral maneuvering aside, however, he stuck to
his main position, which he seemed to treat as so
obviously true as to be irrefutable. But is it? How
valuable is diplomacy? Can it in fact “bridge the
gap” with enemies by disclosing unsuspected com-
mon ground and thereby changing the equation be-
tween them and us? Has it ever done so?

The most frequently cited example of the 
power of transformative diplomacy is Richard

Nixon’s trip to China in 1972. Yet, for all the stir-
ring drama of the event, Nixon’s visit was itself
made possible only by a preceding momentous de-
velopment—namely, a radical turn in China’s per-
ception of its own situation vis-à-vis the Soviet
Union. As Henry Kissinger would put it, “Only ex-
traordinary concern about Soviet purposes”—and
about the large buildup of Soviet forces on the
Chinese border—“could explain the Chinese wish
to sit down with the nation heretofore vilif ied as
the archenemy.” In addition, according to the Si-
nologist Jonathan Spence, Chinese leaders were
desperate to expand domestic oil production, a task
for which they had “neither the resources nor the
technology.” There thus ensued, over a period of
years, an exchange of hints, signals, and messages
through third parties, leading first to secret talks
between Kissinger and the Chinese leaders and fi-
nally to Nixon’s visit. 

Of that visit, Kissinger would write:
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I know of no presidential trip that was as care-
fully planned. . . . The voluminous brief ing
books . . . contained essays on the trip’s primary
objectives and on all subjects of the agenda pre-
viously established. . . . They suggested what
the Chinese position would be on each topic,
and the talking points the President might fol-
low. . . . Nixon . . . committed the talking points
to memory and followed them meticulously in
his meetings with Chou En-Lai.

The responses from Chou and Mao were no less
scripted. 

The visit to China, in other words, consecrated
but did not cause a change in course by the two na-
tions; it was a culmination of new thinking, not a
catalyst of or occasion for it. And something analo-
gous may be said of the other famous peacemaking
summit of recent decades, namely, Egyptian Presi-
dent Anwar Sadat’s groundbreaking trip to
Jerusalem in 1977. 

Notwithstanding the surprise attack he launched
on Israel in October 1973, Sadat had led Egypt
away from the bankrupt “revolution” of his prede-
cessor Gamal Abdel Nasser, including by expelling
Soviet military forces and turning Egypt toward
the West. In July 1977, in an interview on ABC
TV, the Egyptian president signaled his intention
to end the conf lict with Israel. He reiterated the
point in a speech to the Egyptian People’s Assem-
bly in November: “I state in all seriousness that I
am prepared to go to the end of the world—and Is-
rael will be surprised to hear me tell you that I am
ready to go to their home, to the Knesset itself.”
Two days later, Prime Minister Menachem Begin
responded in a televised speech addressed to the
Egyptian public, saying that “it will be a pleasure
to welcome and receive your president with the
traditional hospitality you and we have inherited
from our common father, Abraham.” Eight days
later, Sadat arrived.

Long and tortuous negotiations, mediated by
Jimmy Carter, lay ahead before this breakthrough
would result in a peace treaty. If the visit itself con-
stituted a watershed, this was due not to any of the
words that passed between Egyptian and Israeli
leaders but to the fact that Sadat, as a result of
much thought and calculation of Egypt’s self-inter-
est, had decided to address at long last the crux of
the conflict: the refusal of the Arabs to recognize
the existence of Israel. For him as for Chou and
Mao, meeting his opposite numbers face to face
was the result, not the cause, of the change in direc-
tion, with summitry serving as a confirming ritual. 

Numerous other reversals and re-positionings

have taken place without or in spite of extraordi-
nary bouts of diplomacy. One of them was the end-
ing of the cold war—the most monumental shift in
modern times. Mikhail Gorbachev became the So-
viet General Secretary in 1985 and met President
Ronald Reagan later that year. They met again in
1986 and 1987 and twice in 1988, and Gorbachev
met President George H.W. Bush in 1989. But
neither in Gorbachev’s own accounts nor in those
of outside observers can one find any evidence that
these tête-à-têtes exercised a significant influence
on his intellectual evolution—which was the real
motive force behind the transformation and even-
tual abolition of the Soviet Union.

Gorbachev has described that inner journey as
being driven by the wish to modernize and revital-
ize the country he ruled. By his third year in office
he was ready to confess that the system gave him a
“troubled conscience,” to speak positively of “plu-
ralism,” and to exhort the Central Committee that
“we need democracy like air.” The liquidation of
the cold war was a by-product of his encounters
with Soviet reality, not with American presidents. 

It is actually difficult to think of any case where 
diplomacy has served to “bridge the gap” with

a hostile or enemy nation. Which is hardly to say
that such diplomacy has not been tried. Time and
time again, American and other Western statesmen
have undertaken strenuous diplomatic efforts at the
highest levels in order to reach and change the
minds of enemy leaders. As the history of cold-war
summitry attests, the results have been at best triv-
ial, at worst deleterious.

After World War II, the first conclave of Soviet
with American (and British and French) heads of
state was held in Geneva in July 1955, soon after
the emergence of Nikita Khrushchev as General
Secretary. The press enthused over “the spirit of
Geneva,” but Charles Bohlen, then America’s am-
bassador to Moscow, called the outcome “disap-
pointing and discouraging.” Within a year, Soviet
tanks suppressed the Hungarian revolution and
Khrushchev was threatening London and Paris
with nuclear attack over the issue of Suez.

The first bilateral U.S.-Soviet summit took place
in 1959 in the course of a visit by Khrushchev to the
United States. His private conversations with Pres-
ident Dwight D. Eisenhower at Camp David were
marked by cordiality and gave rise to talk of a “spir-
it of Camp David.” But in substance, as the Kremli-
nologist Adam Ulam noted, “the visit produced
nothing beyond the predictable agreement to hold
[another] summit meeting” of the Big Four. At the
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opening of that session, in May 1960, Khrushchev
demanded an apology for the overf light of a U-2
spy plane that the Soviets had just downed. Ike re-
fused, and the meeting ended before it began. 

Summitry resumed in Vienna soon after the in-
auguration of John F. Kennedy. This time, it was
the turn of the Soviet press to hail “the spirit of Vi-
enna.” But to Bohlen, who was present as an advis-
er to the new President,

The results of the discussions were meager. . . .
The Soviet leader assured Kennedy that the
Soviet Union would resume nuclear testing
only if another country did first. He must have
lied, because in August the Soviet Union began
a two-month series of blasts, ending with the
detonation of the most powerful explosion ever
set off.
The unhappy aftermath did not stop there. In

his memoirs, Khrushchev wrote that he came away
“generally pleased” at finding JFK to be “interest-
ed in . . . avoiding conflict with the Soviet Union.”
So pleased, evidently, that two months later the
Communists laid down barbed wire and began to
erect the Berlin Wall. 

Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, met
Khrushchev’s successor (or co-successor) Alexei
Kosygin in 1967 in Glassboro, New Jersey; like
clockwork, the American media invoked “the spir-
it of Glassboro.” So empty was this particular
diplomatic exercise that no communiqué was is-
sued at its conclusion. The following year, Warsaw
Pact forces crushed Czechoslovakia’s “Prague
Spring” and the Communists mounted their Tet
offensive in Vietnam. 

Far more ambitious talks were undertaken by
President Nixon, aided by Henry Kissinger as his
National Security Adviser. Nixon’s interlocutor was
Leonid Brezhnev, who had elbowed aside Kosygin
as the Kremlin’s top man, and the talks culminated
in a 1972 Moscow summit that saw the signing of a
Declaration of Basic Principles and the SALT I and
other agreements. American critics, led by Senator
Henry M. Jackson, protested that SALT I allowed
the USSR an advantage in intercontinental mis-
siles. Defenders argued that the importance of the
agreement lay not in its impact on the two nations’
respective arsenals but rather in its symbolic func-
tion as a cornerstone of détente—one element, in
Kissinger’s words, “of a larger decision to place re-
lations on a new foundation of restraint, coopera-
tion, and steadily evolving confidence.”

These high hopes were dashed a year later by
the Soviet role in arming Egypt and Syria for their
surprise attack on Israel in the Yom Kippur war

and subsequent threat to intervene directly in the
fighting. Over the next years, so great a mockery
did the Kremlin make of the declaration that
Nixon’s successor, Gerald Ford, forbade any fur-
ther use of the term “détente.”  

Jimmy Carter, for his part, renewed the pursuit
of détente on terms even more conciliatory and
self-effacing than those struck by Kissinger. In
1979, having stood by as a handful of countries in
Africa and the Americas fell to Communism,
Carter at last reached his holy grail, a new SALT
agreement signed at a summit meeting at which
the President eagerly hugged and kissed a visibly
nonplussed Brezhnev. A few months later, Soviet
forces invaded Afghanistan, and the U.S. Senate
shelved the pact.

If 35 years of U.S.-Soviet summitry were barren 
of positive results, the outcomes of other high-

level talks with Communist regimes were outright
damaging. In 1973, Kissinger and North Vietnam’s
negotiator Le Duc Tho shared the Nobel Peace
Prize for an agreement committing both countries
to withdraw their troops from South Vietnam. The
Americans kept their side of the bargain; the North
Vietnamese ignored theirs. In further violation,
Hanoi launched an all-out offensive that completed
its conquest of the south. Kissinger complained
bitterly when Congress cut off support to the
Saigon government—which, he said, would other-
wise “not have collapsed in 1975.” He may well
have been right, but this hardly redeemed the wis-
dom of the deal negotiated with the Communists. 

Similarly with the “agreed framework” between
the Clinton administration and North Korea in
1994. This was engineered by ex-President Carter,
still sublimely confident of his diplomatic talents
despite the dismal record of his own administration.
Carter undertook a pilgrimage to North Korean
dictator Kim Il Sung that eventuated in a fraudulent
structure of disarmament behind which Pyongyang
sped its development of nuclear weapons.

To appreciate the persistence of this drearily
repetitive pattern, one is inevitably pushed back to
earlier but still-emblematic efforts of Western lead-
ers to talk with their enemies. In World War II, the
Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin was not an enemy but
an ally. Some in Washington and London vaguely
foresaw the possibility of future conflict with the
USSR—a conflict that Stalin on his side took as ax-
iomatic. In hopes of securing the continued cooper-
ation of Moscow following the war, both Franklin
D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill placed great
store in their personal contacts with Stalin. After vis-
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iting the Soviet leader in Moscow in 1942, Churchill
informed FDR: “I feel I have established a personal
relationship that will be helpful.” In April 1943, the
American ambassador in Moscow conveyed FDR’s
wish to “sit down with Stalin and talk over prob-
lems” so as to avoid any “lack of understanding.” As
the President wrote Churchill, “I think I can handle
Stalin better than either your foreign office or my
State Department. . . . He thinks he likes me better,
and I intend to keep it that way.”

Stalin played on these illusions like a drum, ma-
neuvering for Western assent to postwar Soviet rule
over Eastern Europe while answering every appeal
for moderation by referring to supposed hardliners
in the Kremlin who were making it “impossible for
me to fulfill your wish.” Stalin likewise ran circles
around FDR when it came to the latter’s pet project
of creating a structure through which the wartime
allies would work together to uphold the postwar
peace. He declined to agree to the idea of the UN
until Roosevelt assured him in a private meeting
that it would be headed by “four policemen”—the
U.S., the UK, the USSR, and China—and that the
burden of “policing” Europe would fall to Britain
and the Soviet Union. Even then he continued to
toy with Roosevelt, demanding that the USSR be
given fifteen memberships in the UN (one for each
Soviet republic) before finally settling for three.

At the final wartime summit, held in Potsdam in
July 1945, America’s principal goal was to secure
Soviet entry into the war against Japan. While the
conference was under way, Harry Truman, who by
then had succeeded FDR—and who today is justly
remembered as the President who faced up to the
Soviet threat and devised our counter-strategy of
containment—received a coded message that an
atomic weapon had been successfully tested. He
shared the news with Stalin, who, according to
Truman’s memoirs, said “that he was glad to hear
it and hoped we would make good use of it against
the Japanese.” On August 9, the day the second
bomb was dropped, the Soviet Union descended
like a vulture to devour what it could of Japan’s
now-moribund empire. In the f ive days until
Tokyo’s formal surrender, the Russians seized and
occupied Manchuria and northern Korea, with
consequences that plague us to this day.

Going back still further in time, we arrive at 
the disaster wrought by the democracies’ sum-

mitry with Hitler. The era of appeasement did not
amount to a solitary moment of misjudgment by
British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain at Mu-
nich in 1938. Rather, it encompassed several years of

diplomatic exertions by means of which the democ-
racies attempted to cope with the looming threat
from both the fascist and the Communist world.

As early as 1935, when Hitler defied the disarma-
ment provisions of the Versailles Treaty, British For-
eign Secretary John Simon hastened to Germany for
talks with the Fuehrer. Ignoring Germany’s viola-
tions of the treaty, he agreed with Hitler on a new
pact aimed at limiting naval forces. Hitler, who had
not the slightest intention of abiding by the pact,
would refer to the signing ceremony as “the happiest
day of my life.” The French, meanwhile, sent For-
eign Minister Pierre Laval to Moscow to sign a de-
fense pact with Stalin, and to Rome to offer Benito
Mussolini a “free hand” in Ethiopia. When Mus-
solini subsequently declared his aim of conquering
Ethiopia, London dispatched Anthony Eden to try
to buy him off by offering up a chunk of British So-
maliland instead. The democracies’ avidity for talks
with any and all potential enemies convinced Mus-
solini of their weakness; in late 1936 he announced
the formation of a “Rome-Berlin Axis.”

The story of Munich itself has been too often
told to bear repeating, but it is worth recalling that
it was not a single meeting but a series of three,
with each  serving to embolden Hitler further. Not
confronting only would the democracies get the
war they had hoped to avert, they would get it on
the most disadvantageous terms. For in addition to
delivering to Hitler the considerable industrial
strength of Czechoslovakia, the pusillanimity of the
West at Munich had an effect on Stalin similar to
what earlier displays of accommodation had on
Mussolini. Within months, the Soviet ambassador
would visit the German foreign office in Berlin to
initiate the conversations that would blossom into
the Stalin-Hitler pact.

Whether confronting with fascism in the 
1930’s, or meeting with Stalin during World

War II, Western leaders were played for fools, and
their mistakes cost dearly. In their defense, it may
be said that they were dealing with something new:
messianic revolutionary ideologies and ambitions
far more sweeping than those entertained by any
conventional power, and men whose behavior was
unconstrained by even the least trace of a common
morality. Little in diplomatic history had prepared
these democratic statesmen to deal with totalitarian
dictators.

How then are we to judge our most practiced
statesmen today who continue to indulge in simi-
lar follies with no such excuse? Two years ago, with
America’s fortunes in Iraq at a low ebb, Congress
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formed an Iraq Study Group led by James Baker
and Lee Hamilton and comprising former Sena-
tors, Secretaries of State and Defense, White
House chiefs of staff, and a Supreme Court Justice.
Concluding that the U.S. was losing the war, these
eminences rejected either “staying the course,” or
“precipitous withdrawal,” or sending more troops.
To square the circle of escaping from Iraq without
incurring an American defeat or surrender, they
proposed instead a “robust diplomatic effort” in-
volving Iran and Syria—two countries that alleged-
ly “share[d] an interest in avoiding the horrif ic
consequences that would f low from a chaotic Iraq,
particularly a humanitarian catastrophe and re-
gional destabilization.”

Let us review briefly what we know of these two
suggested interlocutors. In the 1980’s, the Syrian
Baathist regime annihilated 20,000 of its own citi-
zens in order to suppress an Islamist uprising, while
the Islamic Republic of Iran in its war with Iraq
used waves of human beings as mine sweepers. Both
regimes practice systematic torture, and both have
reduced their prison populations by slaughtering
hundreds of defenseless inmates. The two collabo-
rate in arming Hamas and Hizballah and in turning
Lebanon and Gaza into platforms for war. They are
the principal conduits for moving, respectively, ter-
rorists and advanced explosives into Iraq. 

To imagine that a devotion to “humanitarian”
concerns and regional “stability” would lead either
of these regimes to set aside its oft-voiced resent-
ments toward the “Great Satan” so as to pull our
chestnuts from the fire is to indulge in illusions on
the order of those that misled FDR at Yalta, Laval
in Rome, and Chamberlain at Munich—without
their excuse of historical inexperience. Fortunate-
ly, President Bush adopted instead a course specif-
ically rejected by the Baker-Hamilton commission.
He ordered the “surge,” and as a result, by all ac-
counts, we began to turn the tide in Iraq. If we win
the war, it will be in no small measure because the
counsel of Baker-Hamilton was ignored.

Alas, however, the diplomatic temptation persists,
and in the corridors of the Bush White house itself.
Having spent, so it seems, its last reservoir of politi-
cal capital on the surge, the administration has given
ground to its critics in other arenas. It has resumed
trying to reason with North Korea, sponsored a new
round of Israel-Palestinian negotiations, and most
recently joined talks with Tehran even while that
regime continued enriching uranium. All in all, the
verdict on these exercises is likely to be the same as
the verdict on all those preceding them: much ven-
tured, little if anything gained, much potentially lost.

To say that talking with our enemies has more 
often done harm than good does not mean

that we should always avoid it. But when we do
speak, it is essential that we eschew the conceit
that, whoever they may be and whatever their own
purposes, it lies within our power to manipulate or
seduce them into becoming friends or serving our
interests. If they have truly undergone a metamor-
phosis and wish to revise their relations with us,
they will find ways to let us know about it—as hap-
pened, despite early missed signals, both in the case
of Mao and Chou and in that of Sadat. That is why
it is preposterous to assert, as some continue to do,
that at a certain moment in 2003 Tehran sent a
message through a Swiss diplomat that it was ready
to settle all of its differences with Washington—
but, because the Bush administration failed to seize
the opportunity, the moment was lost forever.

What is essential is to understand whom we are
talking to. In particular, messianic revolutionary
regimes operate in a moral universe whose values are
antithetical to ours. Their goal in talking is virtually
never to have better relations for their own sake, but
to have the advantage of us. The fatal allure of trans-
formative diplomacy is that, by means of summitry,
the lions can be charmed not just into lying down
with lambs but into becoming lambs. That goal is a
chimera; it has never happened.

Finally, we must always remember that such
regimes are in a state of permanent war with their
own subjects, and that every measure of legitima-
tion they receive from the outside serves to dis-
courage those subjects’ hopes for freedom and im-
pair their will to resist. Even the government of the
Soviet Union, our superpower counterpart, was
eager for the symbolism of being treated by Amer-
ica as an equal. How much more so would the
power of the petty tyrants or would-be tyrants who
rule Iran, Syria, Venezuela, Cuba, and North
Korea—the countries with whose leaders Barack
Obama expressed his readiness to meet and talk in
the first year of his administration—be inflated by
an audience with an American President. In this,
especially, there is much to be lost—by ourselves
and by those under their rule.

Should we talk with our enemies? Yes—to tell
them what we think of them, and what we our-
selves stand for. We should talk to them, that is, on
our own terms and not theirs, and with their cap-
tive peoples in mind. But to the question that An-
derson Cooper put to Senator Obama, the simple
and correct answer was “No.” If Obama ever gains
the presidency, the world will be safer if he has fig-
ured that out before he enters office.
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