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Thank you, Colin, for those kind words. By any measure, Colin Powell is one of the finest public servants of his generation. There may be a finer public servant around – but if there is, I haven’t met them. And Colin has done more than serve the United States – he has inspired a generation of young people to enter public life. 


Let me also thank John Wolf for his lifetime of extraordinary service. And above all let me thank the Eisenhower Fellowships program. Looking out at this remarkably diverse audience, I am reminded of the scores of people around the world who have been touched by this program: the understanding reached, the goodwill generated, the friendships maintained. 


President Eisenhower once said, “An intellectual is a man who takes more words than necessary to tell more than he knows.” I am no intellectual – I am a politician, but we have been known to suffer from the same condition. 

This evening, I would like to make some brief comments about a subject that Eisenhower knew a thing or two about: American diplomacy. I start from a simple – but not uncontroversial – premise: that America cannot solve its problems in the world without talking to other countries and other people. 

Now I’m not starry-eyed about what diplomacy can achieve. I do not believe that talking is a panacea that will make the problems of the world go away. I understand that diplomacy, by itself, can achieve only so much. And that in a tough world, diplomacy must be integrated with the other tools of American power, including military force.

But I do believe that not talking is a near-guarantee that problems will fester, and that opportunities for progress will be passed over. 


How can we seize these opportunities? How can we put the power of diplomacy to work on behalf of American interests, American values and universal aspirations for peace and opportunity? 

Let me offer several reflections. And I expect everyone to pay attention – you’ll be quizzed on this tomorrow.  


First, we must understand that there are many reasons to talk. 

Indeed, the United States negotiates for many reasons: 

-- to explain our policies; 

-- to understand the views of others;  

-- to dispel misunderstandings; 

-- to build trust;  

-- to collect intelligence;

-- to deter bad actions;

-- to reduce the chance of inadvertent escalation; 

-- and to reach agreement.


Second, we must rid ourselves of the notion that we will only negotiate after pre-conditions have been met. 

Demanding that our conditions be met before we come to the negotiating table is a path to failure. Often, it strengthens the hand of radicals within regimes, and weakens the hand of those that America would like to strengthen. It can even suggest a fear to negotiate. 

Third, not all diplomacy should be public. 

There are often contacts that are best made in private, away from the glare of international attention, and the grinder of our 24 hours news cycle. 

Fourth, all parties must be brought to the table. 

Just look at the problems in the Middle East. I don’t see how we deal with those problems – whether it is the chaos in Iraq, the Arab-Israeli dispute, nuclear proliferation, or the instability in Lebanon – if we only talk to our friends, but not our adversaries. Exclusivity – that is, excluding parties that have an interest – is also a path to failure. 

Fifth, pressure may be necessary – political pressure, economic pressure, even the threat of force. 

But the parties must remain committed to seeking a peaceful solution – the use of force should never, ever, be our desired outcome. And if we do think we might end up going to war with somebody someday, all the more reason to talk to them first. 

Sixth, we must give our diplomats the tools they need to succeed: 

-- the skills to understand other languages and culture; 

-- the integration of American power and decision-making, so they are backed by America’s full might; 

-- and above all, the training, confidence and opportunity to do their job.


Seventh, American diplomacy must address the world as it is, not as we wish it were. 

Denouncing countries and refusing to talk to them may make us feel better in the short-run – but it makes little sense in the long run. America cannot approach other countries without taking into account their interests as they see them. Nor can we make other countries want for themselves what we want for them. Nor can we expect to negotiate successfully, if we insist on dictating the agenda.


Eighth, contacts must be sustained. 

You’re not going to resolve complex differences in one meeting. We cannot be dissuaded by bumps in the road. If we search long enough, and hard enough, we can find a peaceful path through the thicket. And the slow pace of diplomacy is not all bad. Indeed, careful and deliberate negotiation is more likely to yield a lasting agreement. 

Recently I was up on Capitol Hill and got a lot questions about the Iraq Study Group’s recommendation to engage Iran and Syria directly. Let’s just say there was some skepticism about what we could accomplish through those contacts. And I couldn’t help but think of the meetings I participated in many years ago with representatives of the Soviet Union.  

The meetings began in a very structured way.  We would come in and read our speeches and they’d come in and read their speeches and at the end of it we would all toast each other with vodka. We all agreed we were working for peace in the world and a better future for our grandchildren and then we’d go home.

And then we did that the next year and the next year and the next year.  On and on.  And then something began to happen.  I don’t know how long it took us, 10, 15 years.  But then we put away the set speeches and we began to talk with one another.  And we got to know one another.  We got to understand one another a little better.  

That was the beginning of the thaw.  And all through this period of time keep in mind that not one single shot was fired although we had a long list of very, very deep grievances against the Soviet Union.

I just don’t know how you solve problems without talking and talking and talking. It is better to jaw, jaw, jaw than to war, war, war as Churchill reminds us. I’ve never been of the school of thought that says when we have difficulties with a country we shut our embassy down and pull our Ambassador out. That’s exactly the wrong thing to do. That’s exactly the time when we need our diplomats the most. 

Ninth, we must understand that diplomacy goes well beyond formal agreements and communiqués. 


International exchange programs like the Eisenhower Fellowships are quite simply one of the most effective tools of American foreign policy that I have experienced. 

These exchanges dispel mistrust, enhance understanding, and encourage dialogue and reconciliation among Americans and the people of the world. 

These exchanges recognize the reality that globalization has made the world a small place – for better and for worse. The United States serves its interests and the world’s interest when it reaches out to the leaders of tomorrow, and when the American people are exposed to diverse cultures and points of view. 

These exchanges forge lasting ties and enhanced diplomacy – I cannot tell you how valuable it is to sit across the negotiating table from a foreign leader whose understanding of America has been enriched because of his or her participation in an exchange program in this country. 

Often the non-official contacts can be as meaningful as the official contacts. I think our contacts with the world have to be as wide and deep as possible – government officials and businesspeople; athletes and journalists; scientists and students. You never know where the breakthrough is going to take place. 


 Finally, we must understand that diplomacy works best when it works for everyone. 


Truman. Eisenhower. Marshall. Acheson. This post-war generation did more than advance America’s interest in a world of emerging threats – they helped build a world of alliances and institutions, of a collective security that served not only our interests, but the interests of other like-minded nations.  


 We’ve got a long way to go to get back to that approach. To get there, we’re going to have to understand – as President Eisenhower did – that diplomacy is a tool of American policy as valuable as our awesome military or our vast economy. 

That does not mean we have no enemies. There are those who are actively seeking to kill Americans, and we must strike them before they can strike us. Diplomacy does not always work. Eisenhower certainly knew about the moment when force must be used as the option of last resort. 

But he also knew that this was not the desired outcome. He once said: “I would rather try to persuade a man to go along, because once I have persuaded him he will stick. If I scare him, he will stay just as long as he is scared, and then he is gone.” 


The art of persuasion. The art of diplomacy. The ability to not just avert war, but to finds the paths toward peace and to stick to them. That is the challenge for diplomacy in this 21st century, so that the future is founded not upon our fears, but upon our hopes. 
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