
H-Diplo Article Review 
 

 
 
 
Article Review Editors: Thomas Maddux and Diane Labrosse 
Web and Production Editor: George Fujii  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Paschalis Pechlivanis. “Between Détente and Differentiation: Nixon’s Visit to Bucharest 
in August 1969.” Cold War History 17:3 (2017): 241-258. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14682745.2016.1267144. 
 
URL: http://tiny.cc/AR753  
 
Review by Noam Kochavi, Hebrew University/Tel Aviv University 

aschalis Pechlivanis has written an interesting article. It draws on largely untapped, recently declassified 
documentation, both Romanian and American. It sheds light on an important under-studied 
diplomatic summit between the U.S. President Richard Nixon and his Romanian counterpart, 

President Nicolae Ceausescu. Not only was this the first American presidential visit to Eastern Europe since 
World War II, but the summit also took place at a critical juncture for both leaders: Ceausescu sought to 
stake his country’s own foreign policy between the Cold War camps, as well as within the Soviet bloc, while 
Nixon searched for the best tactics to launch simultaneous détente with both Beijing and Moscow.  

The article offers an incisive presentation of the Romanian motivations for the summit. Ceausescu, 
Pechlivanis convincingly demonstrates, was a confirmed Stalinist (in internal affairs) who blazed an 
independent course in external affairs. He aimed at de-satellitization from Moscow, while at the same time 
maintaining fraternal ties with other Warsaw Pact members–and China. The invitation to Nixon was 
designed first and foremost as an insurance policy, a deterrent against a dreaded repeat in Bucharest of the 
Soviet invasion of Prague the previous summer. The Romanian President also hoped to diminish his country’s 
dependence on the Soviet Union by increased trade with the West in general and the United States in 
particular. As a carrot to his American visitor, he offered to mediate in policy areas that were most pressing for 
Nixon – the crippling war with North Vietnam, and the early, exploratory feelers with the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC).  

Somewhat less fully, Pechlivanis also points out Nixon’s principal reasons for accepting the invitation. Nixon 
wished to reward Ceausescu for Romania’s rebuff of Soviet dictums, and more generally stress the sovereignty 
of countries, like Romania, who renounced the Brezhnev Doctrine. Firm believers in the utility of realpolitik 
signaling between Great Powers, both Nixon and National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger wanted to 
needle Moscow for what they saw as a non-cooperative attitude in Vietnam. They valued Ceausescu as an 
asset who, given his unique position in the Communist world, could provide insight into attitudes behind the 
iron curtain–and, most urgently for Washington, might indeed prove a vital go-between with Beijing and 
Hanoi.  
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Nixon’s Bucharest visit, the article effectively demonstrates, yielded positive results from the Romanian 
standpoint. It was instrumental in safeguarding the country’s maverick position on the world stage and in 
launching a golden period in the relationship with Washington, even though the anticipated economic 
benefits were slow in coming. Nixon and Kissinger, for their part, came away somewhat less satisfied. 
Romania, for them, represented not only a heartening erosion of Soviet control over its satellites, but also, an 
ultimately disappointing, short-lived channel to Vietnam and China. 

The article thus provides a comprehensive and succinct account of the background, course, and consequences 
of the Bucharest summit, the first of its kind in English.1 Herein lies its principal contribution to the 
literature. However, the author should have stipulated more clearly the state of the art regarding Nixon’s 
Eastern European policy. An explicit and full discussion would have situated the article in the literature and 
indicated its novelty and contribution.  

This omission is indicative of a certain deeper weakness of the article: the article is quite narrowly limited, 
especially regarding the American side of the story. The episode at hand sheds light on large historical 
questions, yet the author addresses some of them too partially, thus eschewing the opportunity to situate the 
visit in a range of broad historical tapestries.  

Pechlivanis does respond to the most obvious question broached by the visit: what was the essence of the 
Nixon Administration’s Eastern European policy? Apparently, he endorses the conclusion reached by 
historian Douglas Selvage: Nixon and Kissinger recognized the Soviet Union’s ‘special interests’ in Eastern 
Europe and sought to avoid any action that might encourage unrest and lead to Soviet military intervention. 
At the same time, they hoped to transform the nature of the Soviet sphere of influence by supporting any 
potential efforts by Eastern Europe’s communist leaders, not the masses, to assert sovereignty vis-à-vis 
Moscow.2 The article, however, only lightly explores the complications and contradictions inherent in this 
policy orientation, and touches even less on the related, profound and intriguing controversy recently 
rekindled by historian Stephan Kieninger: just how conservative, evolutionary or revolutionary was détente?3   

Other aspects of Washington’s foreign policy also merit a more complete examination. First, the article leaves 
the readers to their own devices regarding the degree to which Nixon’s Eastern European policies departed 
from the course set by his predecessor, Johnson. Historians Kieninger and Thomas Schwartz detect a 

                                                       
1 For a recent analysis in Italian, see: Ida Libera Valicenti, “La visita del president Richard Nixon a Bucarest nel 

1969 e gli accordi che cambiarono la geometria della Guerra Freda,” Eunomia 5:2 (2016): 793-814. 

2 Douglas Selvage, “Transforming the Soviet Sphere of Influence? U.S.-Soviet Détente and Eastern Europe, 
1969-1976,” Diplomatic History 33:4 (September 2009), 672. Selvage co-edited, with James Miller and Laurie Van 
Hook, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969-1976, Volume XXIX: Eastern Europe; Eastern Mediterranean, 1969-
1972 (Washington, D.C.; Government Printing Office, 2007).  

3 Stephan Kieninger, Dynamic Détente: the United States and Europe, 1964-1965 (Lanham: Lexington, 2016). 
Kieninger argues that détente was central to the demise of the Soviet empire, while historians Jeremi Suri and John Lewis 
Gaddis essentially find it to have been a conservative policy that prolonged the Cold War. See Jeremi Suri, Power and 
Protest (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003) and John L. Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History (New York and 
London; Penguin Press, 2005). 
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continuity; Pechlivanis’s standpoint is not entirely clear.4 Second, given the acute attention in the literature to 
the nature of the relationship between Nixon and Kissinger, the article should have elaborated on the degree 
to which these two shapers of the Administration’s foreign policy were coordinated on Romania. Third, it 
could have pointed out more clearly that the visit offers yet another example of Nixon and Kissinger’s familiar 
foreign policy style–namely, bypassing the State Department and prioritizing secrecy to the degree of not 
consulting even close allies destined to be affected by the visit, like France and Great Britain. Also, since the 
Vietnam War and domestic opposition to the war were foremost on Nixon’s mind at the time, the author 
could have suggested that Nixon was eager to utilize the spectacle of the visit to influence not only 
international audiences but also his constituency at home. Finally, the article adds little to our understanding 
of why Romania failed to establish itself as a reliable conduit between Washington and Beijing. The leading 
expert on this last issue remains Mircea Munteanu.5  

The article, then, would have benefited from an expanded research agenda – as well as from a wider secondary 
source base. Recent seminal studies, such as Margaret McMillan’s Nixon in China, Robert Dallek’s Nixon and 
Kissinger, and Sergey Radchenko’s Two Suns in the Heaven, should have been consulted.6 For instance, the 
latter study bears out Ceausescu’s keen comment to Nixon, that status sensitivity was a primary cause of the 
Sino-Soviet split–an observation Pechlivanis rightfully underlines (252). Finally, while generally on solid 
ground, on a few occasions the article offers cursory and debatable arguments. Such is the case with the 
definition of the Paris Peace settlement of the Vietnam War as a "triumph" for Nixon (245). 

In conclusion, Pechlivanis has done students of the period in general and détente in particular a service by 
enticing curiosity about and stimulating research into a somewhat neglected component of Nixon’s 
diplomatic record: his policies toward Eastern Europe. In and of itself, however, the article leaves key 
questions under-explored and invites further investigation. 
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