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Top U.S. General Urges Diplomacy in
Ukraine While Biden Advisers Resist

Gen. Mark A. Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, has made the case that the
Ukrainians should try to cement their gains at the bargaining table.

President Biden flanked by Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin 111, left, and Gen. Mark A. Milley, the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, at the White House last month.Credit...Doug Mills/The New York Times
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WASHINGTON — A disagreement has emerged at the highest levels of the United States government over
whether to press Ukraine to seek a diplomatic end to its war with Russia, with America’s top general urging ne-
gotiations while other advisers to President Biden argue that it is too soon.

Gen. Mark A. Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, has made the case in internal meetings that the
Ukrainians have achieved about as much as they could reasonably expect on the battlefield before winter sets in
and so they should try to cement their gains at the bargaining table, according to officials informed about the dis-
cussions.

But other senior officials have resisted the idea, maintaining that neither side is ready to negotiate and that any
pause in the fighting would only give President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia a chance to regroup. While Mr.
Biden’s advisers believe the war will likely be settled through negotiations eventually, officials said, they have
concluded that the moment is not ripe and the United States should not be seen as pressuring the Ukrainians to
hold back while they have momentum.
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The debate, which the officials described on condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to discuss
sensitive deliberations, has spilled out into public in recent days as General Milley made public comments hint-
ing at his private advice. “Seize the moment,” he said in a speech in New York on Wednesday.

He elaborated in an interview on CNBC on Thursday. “We’ve seen the Ukrainian military fight the Russian mili-
tary to a standstill,” he said. “Now, what the future holds is not known with any degree of certainty, but we think
there are some possibilities here for some diplomatic solutions.”

The White House, however, made a point of distancing itself from any perception that it is pushing President
Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine to cede territory to Russian invaders even as Moscow pulls forces back from
the strategic city of Kherson.

“The United States is not pressuring Ukraine,” Jake Sullivan, the president’s national security adviser, told re-
porters on Thursday. “We’re not insisting on things with Ukraine. What we are doing is consulting as partners
and showing our support not just through public statements or moral support but through the tangible, physical
support of the kind of military assistance I mentioned before.”

The State of the War

Russia’s Military Reshuffle: Moscow has shaken up its military command in Ukraine again, demoting its top
commander after just three months and replacing him with a Kremlin insider who helped orchestrate the ill-fated
invasion.

In the East: The head of the Wagner Group, a Russian mercenary force, said that his fighters had seized the
eastern town of Soledar. The claim was quickly rejected by Ukraine’s military.

Western Escalation: A cease-fire proposal seemingly aimed at splintering Western unity has instead been met
with an escalation of military involvement by Ukraine’s allies.

New Equipment: The Western allies’ provision to Ukraine of infantry fighting vehicles signaled their support
for new offensives. Now it looks likely that tanks will be added to the list of weapons being sent.

Indeed, the Pentagon on Thursday announced that it was sending another $400 million in military aid to Ukraine.
Among the weapons being shipped will be the first mobile Avenger Air Defense Systems provided by the United
States as well as missiles for HAWK air defense systems already provided by Spain, mortars, artillery rounds,
Humvees, grenade launchers, cold weather gear and ammunition for the High Mobility Artillery Rocket Sys-
tems, or HIMARS, that have proved so effective in pushing back the Russians.

However, the Defense Department rebuffed Ukrainian requests for Gray Eagle MQ-1C drones, which American
officials fear could be used to hit targets in Russian territory, risking a dangerous escalation of the war, The Wall
Street Journal reported.

The question of where the United States stands on negotiations has animated conversations on both sides of the
Atlantic Ocean in recent days as American, Ukrainian, Russian and European officials try to decipher the some-
times mixed signals from Washington.

A trip by Mr. Sullivan to Kyiv last week left some with the impression that the Biden administration was urging
Mr. Zelensky to at least show willingness to negotiate, but American officials denied that.

Instead, they said, at the end of a meeting mainly focused on other issues related to the war, Mr. Sullivan sug-
gested that Mr. Zelensky think about what “a just peace,” a phrase used by the Group of 7 nations last month,
would look like when the time does arrive for negotiations down the road.

The confusion was exacerbated by ambiguous comments by Mr. Biden at a news conference on Wednesday.
Asked if he thought Ukraine now had the leverage it needed to begin negotiations, the president left the door
open. “It remains to be seen whether or not there’ll be a judgment made as to whether or not Ukraine is prepared
to compromise with Russia,” he said.

Learn more about our process.

Pressed later about whether he was suggesting that Ukraine consider giving up some territory, Mr. Biden quickly
said no. “That’s up to the Ukrainians. Nothing about Ukraine without Ukraine,” he said, repeating the official
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line that any resolution has to be determined by Kyiv, not the United States or Europe. “I do know one thing:
We’re not going to tell them what they have to do.”

Some current and former officials said the nuance of the administration’s stance has been lost. While not cur-
rently pressing for talks, the administration wants to be prepared for diplomacy at some later date when it would
make sense.

“My sense is the administration is dipping its toe in the possibility of diplomacy,” said Charles A. Kupchan, a
Georgetown University professor who served as a Europe adviser to President Barack Obama and recently wrote
an essay promoting talks. “They’re trying to thread the needle. They want to introduce the possibility of diplo-
macy without appearing to be telling the Ukrainians what to do.” He added: “It’s setting the table, but it’s not
sitting at the table.”

The evident willingness to entertain talks at some point has drawn sharp criticism from some foreign policy ex-
perts who argue that it would be a mistake to bet against Ukraine’s ability to win more of its territory back from
Russian occupiers.

“The United States and European partners should not forestall the possibility, even likelihood, of more Ukrainian
military success by insisting on a cease-fire in place or by assuming that it’s impossible for Ukraine to, for exam-
ple, liberate the Donbas or even Crimea,” Daniel Fried, a former career diplomat now at the Atlantic Council,
wrote on the Just Security website.

Mr. Zelensky and his aides reiterated this week that Ukraine had repeatedly proposed resuming peace talks with
Russia, and that such talks could not begin until Russian troops withdraw and return the territory they have
seized. But analysts noted that the Ukrainian leader did not repeat earlier statements that talks seemingly could
not start while Mr. Putin was still leading Russia.

More broadly, there has been huge support among the Ukrainian public for sustained military offensives against
Russian positions, and each announcement of Russian setbacks has been met with an outpouring of public enthu-
siasm. Even before the recent wave of Ukrainian military advances, Mr. Zelensky was under heavy and sustained
political pressure to refuse any concession that would leave Russian forces in control of Ukrainian territory.

The debate in Washington comes as questions are being raised about the durability of American support for the
Ukrainian war effort. Representative Kevin McCarthy of California, the Republican leader hoping to become
House speaker in the newly elected Congress, has rejected a “blank check” in continued aid to Ukraine, although
other Republican leaders, including Senator Mitch McConnell of Kentucky, remain steadfast backers of Kyiv.

A group of progressive House Democrats recently released a letter recommending negotiations, then withdrew it
under criticism. But some on the left continue to push for talks. “I believe that progressives have always advo-
cated to leaning on diplomatic solutions,” Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Democrat of New York,
told the Intercept this week. “We should continue to lean on that.”

In internal discussions at the White House, General Milley has been a strong voice for diplomacy but does not
want to give the impression of undercutting the Ukrainians, officials said. He has pointed to satellite imagery
showing that the Russians are digging trenches and establishing firm lines through much of the occupied terri-
tory in preparation for winter, when the fronts presumably will stabilize. The pullback from Kherson appeared to
be aimed at setting up a more defensible position.

Given that, officials said, the general has argued that fighting may ease during the cold months with less chance
of further fundamental change on the ground, offering a window of opportunity for talks. In White House discus-
sions, he cites World War I, when the two sides engaged in years of trench warfare with little change in territory
but millions of pointless casualties, an example he aired in his speech at the Economic Club of New York this
week as well.

The point is not to reward Mr. Putin, officials said in describing the general’s view, but that maybe this is a time
when Ukraine and its allies can start working toward a political solution because an enduring military solution
may not be obtainable in the near future.

General Milley’s judgment is not shared by Mr. Biden or Mr. Sullivan, the officials said. Mr. Putin has shown no
willingness to negotiate, they said, and the Ukrainians have been emboldened by their success on the battlefield,
making them reluctant to trade away territory at the bargaining table.
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If the United States pushed for talks at this point, the officials said, reflecting Mr. Sullivan’s point of view, that
would send a message to Mr. Putin that all he had to do would be to drag out the war a little longer and eventu-
ally the Americans would do his work for him.

“Only Zelensky and his government can make those decisions,” said Steven Pifer, a former American ambassa-
dor to Ukraine now affiliated with Stanford University. “Washington should not be pressing him to do so, and at
least so far, it appears that Washington understands that.”

Helene Cooper and Zach Montague contributed reporting from Washington, and Andrew E. Kramer from
Snihurivka, Ukraine.



