
j u s s i  m . h a n h i m ä k i

“Dr. Kissinger” or “Mr. Henry”? Kissingerology,
Thirty Years and Counting*

A quarter of a century after he left office, Henry Kissinger commands the atten-
tion of scholars, policy-makers, and the general public. Kissinger continues to
influence policy-making through his ongoing links to Republican policy-makers
and his frequent—and always noted—media appearances (for example, although
he was in Germany at the time, Kissinger was one of the first to be interviewed
after the events of September 11, 2001). The third volume of his memoirs, pub-
lished in 1999, and his 2001 book Does America Need a Foreign Policy? have both
received wide attention and critical acclaim.1 At the age of 80, the man who
“opened” China, negotiated the American withdrawal from (if not a peace in)
Vietnam, orchestrated détente with the Soviet Union, and coined the term
“shuttle diplomacy” with his frequent forays into the Middle East after October
1973 remains an American icon. His successors as national security advisor and
secretary of state are, without fail, compared to Kissinger, and they have con-
sistently received lower marks for the influence they wield (even when they 
get higher marks for performance and/or substance). In short, Kissinger—the
Harvard professor, national security advisor, secretary of state, Nobel Peace
Prize winner, memoirist, opinion-maker, chairman of a multimillion-dollar con-
sulting company, and media celebrity—remains in a class of his own. As one of
Kissinger’s successors, Ronald Reagan’s Secretary of State George P. Shultz,
once remarked: “There’s only one Henry Kissinger. They broke the mold after
they made him.”2

“Thank God,” some would immediately respond. With the 2001 publication
of Christopher Hitchens’s vitriolic The Trial of Henry Kissinger3 and the 2002
release of a documentary film based on that work, the former national security
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1. Henry Kissinger, Years of Renewal (New York, 1999); Kissinger, Does America Need a
Foreign Policy? (New York, 2001). Readers should be advised that this article was completed
before Kissinger’s latest books were published: Kissinger, Ending the Vietnam War: A History
of America’s Involvement in and Extrication from the Vietnam War (New York, 2003), and
Kissinger, Crisis: The Anatomy of Two Major Foreign Policy Crises (New York, 2003).

2. Cited in Robert Schulzinger, Henry Kissinger: Doctor of Diplomacy (New York, 1989), 238.
3. Christopher Hitchens, The Trial of Henry Kissinger (London, 2001). For information on

the film see: http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcfour/documentaries/features/feature_kissinger.shtml.
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advisor and secretary of state has re-emerged as the subject of a discussion
usually reserved for such notables as Slobodan Milosevic. As Hitchens and many
others stress, Henry Kissinger is the man who pushed for the 1969 secret
bombing and subsequent 1970 invasion of Cambodia; he has been implicated
in the overthrow and assassination of Chile’s President Salvador Allende; and
he may have given the “green light” to the Indonesian crackdown on East
Timor. It is almost “common knowledge” that Kissinger helped Nixon “steal”
the 1968 election from Hubert Humphrey by passing sensitive information
about the Vietnam peace negotiations to the Republicans. Indeed, the
dichotomy between “Dr. Kissinger” (the prince of realpolitik who put his
remarkable insights to the service of a nation in deep trouble) and “Mr. Henry”
(the power-hungry, bureaucratic schemer bent on self-aggrandizement) is a
central part of any serious analysis of Henry Kissinger.4

There is little “new” about the controversy, at least on the surface. Given
the passionate debate about Kissinger and Nixon, about their foreign-policy
achievements and drawbacks, and about the style of their diplomacy, the opin-
ions that have already been expressed are so wide-ranging as to leave seemingly
little room for “new” arguments or interpretations. Most judgments on, for
example, the pursuit of an end to the Vietnam War will, in all likelihood, reflect
the well-known debate about whether the 1973 Paris Agreements represented
at least a chance for “a peace with honor” or simply “a decent interval.”5 In
general, the debate about Kissinger’s achievements and reputation will most cer-
tainly remain tainted by theoretical predispositions and partisanship. “Realists”
and “neorealists” will never cease to defend him, while “liberals” and “neolib-
erals” will have no use for Kissinger’s Machiavellian manipulations.6

Yet, despite all this baggage, the historiography of the Kissinger years—
Kissingerology, for short—is undergoing a massive overhaul. Due to the recent
opening of masses of archival materials, reassessments—and re-reassessments—
of Kissinger’s policies are likely to remain prominent for some years to come
in the study of the history of U.S. foreign policy. Today’s scholars can finally,
for example, explore the record of Kissinger’s back-channel meetings with
Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin and assess Kissinger’s negotiations with
his Vietnamese and Chinese counterparts. Nor is the field simply being rein-
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4. For an example of the continued comparisons between Kissinger and his successors, see
Nicholas Lemann, “Without a Doubt: Has Condoleezza Rice Changed George W. Bush, or
Has He Changed Her?”, New Yorker, 14–21 October 2002, 164–79. For a recent “realist”
appraisal, see Robert Kaplan, The Coming Anarchy: Shattering the Dreams of the Post Cold War
(New York, 2000), 127–55.

5. The title of the latest book on the subject testifies to this: Larry Berman, No Peace, No
Honor: Nixon, Kissinger, and Betrayal in Vietnam (New York, 2001).

6. It should be noted that Kissinger—at least on the basis of his writings—hardly fits into
such categories. As he writes: “[E]xcessive ‘realism’ produces stagnation; excessive ‘idealism’
leads to crusades and eventual disillusionment.” Kissinger, Does America Need, 286. Still, most
others, such as Walter Russell Mead, would categorize Kissinger as “the archrealist.” Mead,
Special Providence: American Foreign Policy and How It Changed the World (New York, 2002), 139.
See also Robert D. Kaplan, “Kissinger, Metternich and Realism,” The Atlantic 283 ( June 1999):
72–81.
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vigorated due to the opening of American archival materials. In recent years,
numerous oral-history projects, such as the Brookings Institution’s National
Security Council (NSC) project, have helped shed light on the internal machi-
nations of the Nixon administration.7 Moreover, our understanding of the effec-
tiveness—or lack thereof—of détente and triangular diplomacy, not to mention
American efforts to end the Vietnam War, have begun to benefit increasingly
from the emergence of new international Cold War history. For the first time,
it is possible to sketch a view of the late 1960s and early 1970s as more than the
“court history” of the Nixon administration’s secret machinations. Indeed, the
two major works that Kissinger himself published in the 1990s—the 1994 best-
seller Diplomacy and the much-awaited (if, to most reviewers, disappointing)
publication of the concluding volume of Kissinger’s memoirs in 1999—were
probably aimed, in part, at pre-empting some of the attacks that would
inevitably result from enhanced access to archival materials. The same applies
to his 2003 books Ending the Vietnam War and Crisis.8

This essay will analyze some of the key arguments in the existing literature
on the Kissinger years and suggest that the reinvigorated “Kissingerology” is
likely to have two central themes. On the one hand, questions of personal
responsibility—even criminality—and the dangers inherent when policy-
making is confined to a narrow circle (as it was in the case of the Nixon admin-
istration) will remain at the forefront. One can expect an ongoing debate over
the “dark side” of Kissinger’s career, if only to feed the general public’s curios-
ity. His culpability in ordering bombings on civilian populations (particularly in
Cambodia), his links to the military coup against Allende in 1973 (and the 1970
campaign to prevent Allende’s election in the first place), and his less-than-
forthright attitude towards South Vietnamese President Nguyen Thieu during
the road to the January 1973 Paris Agreements (and his conduct during the 1968
presidential campaign) are among the issues that will be hotly debated as new
evidence comes to light. Similarly, we can expect some reassessments of the
(negative or positive) impact that the centralization of foreign-policy decision-
making had on the actual implementation of policy. Was the “coup d’état” that
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7. In May 2002, for example, the National Archives and Records Administration released
107,200 pages of documents from the National Security Council (NSC) files of the Nixon
Presidential Materials Project (hereafter NPMP), located at National Archives 2 in College
Park, Maryland (hereafter NA2). Numerous State Department records have been available 
for several years. Some of the latter have been published in William Burr, ed., The Kissinger
Transcripts (New York, 1999), and on the National Security Archive (NSA) Web site,
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv (last accessed 25 July 2003). The most relevant of the Brook-
ings Institution’s oral-history projects was held in 1998–99 on the Nixon administration’s NSC,
on the NSC and China policy, and on the general role of the national security advisor. These
can be found on the Web at http://www.brookings.org/fp/research/projects/nsc/nsc.htm.

8. Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York, 1994); Kissinger, Years of Renewal. For a sample
review, see Richard Bernstein, “An Architect of Diplomacy Seeks Détente with History,” New
York Times Review of Books, 17 March 1999, E1. For an insightful essay on the emergence of
“new Cold War history,” see Odd Arne Westad, “The New International History of the 
Cold War,” Diplomatic History 24 (Fall 2000): 551–66, Kissinger, Ending the Vietnam War, and
Kissinger, Crisis.
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marginalized Secretary of State William Rogers from the outset of the Nixon
administration justified, as a means of allowing Nixon and Kissinger to imple-
ment some of the radical shifts that took place in U.S. policy in 1969–72?9 Or
was the takeover simply an outcome of the particular personal characteristics—
political ambition, love of secrecy, megalomania—of Nixon and Kissinger?
Were the opening to China and détente with the Soviets natural results of the
development of the international system, rather than a magnificent coup that
Nixon and Kissinger initiated and orchestrated? Was Kissinger’s role as a media
celebrity an asset or a drawback to his—and Nixon’s—foreign-policy agenda?
After all, while Kissinger’s longevity in office was undoubtedly largely due to
his increasingly high profile after the secret trip to China in 1971, the public-
ity also translated into an “operational hindrance”: as he became a subject of
relentless media curiosity, Kissinger found it exceedingly difficult—even as
expectations remained high—to engage in secret diplomacy and back-channel
negotiations.

In addition to Kissinger’s personal characteristics and the morality or
immorality of a number of his actions, his period in office offers fruitful “raw
material” for exploring some enduring questions about the conduct of Ameri-
can foreign policy. Did Kissinger act like the realist he proclaimed himself to
be? Did he have any use for what in today’s parlance is called “soft power”? Did
he believe in and/or practice unilateralism or multilateralism?10 What role did
Kissinger’s particular intellectual makeup play in the success or failure of his
policies? Was Kissinger more successful in “crisis management,” or in imple-
menting a long-term structural agenda? Was Kissinger’s major shortcoming the
inability to control the domestic agenda in the same way in which he was able
to take charge of the policy-making process?

The late 1990s and the new millennium have already seen the publication of
several important studies that, directly or indirectly, have shaped old interpre-
tations of the Kissinger years. The purpose of this essay is to discuss such recent
works in order to explore the directions that the study of U.S. foreign policy
during the Kissinger years has already taken and is likely to take in the near
future. After a brief discussion of the works published between the 1970s and
the 1990s, the essay will focus on the scholarship that has appeared in the past
four to five years. It will emphasize the issues that took up the majority of
Kissinger’s time while (and particularly during the first years he was) in office:
détente with the USSR; the new relationship with China; and the search for an
end to the Vietnam War. The article will also briefly explore such regional crises
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9. For an interesting discussion between some of the principals about the NSC system,
see transcript of Brookings Institution’s oral history roundtable on “The Nixon Administra-
tion National Security Council,” 8 December 1998, http://www.brook.edu/fp/research/
projects/nsc/transcripts/19981208.htm (last accessed 25 July 2003).

10. For a recent discussion of multilateralism and “soft power,” see Joseph S. Nye, The
Paradox of American Power: Why the World’s Only Superpower Can’t Go It Alone (New York, 
2002).
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as the Indo-Pakistani War of 1971, the October 1973 war in the Middle East,
the Angolan decolonization crisis and civil war of 1974–1976, and the Indone-
sian invasion of East Timor in 1975–1976.11

2002 marked the thirtieth anniversary of the publication of the first book-
length study of Henry Kissinger, David Landau’s Kissinger: The Uses of Power. A
critical account of “Doctor K’s” worldview and politics, Landau’s book was
quickly followed by a string of further studies in the 1970s that tended to fall
into three categories. A few, like Landau’s (a student at Harvard and the editor
of the Harvard Crimson) and that of Stephen Graubard (Kissinger’s friend from
graduate school and a professor of history at Brown), focused on Kissinger’s 
pre-1969 career and writings.12 Others provided journalistic, generally well-
documented, and often passionate treatments of Kissinger’s foreign policy (or,
as in the case of William Shawcross’s book, a certain aspect of it).13 Yet others,
such as Coral Bell or Robert Litwak, placed less emphasis on Kissinger’s per-
sonality and character, focusing instead on the worldview of America’s pre-
eminent diplomat-scholar and how it was reflected in his policies.14 Without
access to documentary sources, this first wave of Kissingerology relied heavily
on Kissinger’s earlier writings, the public record, and interviews with aides and
foes (or sometimes former aides who had turned into foes). Despite their lack
of a substantive documentary base, however, these early studies set the stage for
much of the subsequent debate and analysis by providing two alternate pictures
of Kissinger. In his European Mind in American Policy, Bruce Mazlish summa-
rized these as early as 1976. At one end of the spectrum was “Dr. Kissinger”:
the prince of realpolitik, who had put his ideas into the service of a nation in
deep trouble. At the other end was “Mr. Henry”: a narcissistic and power-
hungry opportunist whose primary goal was the glorification of his own
persona. With certain modifications, these perspectives can be gleaned from
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11. For a historiographical essay that covers much of the ground up to the mid-1990s, see
Robert Schulzinger, “Complaints, Self-Justifications, and Analysis: The Historiography of
American Foreign Relations Since 1969,” America in the World: The Historiography of American
Foreign Relations Since 1941, ed. Michael J. Hogan (New York, 1995), 395–423. See also the
introduction in Burr, Kissinger Transcripts, 1–26.

12. Stephen Graubard, Kissinger: Portrait of a Mind (New York, 1974); David Landau,
Kissinger: The Uses of Power (Boston, 1972); Bruce Mazlish, Kissinger: The European Mind in
American Policy (New York, 1976); and John G. Stoessinger, Henry Kissinger: The Anguish of
Power (New York, 1976). For a thoughtful analysis of Kissinger’s intellectual background, see
Robert L. Beisner, “History and Henry Kissinger,” Diplomatic History 14 (Fall 1990): 511–27;
and Richard Weitz, “Henry Kissinger’s Philosophy of International Relations,” Diplomacy &
Statecraft 2, no. 1 (1999): 103–29.

13. Marvin and Bernard Kalb, Kissinger (Boston, 1974); Roger Morris, Uncertain Greatness:
Henry Kissinger and American Foreign Policy (New York, 1977); William Shawcross, Sideshow:
Kissinger, Nixon, and the Destruction of Cambodia (New York, 1979); Tad Szulc, The Illusion of
Peace: Foreign Policy in the Nixon Years (New York, 1978).

14. Coral Bell, The Diplomacy of Détente: The Kissinger Era (New York, 1977); Robert
Litwak, Détente and the Nixon Doctrine: American Foreign Policy and the Pursuit of Stability (New
York, 1984).
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most books written about Kissinger and have colored the general debate about
his role in the making of American foreign policy.15

In 1979, Kissinger published White House Years, the first volume of his
memoirs, followed three years later by Years of Upheaval. Collectively, White
House Years and Years of Upheaval relegated Nixon’s memoirs, published a year
earlier than Kissinger’s first tome, to a secondary role as sources for studying
the years between 1969 and 1974.16 They provided the basic raw material for
every study published in the 1980s and 1990s, with most historians concluding
that the detail and length of the memoirs made them indispensable as sources
for studying U.S. foreign policy during the Nixon administration. The result
was, inevitably, a certain stress on what Kissinger thought—or wanted every-
one to think—was important. For example, the Vietnam War is central to White
House Years, but almost coincidental to Years of Upheaval; the latter is heavily
dominated by Kissinger’s account of the 1973 October War and the shuttle
diplomacy that followed, but says relatively little about Sino-American relations.
In Years of Upheaval, Kissinger also stressed the corrosive impact that Water-
gate had on foreign policy.17

Kissinger’s memoirs did little to change the basic “battle lines” over his place
in history. Two books published in the early 1980s illustrate the persistent
dichotomy. In an influential analysis of U.S.-Soviet relations from the Truman
to the Carter administration, John Gaddis tended to tilt towards the “Dr.
Kissinger” side of the picture. To be sure, Gaddis’s Kissinger was not flawless.
Yet he remained a worthy disciple of the father of containment, George Kennan.
In other words, Gaddis’s Kissinger restored—or at least attempted to restore—
some order and sense to a foreign policy that had moved from the asymmetri-
cal containment of the early Cold War years to the symmetrical containment
that had led to the disaster in Vietnam. Although he found fault with the effort
to teach the Soviets to act in a certain way (“like a laboratory animal”), Gaddis
nevertheless praised Kissinger for his keen sense of the limits of American
power and the necessity to take such limits into account when committing
American forces abroad. In short, Gaddis’s Kissinger was fundamentally a uni-
lateralist, a man bent on using military means and other forms of “hard power”
to advance his vision of U.S. national interest. Yet, given the circumstances of
the late 1960s and early 1970s, Kissinger had to acknowledge that his ability to

642 : d i p l o m a t i c h i s t o r y

15. Mazlish, Kissinger, 16–19.
16. Henry Kissinger, White House Years (Boston, 1979) and Years of Upheaval (Boston,

1982); Richard Nixon, RN: The Memoirs of Richard Nixon (New York, 1978). Despite their
unprecedented length, White House Years and Years of Upheaval covered only the period from
early 1969 to Nixon’s resignation.

17. Other memoirs published during this “first wave” included Gerald R. Ford, A Time to
Heal (New York, 1979); John Ehrlichman, Witness to Power: The Nixon Years (New York, 1982);
H. R. Haldeman, The Ends of Power (New York, 1978); William Safire, Before the Fall: An Inside
View of the Pre-Watergate White House (New York, 1975); Vernon Walters, Silent Missions (New
York, 1978); and Elmo R. Zumwalt, On Watch (New York, 1976). For a discussion of these
memoirs and their usefulness, see Schulzinger, “Complaints, Self-Justifications, and Analysis.”
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use “hard power” was seriously limited due to the Vietnam War; the fallback
option was creative diplomacy, most successfully implemented in the search for
an opening to China.18

In contrast to Gaddis, Seymour Hersh had no interest in dwelling on theo-
retical niceties about symmetries and asymmetries. Hersh’s Kissinger is not a
realist or a unilateralist, but an opportunist. In one of the most critical assess-
ments to date, Hersh’s 1983 book The Price of Power used the Kissinger memoirs
extensively as a source.19 Given the wide range of interviews that formed the
other basis of the book, Price of Power remains a valuable source for scholars
interested in Kissinger’s conduct of foreign policy during the first Nixon admin-
istration; it is, as Stanley Hoffman wrote in a blurb for the book, the “Kissinger
anti-memoirs.” Not until Hitchens’s The Trial of Henry Kissinger was published
almost two decades later did an equally damning account of “Mr. Henry” appear
in bookstore shelves. Yet, while Hersh’s work remains an entertaining work that
cannot but make one question the ethics of those in power and the impact of
sheer personal aggrandizement on the making of foreign policy, Price of Power
is less valuable for those scholars interested in the impersonal factors that influ-
ence the making of foreign policy.

Others, including Raymond Garthoff in his first (1985) edition of Détente
and Confrontation, focused on a more limited, but undoubtedly the most central,
topic of the foreign policy of the Kissinger years: Soviet-American détente.
Garthoff, a member of the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) I negotia-
tion team that was often outflanked by Kissinger’s back-channel diplomacy,
must be credited for his massive book, which remains at the same time the bulki-
est and the most comprehensive analysis of détente. Garthoff, who took advan-
tage of improved access to Russian documentary sources in the second edition
of Détente and Confrontation, should also be commended for his ability to reject
the temptation of launching into a polemical attack against Nixon or Kissinger.
His criticism, when accorded, is usually well founded, as in the case of the SALT
I agreements. These, Garthoff writes, represented a missed opportunity for
serious arms control, as Kissinger and Nixon rushed to conclude an agreement
mainly for its political effect. In his 2001 memoir, A Journey through the Cold
War, Garthoff basically reiterated this critical assessment.20

The first systematic effort to analyze Kissinger’s career with the help of
archival records—Robert Schulzinger’s Doctor of Diplomacy—appeared in 1989.

“Dr. Kissinger” or “Mr. Henry”? Kissingerology, Thirty Years and Counting : 643

18. John L. Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American
National Security Policy (New York, 1982), 274–344. See also Gaddis, “Rescuing Choice from
Circumstance: The Statecraft of Henry Kissinger,” in The Diplomats, 1939–1979, ed. Gordon
A. Craig and Francis L. Loewenheim (Princeton, NJ, 1994), 564–92.

19. Seymour Hersh, The Price of Power: Kissinger in the Nixon White House (New York,
1983).

20. Raymond Garthoff, Détente and Confrontation: Soviet-American Relations from Nixon to
Reagan, rev. ed. (Washington, D.C., 1994); Garthoff, A Journey Through the Cold War: A Memoir
of Containment and Coexistence (Washington, D.C., 2001), especially chapters 13–14.
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Rather than emphasizing Kissinger’s appetite for bureaucratic intrigue,
Schulzinger focused on Kissinger’s day-to-day diplomacy, negotiation skills, and
ability to juggle and control numerous issues—be it the Sino-American rela-
tionship, détente with the Soviets, the efforts to end the Vietnam War, or shuttle
diplomacy in the Middle East—simultaneously. Unfortunately, Schulzinger
concluded, these diplomatic successes never amounted to a real “structure” (of
peace, if you will). Rejecting Kissinger’s explanations—that is, pointing the
finger at the Congress, the general public, the Watergate scandal, or the press—
Schulzinger made an intriguing point: Kissinger’s conceptual approach to
foreign policy became the victim of its practitioner’s personal success. That is,
once Kissinger became the secretary of state in September 1973, he quickly
found out that his disdain for the huge bureaucracy he was now heading was a
major hindrance to effective policy-making. On the one hand, Kissinger faced
a hostile foreign service that would not easily forgive him for the slights of 
the past four years. On the other hand, Kissinger soon became a victim of the
very same bureaucratic syndrome he had earlier criticized: his ability to reflect
on the “big picture” as opposed to dwelling on the details of specific regional
issues was severely hampered. As Schulzinger writes, the new secretary of 
state was ultimately “no more successful than the old-fashioned State Depart-
ment officials in seeing the big picture.” In the end, Schulzinger maintains,
Kissinger’s career as the national security advisor and secretary of state “repre-
sented the triumph and limits of the academic expert,” while his diplomacy, 
for all its high publicity and numerous triumphs, failed in its stated objective.
“Instead of building a structure,” Schulzinger concludes, “Kissinger created a
personality.”21

Three years after the publication of Doctor of Diplomacy, Walter Isaacson’s
biography of Kissinger appeared in bookstores. An entertaining read filled 
with anecdotes (much like Hersh’s 1983 book), Isaacson’s Kissinger (which also
became the basis of a rather unsuccessful television account) remains, to date,
perhaps the most widely read account of the life and career of America’s fifty-
seventh secretary of state.22 Still, its conclusions were hardly revolutionary.
Much like Schulzinger’s, Isaacson’s Kissinger was a flawed hero whose accom-
plishments were not lasting and whose career as a diplomat and negotiator far
outweighed the impact of his thinking on fundamental issues affecting foreign
policy. More than Schulzinger did, though, Isaacson found fault with the fun-
damental ideas behind Kissinger’s policies. Kissinger’s advocacy of realpolitik—
of basing American foreign policy on national interests and geopolitical
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21. Schulzinger, Doctor of Diplomacy, 131, 242. In a 1977 book, Kissinger’s former NSC
aide Roger Morris went further, arguing that “[M]idway into 1969, Henry Kissinger had
become, in some measure, one more bureaucrat.” R. Morris, Uncertain Greatness, 106. Like
Morton Halperin, Morris resigned in protest after American troops entered Cambodia in 1970.

22. Walter Isaacson, Kissinger (New York, 1992).
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imperatives—simply did not fit the American way of thinking. Although most
of Kissinger’s Cold War predecessors, from Dean Acheson to Dean Rusk, had
hardly been crusading liberals but had instead been believers in the need to
preserve the American national interest, the balance-of-power thinking that
Kissinger advocated was, Isaacson concluded, oriented far too much towards
power rather than towards ideas. While stressing that Kissinger was equipped
with “an intellectual brilliance,” Isaacson also maintained that “Kissinger’s
realpolitik was ill-suited to an open and democratic society.”23 Indeed, when
Isaacson stressed the poor fit between the American domestic structure and
Kissinger’s ability to build a lasting structure, he was, in contrast to Schulzinger,
paying some lip service to Kissinger’s own agenda. After all, one of the key argu-
ments in Kissinger’s memoirs (both in Years of Upheaval and in his 1999 memoir
of the Ford years, Years of Renewal) was that détente and the “structure of peace”
were crucified at the altar of Watergate—that his geopolitical maxims were
victims of a general rebellion against authority.24 Lacking a domestic base,
Kissinger—ironically at the height of his powers at the time of Nixon’s
resignation—found himself incapable of building a new domestic consensus
behind détente. The conclusion seems inescapable: a master tactician, Kissinger
was not quite in touch with the political scene of his adopted land.

There is, of course, something to the argument that Watergate destroyed
not only Nixon but possibly his entire foreign-policy agenda as well. While
Watergate assured Kissinger’s own standing and secured his nomination to
succeed William Rogers as secretary of state, the erosion of Nixon’s credibility
undoubtedly created difficulties for Kissinger’s handling of U.S. foreign 
policy. As he noted at a meeting aboard the presidential yacht Sequoia on 3
August 1973: “Watergate is a disaster. Everything is a little harder now and takes
a little longer now—Europe, China etc.” There was only one exception, he
maintained: “the USSR.” The real danger with Watergate was, Kissinger
confided, that “relations with adversaries become easy and those with friends
acrimonious.”25

It would be foolish to deny that Watergate had an impact on U.S. foreign
policy. To accept Watergate as the key reason why many of the Nixon-
Kissinger(-Ford) foreign-policy goals failed to provide that much-advertised
structure of peace (or any real structure at all), however, is close to assuming
that the outside world remained a mere a footnote to the all-important game
of domestic politicking. Conceptually, it is an argument similar to the (always-
popular) explanation that the Vietnam War was lost due to the antiwar move-
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ment. By playing up the role of his domestic critics, Kissinger thus exposed
some of his own frustrations and, through his memoirs, managed to transfer
them to a large cohort of historians.26

The latest work that covers the entirety of the Nixon-Kissinger foreign
policy reflects this in some ways. William Bundy’s encyclopedic A Tangled Web
(1998) is, to date, the most comprehensive account of the years between 1969
and 1974. It has many features that recommend it for scholars and students.
Although the author was a member of the Johnson administration and is the
brother of a previous NSC advisor, his writing is not overtly vindictive; when
it is, Bundy’s major target tends to be Nixon, rather than Kissinger. To be sure,
Bundy does carry a poorly veiled grudge and makes an impassioned case to
argue, for example, that Nixon (with Kissinger’s help) effectively stole the 1968
presidential election by advising the South Vietnamese not to make a serious
effort at the Paris peace talks that the Johnson administration embarked upon
shortly before the election. More recently, the same case has been made both
by Hitchens and, more convincingly, by Larry Berman. Indeed, based on the
available evidence, it is hard to avoid concluding that Nixon played electoral
politics with the war in 1968 (and in 1972). The point that Bundy and Hitchens
(unlike Berman) do not bother stressing is simple: Johnson, Humphrey, and the
leaderships in North and South Vietnam were also playing electoral politics and
pushing for the peace talks to have maximum impact on the 1968 presidential
campaign.27

Although Bundy’s book is comprehensive and exhaustive, its shelf life is likely
to remain rather short. A number of areas that A Tangled Web explores have
been overtaken by newer scholarship based on substantial archival research.
Indeed, A Tangled Web adds relatively little that is new, for example, about 
our understanding of the relative importance of various issues to Nixon and
Kissinger, and tells us little we did not yet know about such controversies as the
pursuit of an end to the Vietnam War or the diplomacy leading to the opening
to China.28 In fact, even before the publication of Bundy’s book, scholars had
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the plan” of maintaining the North-South division permanently by the continued use of
massive American air power against the North. Berman, No Peace, No Honor, 9.

27. William Bundy, A Tangled Web: The Making of Foreign Policy in the Nixon Presidency
(New York, 1998), 35–48; Hitchens, Trial of Henry Kissinger, 6–18; Berman, No Peace, No Honor,
32–36.

28. A diary account central to Bundy’s work was H. R. Haldeman, Haldeman Diaries (New
York, 1994). Some other key memoir accounts by American policy-makers include: William
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made use of the new materials found not only in American archives, but also in
Soviet and other former Communist-bloc archives that had become accessible
after the end of the Cold War. To be sure, the access has been limited in most
cases to sporadic revelations found on the pages of such journals as the Cold
War International History Bulletin and Cold War History or on various Web sites.29

The earliest major example was the new edition of Garthoff’s massive Détente
and Confrontation, published in 1994, which, while not changing its major argu-
ments, incorporated newly available materials from the Soviet side. The rest of
this essay will assess those studies that are informed by such findings and the
American archival materials that have become available in recent years. A logical
starting point is the Soviet-American relationship.

There is little doubt that the country that most concerned Kissinger as
national security advisor (and later as secretary of state) was the USSR. Simi-
larly, it is undoubtedly true that the efforts to manage the competitive rela-
tionship with Moscow shaped every other aspect of U.S. foreign policy during
the Nixon and Ford presidencies. The Kremlin’s likely reactions and existing
policies affected the settlement in Vietnam, the opening to China, and the rela-
tionship with America’s allies, as well as Kissinger’s approach to regional con-
flicts in the Middle East, Africa, and elsewhere. Thus, it should certainly be a
central aspect of the new Kissingerology. Ironically, as Vojtech Mastny puts it,
“[T]he ‘golden years’ of détente in the early 1970s are the least researched
period of the Cold War.”30 Yet, as the records of SALT negotiations, Soviet-
American summits, and Kissinger’s back-channel meetings have only just
become available, one can reasonably expect an outpouring of articles, disser-
tations, and books in the next few years.31

One of the reasons why scholars have paid relatively little attention to
détente may be that its general outline is so well known. While the origins of
détente may be traced back to the early and mid-1960s, there is no question
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that its best-known phase was the Nixon-Kissinger era, particularly the period
between 1971 and 1974. This was, naturally, the period that included the various
agreements on Germany and Berlin, the signing of the SALT I and ABM agree-
ments at the Moscow Summit of 1972, the summit of 1973 that produced the
Prevention of Nuclear War (PNW) agreement, and the 1974 tentative SALT
II agreements of Vladivostok (an agreement that Nixon, having bowed out of
office in August 1974, could only watch from the sidelines). After 1974, détente
began to falter.32 Under severe domestic attack from both the left and the right,
Gerald Ford eventually banned the use of the word in his 1976 presidential cam-
paign. Kissinger, his star clearly descending, lost his NSC portfolio to Brent
Scowcroft and became more of a liability than an asset to Ford’s hopes of
becoming a president in his own right.33

It would be faulty to argue that the idea of détente was a revolutionary
concept as such: after all, relaxing tensions between adversarial powers were and
are the regular fare of the long-term development of any bilateral relationship.
Indeed, the question one should probably be asking regarding the pursuit of
détente is not so much why the relaxation of Soviet-American tensions emerged
during the Nixon presidency, but what its principal American practitioners
thought could be gained by engaging the Kremlin. Was détente meant to launch
a structural revolution that would ultimately lead to the end of the Cold War?
Or was détente simply a way of gaining a “breather,” of making the competi-
tion more manageable, perhaps even giving the United States an edge that it
seemed to be losing? Did Nixon and Kissinger see détente simply as contain-
ment by other means? After all, in a domestic context in which the use of
American military power was an extremely risky proposal, diplomacy gained
new currency as a policy-making tool.

In this regard, Kissinger—at the time and for a long time afterwards—
insisted that the real goal of détente was to manage and restrain, rather than
defeat or change, the USSR. As he wrote to Nixon early on in the presidency:
“Moscow wants to engage us. . . . [W]e should seek to utilize this Soviet inter-
est, stemming as I think it does from anxiety, to induce them to come to grips
with the real sources of tension, notably in the Middle East, but also in Vietnam.
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This approach also would require continued firmness on our part in Berlin.”34

Indeed, while the sources of détente—as Andreas Wenger and Jeremi Suri 
have recently argued35—lay much deeper than the specific interests and tactical
goals of a few policy-makers, the actual practice of détente and linkage with 
the USSR was, as is well known, a highly centralized matter in the Nixon
administration.36

To pursue linkage and détente, Kissinger and Nixon established the back
channel to the Kremlin via Ambassador Dobrynin. Although much has been
made about the foot-dragging of which both sides were guilty, the real problem
at the very beginning was not the general principle of linkage. Rather, the Soviet
ambassador objected to the type of linkage that Kissinger and Nixon aimed to
pursue. During the meeting in the White House on 17 February 1969 that
effectively established the back channel—attended by Kissinger and Malcolm
Toon of the State Department, in addition to Dobrynin and Nixon—the Soviet
ambassador called for serious negotiations “on various subjects and at various
levels.” When prodded by Nixon, Dobrynin mentioned SALT and the Middle
East as the key issues. Nixon responded by stressing that one should separate
SALT from “the settlement of larger political issues,” but did not foreclose the
possibility of holding “parallel” talks. Dobrynin was curious and pressed for
clarification on “the linkage between arms talks and negotiations on political
issues,” whereupon Nixon asserted that “[P]rogress in one area is bound to have
an influence on progress in all other areas.” Further clarifying his central point,
Nixon explained that it was his hope that the Soviets would “do what they can
to get the Paris talks [on Vietnam] off dead-center.” Dobrynin was evasive,
maintaining that if a true era of negotiation were to be launched, “[I]t would
be wise not to begin with the most difficult issues.”37

The February 1969 meeting set the tone for Soviet-American negotiations
for the next few years. Linkage was real. The bilateral relationship was to be
pursued over a number of issues, ranging from SALT to Vietnam. But linkage
was also a recipe for deadlock. There would be limited progress, because both
the Americans and the Soviets were, in the end, concerned over the other side
gaining some kind of unilateral advantage. During the months and years to
come, while Kissinger, at Nixon’s behest, pressed Dobrynin for help in reach-
ing a settlement on Vietnam, the Soviet ambassador replied by demanding that
Americans work towards progress on the Middle East. The end result was that
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the early talks inevitably focused on areas in which both sides saw progress in
the offing or in which the pressure from other countries was insurmountable:
for example, arms control and the Berlin/German question. It is no wonder that
the early détente process yielded few tangible results until the summer of 1971.38

The generally accepted view is that at this point, the secret trip to China
suddenly transformed the nature of the Soviet-American relationship. As
Kissinger later argued,

The triangular relationship among the United States, the USSR, and China
unlocked the door to a series of major breakthroughs: the end of the Vietnam
War; an agreement that guaranteed access to divided Berlin; a dramatic
reduction of Soviet influence in the Middle East, and the beginning of the
Arab-Israeli peace process; and the European Security Conference (com-
pleted during the Ford administration). Each of these events contributed to
the others. Linkage was operating with a vengeance.39

In other words, the goals that had not been possible to reach via “mere” bilat-
eral wrangling with the Soviets were transformed into reality as the Soviets,
caught unprepared by the Sino-American rapprochement, adjusted their poli-
cies in order to stay on America’s good side. Dobrynin seems to confirm this
view in his memoirs. “No one was more surprised and confused,” he writes,
“than the Kremlin when it received the news of Nixon’s plan to go to China
even before he would meet Leonid Brezhnev at the summit in Moscow.”40

While we do not have a full accounting of the Soviet response to the opening
to China or of the actual shock that it produced, the dramatic reversal implied
above calls for some consideration. In particular, one needs to ask whether the
shock that the sudden announcement of the “opening” undoubtedly produced
could possibly have been matched by a Soviet need to suddenly reverse, or at
least review, all its policies (as implied by Kissinger). Were the Soviets caught
completely off guard? Even if the workings of the Pakistani channel remained
secret, could the Soviets have missed such obvious public signals of an impend-
ing rapprochement as Nixon’s announcement of relaxation in trade restrictions
and the fabled ping-pong diplomacy of the spring of 1971 (the “front channel”)?
If so, why did Dobrynin, who should have been in a position to at least antici-
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pate a Sino-American rapprochement, not lose his clout inside the Kremlin?
After all, failing to provide at least a hint of a dramatic reversal of policy that
might well revolutionize Soviet foreign policy could hardly have been a feather
in Dobrynin’s hat.41

A few, largely speculative points need to be made. First, it is very likely that
Dobrynin’s position was not as significant as most historians have assumed and
as his memoirs lead us to believe. Second, the use of the “China card” did not
suddenly surface on 15 July 1971 when Kissinger made his famous phone call
to Dobrynin and informed the Soviet ambassador about Nixon’s forthcoming
announcement on Kissinger’s secret trip and the president’s prospective visit to
China. Indeed, Kissinger had started hinting at a possible rapprochement with
China as early as 1969. Third, after the secret trip, the Soviets may have become
more interested in setting a firm date for the Soviet-American summit, but they
did not suddenly turn from stubborn stalling to meek accommodation. For
example, the Berlin agreement—a result of another series of back-channel
negotiations—had already been concluded by the time Kissinger traveled to
China; that Kissinger had ordered the negotiations to be stalled just prior to
his trip did not result in any substantial modifications of the four-power deal
announced later in the fall. Nor did the China trip unlock any major problems
in the way of the general agreement on SALT. The so-called conceptual agree-
ment of May 1971—the tradeoff between limits on offensive and defensive
weapons—had already been reached and announced by the time Kissinger
feigned a stomachache and disappeared in Pakistan. Perhaps most significantly,
the opening to China did not yield any positive results on Vietnam: Soviet (and
Chinese) aid actually increased in the second half of 1971 (see more on this
point below). Indeed, if anything, the opening to China made it that much easier
for the Soviets to maneuver themselves into a closer relationship with Hanoi’s
leaders.42

Whether the Soviets were relatively well prepared for the possibility of an
opening to China or not, the new Sino-American relationship hardly translated
into a major diplomatic tool (its domestic significance is quite another matter).
After 1971, there were very few instances in which the USSR practiced restraint
that could be directly attributed to its concern over a “Washington-Beijing
axis.” When the Soviets did accommodate American interests and demands—
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for example, by raising the number of dissidents allowed to leave the USSR—
they did so mainly because of specific American requests and, ultimately, as a
“special favor” to Kissinger and Nixon. Although the China factor was not
inconsequential, it seems to have given little incentive for the USSR to act
according to American desires. In some ways, it was almost the diplomatic
equivalent of America’s short-lived nuclear monopoly in the aftermath of World
War II: the fact that the opening had taken place was important, but its prac-
tical application to other contexts was extremely difficult.

Whatever the actual thinking on the Soviet side, Kissinger certainly
thought—or wanted everyone else to think—that he was manipulating the
Soviets successfully. Indeed, when writing about the decision to embark on a
secret trip to Moscow in April 1972, Kissinger remarked that the Soviets “had
pressed for months for a clandestine visit, almost certainly for the simple reason
that Peking had had a secret trip and they were entitled to equality.”43 In fact,
both secret trips put Kissinger in an awkward and disadvantageous position. In
China in 1971, he had been completely cut off from communications to the
outside world and worked, effectively, under severe time pressure, which was
surely to his Chinese hosts’ advantage. In Moscow the following year, with
North Vietnamese troops continuing their offensive, Kissinger was caught
between a president who wanted him to achieve, yet again, something substan-
tial on Vietnam and his own desire to ensure that a summit in Moscow would
take place. The Soviets undoubtedly took advantage of this and simply offered
to Kissinger, during the first day of meetings, to pass the latest U.S. proposals
to Hanoi. In return, Kissinger dropped the issue of Vietnam and focused on the
various agreements to be concluded during the Moscow summit. Indeed, while
the Soviets’ willingness to hold the summit despite the subsequent bombing and
mining campaign may have indicated that Vietnam was not at the top of
Moscow’s priorities, Kissinger’s eagerness to avoid an extensive discussion over
the spring offensive probably indicated to Brezhnev and other Soviet leaders
that Southeast Asia was no longer as central an issue in Soviet-American rela-
tions as it had been in 1969. Thus, despite later posturing that Nixon’s 
toughness—his decision to go ahead with the LINEBACKER I mining-
bombing campaign on the eve of the Moscow summit—made it possible for the
United States to achieve a double feat (summit plus halting the North Viet-
namese offensive), the Brezhnev Politburo was not really presented with such
a stark choice. Instead, Kissinger’s willingness to engage in detailed discussions
of bilateral Soviet-American issues during his visit to Moscow was an indica-
tion of the American willingness to “rescue” the summit and minimize the
linkage between Vietnam and détente.44

652 : d i p l o m a t i c h i s t o r y

43. Kissinger, White House Years, 1124.
44. What the Soviets simply agreed to do was pass on the latest American proposals to the

Vietnamese and act as a middleman for a planned Kissinger–Le Duc Tho meeting in Paris
prior to the Moscow summit. This meeting, on 2 May, achieved nothing and was followed by 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/dh/article-abstract/27/5/637/484097 by Periodicals D

epartm
ent , H

allw
ard Library, U

niversity of N
ottingham

 user on 22 January 2019



While the 1972 Moscow summit stands as a landmark in Soviet-American
relations and undoubtedly played a significant role in Nixon’s re-election
campaign, the subsequent demise of détente has created much debate 
among historians and practitioners alike. According to Kissinger himself, the
Nixon-Kissinger years were, naturally, a golden era for American foreign policy.
His inability to build on the progress initiated in 1969–72 was, Kissinger main-
tains, due to the (implicitly) petty domestic squabbles, ranging from the
Jackson-Vanick amendment to the unfolding of Watergate. In fact, since the
1994 publication of Diplomacy, Kissinger has even revised his initially negative
judgment on the Ford years. In the third volume of his memoirs (1999),
Kissinger celebrates the Ford presidency as the Years of Renewal, a period during
which President Ford (or, more accurately, Secretary of State Kissinger) “nav-
igated his country through a series of extraordinary events” ranging from “the
conflicts in Cyprus and Lebanon to”—surprise, surprise—“transition to major-
ity rule in Southern Africa.”45 His brief summary of the entire eight-year period
from 1969 to 1977 should then read: during the Nixon years we ended the Cold
War as everyone knew it; during the Ford years we set the ball rolling towards
the post–Cold War order. In the process, Kissinger himself apparently went
through a magic transformation from a policy-maker who stressed the imper-
atives of realpolitik and “hard power” to one more comfortable with support-
ing the promotion of liberal ideals and the use of “soft power.”

In fact, as many historians have maintained, the decline of détente in the
second half of the 1970s owed much to the other side’s conceptions and the fact
that they were manifestly misread amongst the key decision-makers in the
Nixon and Ford administrations. American détente was based on the assump-
tion that ideology was less important to the Brezhnev Politburo, but evidence
from Soviet and other Eastern archives does not support this notion. Ideology
mattered a great deal in the Kremlin. Brezhnev and others viewed détente, in
large part, as an opportunity to catapult the USSR more firmly into the affairs
of the Third World. One Politburo member put it in simple terms: “Détente
is creating favorable conditions for the struggle for national liberation and social
progress.”46 As Odd Arne Westad has written, the Soviet leadership viewed the
Angolan decolonization and civil war of 1974–1976 as a key test for Soviet
foreign policy in Africa. The victory of the Soviet/Cuban-backed Movimento
Popular para a Libertação de Angola (MPLA) in early 1976 was a moment that
seemed to indicate to the Soviet leadership that while “the United States was
less prone to intervene directly in the Third World after its defeat in Vietnam[,]
the Soviet Union was capable of effective intervention in support of its allies,
even over very long distances.” To put it another way, while the Soviets had
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been recognized as a superpower through the SALT treaties, the USSR was now
also a key Third World player. Indeed, as Westad concludes, détente “collapsed
when the Soviet and American concepts of détente collided over events in the
Third World.”47

Herein, perhaps, lay one of Kissinger’s major shortcomings as a foreign
policy-maker. While he was always well prepared to engage the Soviets in bilat-
eral negotiations, and while he scored a number of formidable victories at the
conference table with Brezhnev, Andrei Gromyko, Dobrynin, and his other
Soviet interlocutors, Kissinger’s belief in the centrality of bilateral Soviet-
American relations made him far less attentive to the proper tactics and strate-
gies necessary for addressing the problems of the Third World and too willing
to view them as mere test cases of the “rules” of Soviet-American détente.
Although he would presumably be the last to admit it, Kissinger suffered from
a tunnel vision of sorts. In present-day terminology, Kissinger was a commit-
ted unilateralist (perhaps a bilateralist). Although he had written about the
diffusion of power, Kissinger remained unable or unwilling to grasp the
significance of engaging in a multilateral context.

In the context of détente, the most glaring example of Kissinger’s inability
to operate in a multilateral diplomatic context was the Conference on Security
and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE). Despite claims to the contrary in Years of
Renewal, Kissinger was clearly uninterested in the CSCE negotiations that
resulted in the signing of the Helsinki Accords on 8 August 1975. Whether he
was concerned about the potential (and real) domestic backlash or simply unable
to envisage the far-reaching impact of, say, the CSCE’s Basket III (which
amounted to a recognition of human rights as an aspect of international secu-
rity), Kissinger viewed the CSCE as a “loser for the West” and summed up his
assessment of the significance of the Helsinki Final Act in a quip during a staff
meeting in December 1974: “They can write in Swahili for all I care.” Yet, while
he saw the CSCE as substantively hollow, Kissinger could still consider it useful
as another tool of linkage—a way of engaging the Soviets in yet another series
of prolonged negotiations that would moderate their overall conduct. For
example, in late 1974 Kissinger told his staff that it was important to prolong
the CSCE process because “[T]he Soviets may not want to blow up the Middle
East before the European Security Conference [is concluded].”48
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Was Kissinger’s détente, then, a complete failure? This is a tempting argu-
ment. After all, the SALT I agreement that was signed in Moscow in May 1972
had a limited impact on the arms race (aside from the curb on wasteful com-
petition in antimissile systems provided by the ABM Treaty), and, as already
noted, the end of the Vietnam War was no less painful than it might have been
in the absence of the Soviet connection. By the mid-1970s, in short, there was
no structure of peace, no new world order based on a common agreement of
the limits of power. While Kissinger interacted with his Soviet interlocutors,
developments in Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and Africa seemed to over-
take him, while attempts to rally together a détente consensus at home failed.
In the end, Kissinger could not control the events unfolding around him or suc-
cessfully adapt his policies to fit the new realities.49

Nonetheless, however limited the concrete results may appear, a number 
of important but unexpected consequences grew out of détente. One of these
was undoubtedly the emergence of summitry as a permanent feature of Soviet-
American relations. While there was no agreed-upon schedule for such
summits, the subsequent U.S. presidents—Carter, Reagan, and Bush—all
engaged the USSR in detailed discussions. This alone seems significant when
compared to the previous decades’ abortive Soviet-American diplomacy. Indeed,
the Nixon administration, with Kissinger as its “first diplomat,” deserves some
credit for being the first to engage the Soviets on a concerted basis. Such
engagement may have been long overdue, and it may not have required exces-
sive secrecy or a geopolitical genius. But it did depend on initiative, as well as
on political and diplomatic skill. As John L. Gaddis puts it, détente “institu-
tionalized negotiations as a form of Cold War competition.”50 Such a shift—
along with the long-term effects of such agreements as the CSCE—represented
a significant conceptual leap that helped transform the nature of the Cold War.
Ironically, at least some of these enduring results—the CSCE again being 
a good example—can be categorized as triumphs of “multilateralism” and 
“soft power” made possible by Kissinger’s “unilateralist” methods. Yet Soviet-
American and/or East-West détente did not represent the most dramatic shift
in American foreign policy during the Kissinger years. That “honor” belongs
to the opening to China.
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The series of events that culminated in Nixon’s February 1972 visit to China
has probably received more attention than any other aspect of Kissinger’s
foreign policy. It has generally been accepted as the most significant achieve-
ment of the Nixon administration’s foreign policy, an achievement that dwarfs
most other breakthroughs in the annals of American diplomacy. If an adminis-
tration wished to deliver a similar shock today, it would require restoring normal
diplomatic relations with Cuba and Libya. While questioning some of the
methods, the obsession with secrecy, and the domestic calculations behind the
opening to China, most scholars would probably agree that at least some credit
is due to Kissinger for this dramatic reversal in American policy towards the
People’s Republic of China (PRC).51 Until fairly recently, however, the drama
of the opening itself tended to overshadow the substance that was hidden—or
lacking—behind the entirety of Sino-American relations during the Kissinger
years. The record shows, after all, that the follow-up to the opening was rela-
tively disappointing. But another fact is equally clear: if there was an area of
American foreign policy that Kissinger could regard as his own preserve, this
was it. For it was Kissinger who visited China at least once a year after 1971,
and it was he who discussed the state of Sino-American relations with the
Chinese leaders. Within the narrowest of circles, policy was made that affected
the nature of the Cold War in a fundamental way. In short, the successes and
shortcomings of U.S.-China policy in the first half of the 1970s have, quite nat-
urally, been laid squarely on Kissinger’s shoulders.52

Newly opened American records, as well as further research on the Chinese
side, have created a more nuanced picture of the opening to China. We know
more about how Kissinger operated, what he discussed with the Chinese, what
the obstacles were to full rapprochement, and how the Chinese viewed the new
departure in their foreign policy. For the American side, the opening was clearly
related to the Soviet Union, made possible by the Sino-Soviet confrontation,
and jealously controlled by Nixon and Kissinger. There is very little new in this.
Yet Patrick Tyler has challenged the well-accepted view that the United States
viewed China from the beginning of the Nixon administration as a useful coun-
terweight against the Soviet Union. In Tyler’s view, there was even a possibil-
ity of a pre-emptive strike against China. Writing about the dramatic
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announcement of Kissinger’s July 1971 secret trip, Tyler asserts that “[H]ad the
geopolitical chips fallen differently, Nixon that evening [15 July 1971] might
have been announcing a joint U.S.-Soviet air strike on China’s nuclear instal-
lations, or a joint U.S.-Soviet accord to end the Vietnam War.”53 In other words,
if the Soviets had responded positively to Kissinger and Nixon’s efforts to link
a settlement on Vietnam with improvements in Soviet-American relations,
China’s isolation might have continued. To Tyler, the opening to China was, in
short, a reluctant initiative, a “plan B.”

This seems unlikely and implausible. To be sure, there had been plans for a
pre-emptive nuclear strike on China during the Kennedy and Johnson admin-
istrations, but these had, by and large, been abandoned after Chinese had suc-
cessfully tested a nuclear bomb in 1964.54 In fact, the pursuit of an opening to
China was an early goal of the administration (and both Kissinger and, partic-
ularly, Nixon had given considerable thought to the matter even prior to the
1968 election), albeit a goal that Kissinger did not immediately consider a real-
istic one. But once he did become a “true believer,” Kissinger pursued the
opening to Beijing with a jealous zeal. Moreover, Kissinger was insistent from
early on that any impression that the United States was ready to collude with
the USSR against China should be nipped in the bud. In the fall of 1969, in the
midst of apparent Soviet soundings of the American attitude should Moscow
launch a full-scale attack on China, for example, Kissinger asked Nixon to
“authorize me to ask the Department of State to prepare instruction to the field
setting forth guidance to be used with the USSR and others, deploring reports
of Soviet plan to make a pre-emptive military strike against Communist China.”
Doing so, Kissinger maintained, would be particularly helpful regarding China.
“The benefits may be long- rather than short-term but they may none the less
be real.”55 To be sure, Kissinger was not the only one to bring up this point:
the State Department, still in charge of China policy in the fall of 1969, had
already issued public warnings to the USSR in early September. Whether the
American attitude was decisive (or necessary) in preventing a full-scale Sino-
Soviet war is highly unlikely, yet in August and September 1969, the Nixon
administration clearly signaled that it would take a highly negative view of pos-
sible Soviet military strikes. Such signals may, in part, have induced the Chinese
to take subsequent American approaches via Warsaw more seriously than
before.
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Two recent articles published in Cold War History have explored the era of
secret diplomacy in 1969–1971 in some detail, Yiang Kuisong from the Chinese
and William Burr from the American perspective.56 Yiang and Burr detail two
important facts. First, the State Department was intricately involved in the 
first stage of Sino-American rapprochement, until the process was effectively
“hijacked” by the White House in the spring of 1970. The long road to
rapprochement was due to a series of problems, not least the Chinese side’s
reluctance to commit to the opening and the difficulties provided by the
Vietnam War. The U.S. “incursion” into Cambodia in 1970, for example, put
on ice early efforts to move towards a meaningful change via the Warsaw
channel (and hence provided Kissinger with an opportunity to nudge the State
Department out of the picture). The Army of the Republic of Vietnam’s
(ARVN) invasion of Laos in early 1971 had a similar, if less substantial, impact
on the ongoing feelers between Washington and Beijing. Second, the rap-
prochement was as much, if not more, a result of a Chinese policy shift
following the war scare of 1969 than of any intricate American diplomatic
maneuvering. In other words, it was the Chinese who decided to “become
opened” as much as it was the Americans “opening” China.

It is the Chinese role in the rapprochement process that provides some addi-
tional food for thought for today’s Kissingerologists. After all, the decisions that
ultimately mattered were made in Beijing, not in Washington. In this context,
the traditional interpretation—that China needed the United States for secu-
rity reasons—has recently been supplemented by Chen Jian’s insightful study
Mao’s China and the Cold War. The major point of Chen’s argument is that the
traditional geopolitical/realpolitik view is not enough to explain Mao’s sudden
shift towards the United States in the midst of the Cultural Revolution. Ideol-
ogy, Chen stresses, was important and needs to be fitted into the context. As he
puts it: “It is important to note that the Sino-American rapprochement came
at a time when the Cultural Revolution and the more general enterprise of
Mao’s continuous revolution had been declining.” The “opening to America”
was not simply a security issue; it required a fundamental reassessment of
ideological principles and “concerned the very essence of the Chinese re-
volution.”57 In particular, a rapprochement with the United States required
redefining the Chinese concept of imperialism. Indeed, Chen Jian writes,
“Beijing was able to pursue a rapprochement with Washington because, for the
first time in [the] PRC’s history, Mao’s continuous revolution was losing
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momentum.” In other words, the Chinese revolution itself was on the defen-
sive, and that shaped Chinese diplomacy in an equally formidable way as any
military threat from the USSR.58

From a number of recently published document collections it is also clear
that the key Chinese diplomat considered China’s position vis-à-vis the United
States relatively strong. As Premier Zhou En-lai maintained shortly before
Nixon’s dramatic arrival in Beijing, the American president had virtually begged
to visit China. This gave the Chinese the upper hand, Zhou believed, because
Nixon had to have “something in his pocket” when he returned to the United
States. In contrast, Zhou argued that the Chinese side was in a position in which
“[I]t is to our advantage if the negotiation succeeds but it constitutes no detri-
ment to us if the negotiation fails.” While this may have been simply a neces-
sary reassurance offered to skeptical party members, Zhou’s comments do
indicate that the premier understood one key fact about the events of
1971–1972: the PRC had to give very little concrete to the United States in
return for the opening.59

This leads to another key point about U.S.-China policy: the apparent lack
of substance in Sino-American relations during Kissinger’s tenure in office. The
dramatic breakthrough and Nixon’s historic trip to China in February 1972
were not followed by full normalization or a remarkable growth in bilateral
trade. And yet this was not contrary to what the administration expected prior
to the “week that changed the world.” Just before the Beijing summit, Kissinger
himself summarized the unique nature of the administration’s goals in China.
He wrote to Nixon that the opening to China was not important for any spe-
cific, “tangible,” and immediate results. What needed to be done, he main-
tained, was “to demonstrate that we are serious enough to understand the 
basic forces at work in the world and reliable enough to deliver on the com-
mitments we make. If in our formal and informal talks we can impress the
Chinese with these intangibles, we will have truly made your visit an historic
success.” In contrast, he warned, “[I]f we fail to do so, we can expect the Chinese
to be an increasingly thorny adversary, and history could record your visit 
as a gallant but stillborn venture.”60 As is well documented, Nixon heeded
Kissinger’s advice and stressed the realpolitik nature of American foreign policy,
Washington’s determination to exit from Vietnam, and his interest in the con-
tinued containment of Soviet power. The visit was primarily about impressing
others: the electorate at home, the Soviets, the North Vietnamese, and the
Chinese.61
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The policy worked for a very short period at best. In 1972–1973, the Sino-
American relationship moved ahead with promising speed. Kissinger briefed the
Chinese immediately after the Moscow summit in June 1972, the Chinese were
delighted by the Paris peace agreements of January 1973 that provided for the
exit of remaining U.S. troops from South Vietnam, and the two countries agreed
in February 1973 to open liaison offices. However, when Kissinger visited China
in November 1973, the deadlock that was about to entangle Sino-American
relations was already in evidence. By this time, the Chinese were expecting
movement on at least two crucial fields: Taiwan and the normalization of diplo-
matic relations. But Kissinger, while willing to move ahead towards establish-
ing normal diplomatic relations, was unable to deliver the necessary price;
instead, he disappointed Zhou with references to “something like the Shanghai
Communiqué which would make clear that the establishment of diplomatic
relations does not mean giving up the principle of one China.”62 The Chinese
side was not interested in such disguised two-China policy. The following year,
Zhou virtually disappeared from the scene, due to cancer and his fall from grace
with Mao. By the time Ford took over the presidency and visited China in late
1975, the Sino-American relationship had clearly reached a standstill. As Bundy
writes, the Sino-American rapprochement was “a three-year affair at best, likely
to fade when Mao and Zhou became ill.”63

The question for historians is apparently straightforward: why? Why did the
promising start fall flat in subsequent years? What role did personal factors and
domestic developments—the demises of Zhou, Nixon, and finally Mao—play?
What about other issues, particularly the role of the Soviet Union and détente
between Moscow and Washington?

The internal changes within China and the United States are undoubtedly
part of the answer. Indeed, already in 1973 Kissinger worried that the new
leaders that would replace Mao and Zhou “will not be as far-sighted or sophis-
ticated as Mao and Zhou, who may be the most impressive twosome in history.”
One of the challenges in the last year of the Nixon and throughout the Ford
presidency was to establish some contacts with those Chinese likely to replace
Mao and Zhou. But, as Kissinger himself acknowledges, he was unable to
establish a similar rapport with Deng Xiao-peng, who emerged, from 1974
onwards, as his chief Chinese interlocutor. This, together with Ford’s less-than-
impressive diplomatic skills and Mao’s own physical demise, offers a partial
explanation. Kissinger himself singles out Zhou’s cancer, which removed the
“Chinese Metternich” from active service, as an important explanation for the
stall in Sino-American rapprochement.64
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Beyond such “subjective” factors as the impact of personalities, the most fre-
quently cited explanation for the stall in Sino-American relations is that the
Watergate-weakened Nixon could not risk losing his conservative support base
by completely abandoning Taiwan. Indeed, holding on to his domestic base on
the right became increasingly important from the spring of 1973 onwards, as
Watergate investigations intensified and the April 1973 resignations of H. R.
Haldeman and John Ehrlichman sent the White House into an internal limbo.
On their part, the Chinese were clearly disappointed with the lack of progress
towards normalization. They did not accept Kissinger’s evasive talk on Taiwan.
In November 1973, for example, Zhou turned down Kissinger’s “five assur-
ances” on Taiwan as a mere form of camouflaged two-China policy (he was not
far off the mark). In Kissinger’s subsequent meetings with Chinese leaders, the
issue of Taiwan continued to mar progress in other fields.65

The above discussion has already hinted at one important fact about the stall
in Sino-American rapprochement: it was a result of a conscious Chinese deci-
sion. Indeed, one could make a strong case that, much as was the case with the
opening to China, the long delay before full Sino-American rapprochement was
largely a result of the Chinese leadership’s changing ideological and geopoliti-
cal considerations. If anything, proving that he was still the champion of wars
of liberation became more, not less, important for Mao after February 1972, as
the Chinese were in danger of being branded as “revisionists” similar to the
leadership in the Kremlin. By 1973, it was also clear that the North Vietnamese
were moving increasingly towards the Soviet orbit, endangering China’s
position vis-à-vis the revolutionary struggles throughout Indochina. In such a
context, it was not possible to collude with the United States too closely, unless
one wished to pass the Soviets more ideological ammunition. In order to rescue
some of their lost influence in Indochina, the Chinese allied themselves more
closely with the ideological excesses of Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge in Cambodia.66

Even as Kissinger offered to share intelligence on Soviet troop movements with
the Chinese, PRC leaders found themselves unable to justify a closer relation-
ship with the United States.

The most fundamental problem, however, had to do with the nature of tri-
angular diplomacy. That is, if one assumes that the opening to China was based
heavily on the animosity between Beijing and Moscow, it naturally follows that
further development of Sino-American relations relied on the Chinese percep-
tion about the United States as a country siding, at least to an extent, with
Beijing against the USSR. As Kissinger put it in a memo to Nixon in Novem-
ber 1973, the Chinese expected the United States to act “as a counterweight”

“Dr. Kissinger” or “Mr. Henry”? Kissingerology, Thirty Years and Counting : 661

65. See, for example, Tyler, A Great Wall, 165–225; and Mann, About Face, 53–77. Unfor-
tunately, Chen’s Mao’s China does not go beyond the Shanghai Communiqué of February 1972.
See also the documents in Burr, Kissinger Transcripts.

66. Anne Gilks, The Breakdown of the Sino-Vietnamese Alliance, 1970–1979 (Berkeley, CA,
1992); Stephen J. Morris, Why Vietnam Invaded Cambodia: Political Culture and the Causes of War
(Stanford, CA, 1999).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/dh/article-abstract/27/5/637/484097 by Periodicals D

epartm
ent , H

allw
ard Library, U

niversity of N
ottingham

 user on 22 January 2019



against the USSR. But how could Washington do both? How could it be a tacit
ally of the PRC’s and also engage the Soviets through a growing web of agree-
ments? As Kissinger acknowledged, “We are walking a delicate tightrope of
public détente with Moscow and tacit alliance with Beijing [that] will require
the most careful handling.” Amidst the self-congratulations about the develop-
ment of the Sino-American relationship, Kissinger expressed a healthy pes-
simism by further pointing out that although “the meticulous care and feeding
of the Chinese on our Soviet policy has paid off, Beijing sees our détente pursuit
as at least objectively threatening its security, whatever our motives.”67

In this context, a case in point is the August 1975 conclusion of the CSCE
in Helsinki, Finland. The CSCE—particularly its Basket III, which linked
European security with respect for human rights—is seen today as an impor-
tant milestone on the road to the demise of the totalitarian systems of the Soviet
bloc. Like some Americans and other critics of the CSCE, however, the Chinese
found that Basket I of the CSCE, which recognized the inviolability of postwar
European borders, amounted to a recognition of Soviet legitimacy in Eastern
Europe. During an October 1975 visit to Beijing, Deng accused Kissinger of
appeasing the Soviets, used the Munich analogy, and argued that the CSCE
effectively meant that the Soviets could move more forces to Asia. During the
same trip, Mao himself referred to Helsinki as “Dunkirk” and brushed away
Kissinger’s offers of military assistance. And, although Ford did not have to
listen to similar diatribes during his December 1975 visit to China, the accusa-
tion of American appeasement of the Soviet Union remained a constant scourge
throughout the remainder of Kissinger’s tenure in office. In October 1976—a
month after Mao’s death—China’s new foreign minister, Qiao Guanhua, even
asked Kissinger, “Why did Ford go to Helsinki to give overall recognition to
the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe?”68

In addition to having concerns that the United States was bargaining with
China’s security, PRC leadership was also concerned with the Ford administra-
tion’s inability to hold Soviet expansionism at bay in the Third World. The case
that seemed to confirm this in 1975 was Angola, where the Soviet/Cuban-
backed MPLA eventually triumphed in late 1975 and early 1976, even as South
African and other troops entered the fray on the side of the two other Angolan
factions, the Frente Nacional de Liberte de Angola (FNLA, which the United
States supported) and the União Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola
(UNITA, which had received some Chinese aid). During Kissinger’s trip to
China in October 1975, Deng and Mao made it clear that they were disap-
pointed with the American inability to minimize Soviet influence in Angola. As
Kissinger summed it up to Ford, the Chinese leaders gave the impression that
in their opinion, the United States had become “ineffectual.” This impression
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may have caused Kissinger to push Congress for additional U.S. aid to the
FNLA with added zeal. As Congress declined any such requests and the 
MPLA triumphed, the Chinese view of the “ineffectiveness” of Washington in
countering Moscow’s Third World ambitions could only have been further
confirmed.69

Thus, triangular diplomacy faltered because it simply ran out of momen-
tum—because at least one of the key players (that is, China) saw little advan-
tage in allowing Kissinger to play “the Great Game” without delivering
something substantial in return. From the Chinese perspective, a relationship
with the United States was far less useful in 1975–1976 than it had been a few
years earlier, when a war between the USSR and the PRC had been a distinct
possibility. By the mid-1970s, however, the likelihood that Soviet “socioimpe-
rialists” were to risk a war was becoming less strong, while the Sino-Soviet com-
petition was continuing and escalating in Southeast Asia following the United
States’ exit from Vietnam. For the time being, the United States had outlasted
much of the usefulness it had for China at the height of the Sino-Soviet con-
frontation in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

Does this mean that the opening to China was not as significant an event as
we have been led to believe by countless authors? Hardly. As Chen concludes,
the Sino-American rapprochement caused “the most profound shift in the inter-
national balance of power between two contending superpowers.” Most signif-
icantly, the rapprochement made clearer the disunity within the Communist
world and stacked the resources against the Soviet Union—ironically, at the
same time as Soviet leadership seemed to think that history was on its side and
that it could embark on more ambitious efforts in the Third World. Instead of
moderating Soviet conduct, the opening to China encouraged further activism
(the opposite reaction in the Kremlin than that sought by Kissinger). The irony
is that while the end result was hardly envisioned in the early 1970s, the roots
of the overextension of Soviet power that contributed to the decline and fall of
the Communist bloc can, in Chen’s words, “be traced to the reconciliation
between Beijing and Washington in 1969–72.”70

Thus, it is difficult to deny that the “great game” of the early 1970s had a
profound impact on how the Cold War unfolded in the aftermath of Kissinger’s
exit from Foggy Bottom. Of course, it does not follow that “Dr. K.” should be
given a special mention—as he provides for himself in the latest installment of
his memoirs—for magnificent foresight. For the collapse of the Soviet bloc and
the transformation of China were not the outcomes anyone seriously dared to
predict, privately or publicly, at the time. In the fast-paced world of interna-
tional diplomacy, there was hardly room to think about, let alone to carefully
plan and execute, policies with long-term consequences in mind. In fact,
Kissinger spent much of his time, both as national security advisor and as sec-

“Dr. Kissinger” or “Mr. Henry”? Kissingerology, Thirty Years and Counting : 663

69. Kissinger to Ford, 25 October 1975, Box 374, PPS, NA2.
70. Chen, Mao’s China, 276.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/dh/article-abstract/27/5/637/484097 by Periodicals D

epartm
ent , H

allw
ard Library, U

niversity of N
ottingham

 user on 22 January 2019



retary of state, dealing with the immediate issues at hand. In practice, this meant
responding to and attempting to solve the many regional crises that were the
daily fare of the Nixon and Ford presidencies. Of these crises, none was as acute
and has produced as much scholarly research as the Vietnam War.

In fact, the Vietnam War continues to dominate the historiographical land-
scape of the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon presidencies. The controversies of
the Nixon years—all of which involved Kissinger in one way or another—are
well known to the readers of Diplomatic History and require little recounting
here. The secret bombing of Cambodia and the invasion of that country; the
decision to Vietnamize the war; the madman strategy; the Kissinger-Le Duc
Tho/Xuan Thuyen talks in Paris; the Christmas bombings; the relationship with
the late Nguyen Thieu’s South Vietnamese government; the “peace with honor”
vs. “decent interval” debate—all of these issues remain at the forefront of any
study on the Vietnam War that covers the Nixon and Ford presidencies.71

And yet, even on the Vietnam War, so much remains to be done. The two
major specialized works on the subject published in recent years—Jeffrey
Kimball’s Nixon’s Vietnam War and Berman’s No Peace, No Honor—are good
examples of this.72 Both authors address the key issues in the debate over the
Nixon administration’s tortuous road to peace while emphasizing very different
points. While Kimball stresses the impact of the madman strategy on Nixon’s
pursuit of “peace,” Berman unravels Kissinger’s negotiation record with the two
Vietnamese sides; indeed, one of the major non-American sources for his study
is a North Vietnamese account of the Kissinger-Le Duc Tho talks in Paris.73

Consequently, while the emphasis in Kimball’s book is on Nixon, Berman
stresses Kissinger’s role as the (in Berman’s mind, duplicitous) diplomat at the
center of “peace-making.” Both naturally abhor the outcome, yet the spin is
slightly different. Kimball argues that the 1973 agreements were a reflection of
an acceptance of the “decent-interval” solution after the early effort to win the
war through military means had failed (at the latest, in Kimball’s mind, by the
fall of 1970). Berman, however, maintains that although the “decent interval”
was the effective outcome of the policies pursued by Kissinger and Nixon, their
goal had actually been to project an indefinite stalemate into Vietnam with a
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continued use of American air power and military aid after the 1973 agreements.
The problem was (and in this sense, Berman effectively mirrors Kissinger’s own
argument) that Watergate spoiled such plans by instigating a congressional
revolt against the further use of U.S. air power.74

Whether or when Nixon and Kissinger decided to abandon the hopes of mil-
itary victory (or at least stalemate) in favor of a “decent” (Kimball) or an “indef-
inite” (Berman) interval is, of course, a major part of the story that unfolded in
the early 1970s. Whether one can find—as Kimball claims he has75—a “smoking
gun” that proves that a “decent interval” was what the two sought is undoubt-
edly crucial. Yet it is also bound to remain one of the many “arguments without
end” that have dominated the scholarship on the Vietnam War over the past
quarter of a century. After all, it is undoubtedly true that Kissinger and Nixon
wanted to prevent—or at least prolong—the collapse of South Vietnam for a
number of possibly dubious reasons: international credibility, domestic prestige,
the potential “domino” effect that Saigon’s fall would have throughout South-
east Asia, and so on. Without a proper peace agreement, using American fire-
power to this effect was the only avenue open. At the same time, the Nixon
administration (and later that of Ford) clearly had to make a contingency plan;
there would have to be a cutoff point for American involvement. If the South
Vietnamese could not get their act together within a certain time frame, too
bad for them. In short, it is highly likely that in terms of the case of the decent
interval, Berman and Kimball are simply emphasizing two different but not
mutually exclusive strategies. As Philip Zelikow put it in his review of Berman’s
book, “[T]his grim story seems more a portrait of policy-makers who kept
hoping for peace with honor but kept settling for something less.”76

There is one additional question, more directly related to Kissinger’s conduct
as a diplomat, worth exploring in the “decent interval” context: what role did
triangular diplomacy play in bringing about the Paris Agreements of early 1973?
Recently released information from American, Soviet, and Chinese sources
effectively means that we can move beyond simply asserting, as Garthoff did in
Détente and Confrontation, that “[T]riangular diplomacy . . . had some, possibly
significant, bearing on the settlement of the Vietnam War.”77 One can ask, for
example, whether the opening to China and détente with the Soviets had the
effect of pressing the North Vietnamese to accept a deal they might have oth-
erwise rejected and could have produced an open-ended stalemate in Vietnam,
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somewhat akin to the situation after the 1954 Geneva Agreements.78 In short,
while it is clear that both Moscow and Beijing advised Hanoi to engage in
serious negotiations with the United States, one can, with the help of newly
declassified documents, ask whether this was a result of effective linkage poli-
cies. Did Kissinger truly manipulate his Communist counterparts into acting as
his proxies with Hanoi?

The recently released records of Kissinger’s conversations with Chinese and
Soviet leaders provide compelling evidence of a troubling diplomatic gambit:
in 1971–1972, Kissinger was effectively “selling” the decent interval option to
Moscow and Beijing. Already, on 9 July 1971, during the secret trip to China,
Kissinger told Zhou that while the United States “may need to continue [the
war] if we do not get reasonable terms . . . if local forces develop again and are
not helped from forces outside, we are not likely to again come 10,000 miles.”
Later on the same day, he went even further by stating “What we require is a
transition period between the military withdrawal and the political evolution.
. . . If, after a complete American withdrawal, the Indochinese people change
their governments, the US will not interfere.”79 A year later, while briefing the
Chinese premier on the Moscow summit, Kissinger reiterated the theme, telling
Zhou that

We should find a way to end the war, to stop it from becoming an interna-
tional situation, and then permit the situation to develop in which the future
of Indochina can be returned to the Indochinese people . . . while we cannot
bring a communist government to power, if, as a result of historical evolu-
tion it should happen over a period of time . . . we ought to be able to accept
it.

And, at the end of a long exchange Kissinger came close to uttering the magic
term “decent interval” when he maintained that

it should be self-evident that in a second [Nixon] term we would not be
looking for excuses to re-enter Indochina. But still it is important that there
is a responsible interval between the agreement on the ceasefire, and a rea-
sonable opportunity for political negotiation. . . . [T]he outcome of my logic
is that we are putting a time interval between the military outcome and the
political outcome.80
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A few weeks earlier, Kissinger had made similar points to the Soviets. During
a meeting with Andrei Gromyko on 27 May 1972, he told the Soviet foreign
minister that “[I]f North Vietnam were wise . . . it would make an agreement
with us now and not haggle over every detail, because one year after the agree-
ment there would be a new condition, a new reality.” A bit later he added, “We
are prepared to leave so that a communist victory is not excluded, though 
not guaranteed.” Gromyko, apparently impressed, asked, “That is official?”
Kissinger’s reply was simple: “You can communicate this to the North Viet-
namese.”81 Four months later, in the midst of frenetic shuttling between Paris,
Washington, and Saigon, Kissinger stopped for a brief visit to Moscow. He once
again exhorted Brezhnev and Gromyko to exercise pressure on Hanoi’s nego-
tiation position. Frustrated with the endless haggling and furious with the lack
of co-operation from the South Vietnamese government of Thieu, Kissinger
explained:

It is absurd to believe that if we can work out agreements with the General
Secretary of the world’s largest Communist party and one of the most pow-
erful countries in the world, why can’t we deal with an insignificant little
country in Southeast Asia that represents no threat to the United States? If
we can get a settlement, even if every clause is not precisely worked out, then
that will start a real political process and change the situation. If not, the war
will continue, and perhaps intensify and at this point continued military
operations are to their disadvantage.82

As Qiang Zhai and Iliya Gaiduk have separately argued, Kissinger’s pleading
did have the effect of making the Soviets and Chinese press Hanoi to agree to
a peace agreement. This was perhaps clearest at the very last stage of the nego-
tiations. On 23 December 1972, the Soviet ambassador to Hanoi, Ilia S.
Scherbakov, met with North Vietnam’s Premier Pham Van Dong. Scherbakov
patiently listened to Dong’s angry complaints about the American bombings and
joined in denouncing the imperialist warmongers. But he then suggested that
Hanoi should express to the United States its willingness to resume the talks in
Paris. Three days later, Hanoi followed Scherbakov’s advice. The Chinese
weighed in a few days later by pressing the need for a rapid conclusion of an
agreement. On 29 December, Mao derided to Nguyen Thi Binh, the foreign
minister of the Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG), the “so-called
‘Communists’ ” who were against negotiations, likening them to the “bad guys”
of the “Lin Biao faction” in China. Two days later, Zhou put the argument in
more concrete terms. “It seems that Nixon is truly planning to leave Vietnam,”
he told Truon Chinh, chairman of the Standing Committee of the Democratic

“Dr. Kissinger” or “Mr. Henry”? Kissingerology, Thirty Years and Counting : 667

81. Memcon: Kissinger, Gromyko, et al., 27 May 1972, “Mr. Kissinger’s Conversations in
Moscow May 1972,” Box 21, HAK Office Files, NSC Files, NPMP, NA2.

82. Memcon: Kissinger, Brezhnev, Gromyko, et al., 13 September 1972, “HAK Trip to
Moscow September 1972 Memcons,” Box 74, HAK Office Files, NSC Files, NPMP, NA2.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/dh/article-abstract/27/5/637/484097 by Periodicals D

epartm
ent , H

allw
ard Library, U

niversity of N
ottingham

 user on 22 January 2019



Republic of Vietnam’s (DRV) National Assembly. “Therefore,” Zhou added,
“this time it is necessary to negotiate seriously, and the goal is to reach an agree-
ment.” On 3 January, however, he told Le Duc Tho, now on his way to Paris
for the final round of negotiations with Kissinger, that this would be only a tem-
porary solution: “The situation will change in six months or one year.”83

In short, Kissinger did get the Chinese and the Soviets “on board” regarding
the Vietnamese peace process. But the price for such support was, it seems, a de
facto offer to comply with a decent-interval solution. In this regard, President
Thieu’s refusal to accept the October agreements and his angry accusations that
Americans were effectively selling his government down the river were, natu-
rally, quite on the mark. Moreover, the refusal of Hanoi to launch aggressive
measures in the wake of the Thieu government’s post–January 1973 offensives
can be explained as stemming at least in part from Hanoi’s belief that the longer
an “interval” the North Vietnamese allowed to pass, the more likely the even-
tual victory and unification became. Alternatively, it can be viewed in the context
of Kissinger’s trip to Hanoi in February 1973 and his assurances—eventually not
realized—of American economic aid to the former enemy.84

What happened after January 1973 represents, of course, a human tragedy
on an immense scale that can hardly be explained simply as a result of Kissinger’s
diplomatic maneuvering. The unification of Vietnam, the establishment of
Communist control in Cambodia and Laos, the murderous reign of the Khmer
Rouge, the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, and the Sino-Vietnamese War
were not inevitable end results of U.S. policies. Without U.S. involvement,
however, the perceived stakes in the area would not have been as high as they
were, a fact that Kissinger was unable to change despite his attempt to remove
Vietnam from the agenda after the Paris Agreements had been secured. By the
time Kissinger met with Le Duc Tho for the last time in December 1973, the
Nobel-Peace-Prize-winning agreements had become meaningless.85
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Recent works based on Soviet, Chinese, and Vietnamese documents offer a
number of additional insights into the accuracy and inaccuracy of Kissinger’s
perceptions of the intentions and capabilities of the “other side(s).” While not
sufficiently specialized to satisfy the thirst for knowledge of the most avid
Vietnam enthusiasts or Kissingerologists, the volumes from Robert Brigham,
Zhai, and Gaiduk have all added much to the previously woefully incomplete
picture of the international history of the Vietnam War.

Brigham’s Guerrilla Diplomacy provides the first substantial account of the
diplomatic efforts of the PRG. He discusses relations between PRG represen-
tatives and Moscow and efforts to gain international recognition. Yet perhaps
the most intriguing part of Guerrilla Diplomacy has to do with the relationship
between the PRG and Hanoi, which became increasingly testy after Ho Chi
Minh’s death in September 1969. Brigham stresses the impact of the PRG and
its efforts in paving the road towards victory both in Vietnam and on the diplo-
matic front, and details the tragedy of many key PRG leaders in the aftermath
of the 1973 Paris Agreements. Despite Saigon’s constant pressure, the PRG held
back in 1973 at Hanoi’s insistence. In other words, the North accepted the
decent interval, even as the Central Committee in Hanoi decided in the spring
of 1973 to prepare for future military struggle because “the possibility of Amer-
ican intervention had diminished.” On 24 May 1973, the Politburo passed a
seemingly unanimous decree that emphasized “revolutionary violence” as the
only way of securing unification. And yet, as Brigham shows, it is evident that
even at this point, many leaders in Hanoi were extremely concerned over the
difficulties that further warfare—and particularly the possibility of renewed U.S.
bombing campaigns—would have on economic reconstruction. In the end, it
was only in the fall of 1973, with support from a nonaligned conference in
Algiers and encouraged by a U.S. Congress resolution banning future bombing
of Cambodia, that Hanoi approved the full resumption of guerrilla warfare in
the South. Saigon responded by declaring the opening of the third Indochina
War, which resulted, in the spring of 1975, in northern victory and unification.86

Brigham’s story does not revolutionize our view of Vietnam—that those who
supported the northern cause in the South were, in effect, duped for support-
ing the northerners’ bid for dominance is something we knew from such works
as Truong Nhu Tang’s A Vietcong Memoir.87 What Brigham has shown, though,
is that the PRG’s role in the period leading up to the unification was more sig-
nificant than previously thought and that the Nixon administration—including
Kissinger—had a poor grasp of the role that Hanoi’s southern allies played in
the final years leading to unification.

The role of China and the Soviet Union—and their troubled relationship—
is another central part of the Vietnam “endgame.” Zhai gives us the first com-
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prehensive account based on Chinese documentation of the PRC’s role in
Vietnam. It is clear that the Chinese were pulled in very different directions by
the demands of their long-standing alliance with Hanoi, by the influence of the
Sino-Soviet split and border clashes that coincided with Moscow’s increased
assistance to North Vietnam, and by the emergence of the opening with Wash-
ington. Pressed further by the internal pressures of the Cultural Revolution,
Zhai argues, Chinese policy towards Vietnam could not easily be reconciled
with its many other, often more urgent, needs. In addition to the demands of
geopolitics and the commitment to advancing the revolution beyond China’s
borders, Mao’s policy in Vietnam was also shaped by the relationships between
the key personalities involved. Ho’s long-term links to the leaders of Mao’s
China, from Zhou to Liu Shaoqi, had kept the Sino-Vietnamese alliance intact
despite the internal purges in Beijing during the 1950s and 1960s. Ho’s death
in September 1969 thus removed one factor that had held the alliance together
throughout the years. Although China tried to keep its influence in North
Vietnam intact during the early 1970s and engaged in a virtual competition with
the USSR, the opening of Sino-American relations was a major shock to the
PRC-DRV relationship. And yet the relationship survived throughout the
period and was ultimately broken only after Mao and Zhou, the two Chinese
policy-makers who had the closest rapport with Ho and his successors, passed
from the scene. If one of the purposes of the opening to China was to “isolate”
the North Vietnamese from their long-standing ally, the end result was rather
different: in the early 1970s, Chinese aid to Vietnam increased rather than
decreased.88

Indeed, as both Zhai and Gaiduk show, the combined effect of the Sino-
Soviet border clashes and Sino-American rapprochement was to heighten
Moscow and Beijing’s competition over Hanoi’s allegiance. The advent of
triangular diplomacy increased Vietnam’s role as an important priority for
Soviet policy-makers. And the competition between China and the Soviet
Union continued beyond the January 1973 Paris Agreements. When the Sino-
American rapprochement began to stall in 1973 and 1974, China, ironically,
reduced its aid to Hanoi, and the Sino-Vietnamese relationship unraveled. The
Soviets, grasping the opportunity to make inroads into China’s periphery, were
not loath to increasing their assistance to Hanoi and effectively encouraged the
final offensive of 1975. In order to safeguard its position in Southeast Asia, the
PRC then moved to establish a closer relationship with the Khmer Rouge in
Cambodia and, eventually, clashed with the unified Vietnam in the late 1970s.89

Kissinger’s inability to relate to—or worry about—the complexities of 
the triangular Sino-Soviet-Vietnamese relationship and the impact that an
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American opening to China would have on the regional aspects of the Indochina
war stands out as one of the important findings of the story that unfolded “on
the other side.”

While Vietnam—along with détente, the opening to China, and triangular
diplomacy—will undoubtedly remain central to Kissingerology for the foresee-
able future, there are numerous other issues that lend themselves to fresh
interpretations in the current research climate. Specifically, the release of new
materials is bound to produce new interpretations (and in some cases has already
done so) of such regional issues as: American policy in the Middle East before,
during, and after the 1973 October War; Kissinger and Nixon’s policy vis-à-vis
the Indo-Pakistani War of 1971; the United States and the Angolan crisis of
1974–1976 (as well as numerous other African crises, from Biafra to Rhodesia,
and the issue of apartheid in general); and the American role in the overthrow
of Allende’s government in Chile in 1973. In all these cases (as in the cases of
détente, the opening to China, and Vietnam), moreover, it seems that the most
fruitful avenue to pursue is one that, while taking into account newly available
information from American sources, incorporates the growing wealth of mate-
rial that is accessible from other countries.

The Angolan crisis is a good example. Piero Gleijeses and Odd Arne
Westad’s research has clearly shown how little American decision-makers knew
about the complexity of the Soviet-Cuban relationship and the rationale behind
the Cuban engagement on the side of the MPLA. In addition, scholars need to
take into account recent research on the decolonization of the Portuguese
empire, the (still-limited) evidence we have of the U.S.-South African and U.S.-
Zairian relationships, and the role of the Chinese criticism of American “impo-
tence.” The end result is a fascinating account of how great power politics
intertwined with specific regional ambitions and ideological aspirations within
the context of the decolonization of the oldest European empire. Kissinger
hardly comes off any better on the basis of the new evidence, however. If any-
thing, by insisting that Angola was a test case of sorts of the rules of détente
and of America’s resolve in the post–Vietnam War world, he fell victim to pre-
conceived and oversimplified notions about Soviet power, capabilities, and
interests that ill served the interests of the United States (not to mention those
of the Angolans).90
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90. Piero Gleijeses, Conflicting Missions: Havana, Washington, and Africa, 1959–1976
(Chapel Hill, NC, 2002); Odd Arne Westad, “Moscow and the Angolan Crisis: A New Pattern
of Intervention,” CWIHP Bulletin 8–9 (1996/97): 21–32. Other important studies on the crisis
include: Helen Kitchen, ed., Angola, Mozambique, and the West (New York, 1987); A. Kling-
hoffer, The Angolan War: A Study in Soviet Policy in the Third World (Boulder, 1980); Z. Laidi,
The Superpowers and Africa: The Constraints of a Rivalry, 1960–1990 (Chicago, 1990); and Norrie
Macqueen, The Decolonization of Portuguese Africa (London, 1997). For an account of South
African foreign policy, see James Barber and John Barratt, South Africa’s Foreign Policy: The
Search for Status and Security, 1945–1988 (New York, 1990), especially 225–54.
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Many other regional crises that erupted during Kissinger’s time in office offer
similar opportunities for new research. To date, though, scholarship on such
conflicts remains disappointingly spotty.91 While Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy
following the October 1973 War in the Middle East may be well known, for
example, we have only recently seen the release of various (though still not all)
memoranda of his conversations with the Israeli, Egyptian, Syrian, Saudi, and
other Middle East players.92 Additional insights into Kissinger’s diplomacy can
also be gained from a number of Soviet memoirs and, of course, from the avail-
able record of Kissinger’s conversations with Soviet leaders.93 Nor does one have
to venture far to find linkages between the Middle East and the practice of
triangular diplomacy and détente; as in the case of Angola, the Chinese were
urging Kissinger, in no uncertain terms, to “evict” the Soviets from the Middle
East. In the end, if there is a blank spot in terms of U.S. Middle East policy in
the 1970s, it has to do with the lack of access to significant sources—other than
memoirs—of those countries in the region that were at the heart of the con-
flict and its “step-by-step” resolution.94
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91. While some of the studies of Kissinger’s Middle East policy are rather dated, others
have a much broader (or, in case of the many studies on U.S.-Israeli relations, more limited)
approach and often do not do justice to the intricacies of the specific context of the early 1970s.
A few examples include: Gil Carl Alroy, The Kissinger Experience: American Policy in the Middle
East (New York, 1975); Yaacov Bar-Siman-Tov, Israel, the Superpowers, and the War in the Middle
East (New York, 1987); Abraham Ben-Zavi, The United States and Israel: The Limits of the Special
Relationship (New York, 1993); Edward R. F. Sheehan, The Arabs, Israelis, and Kissinger: A Secret
History of American Diplomacy in the Middle East (New York, 1976); Matti Golan, The Secret
Conversations of Henry Kissinger (New York, 1976); Galia Golan, Soviet Policies in the Middle East
from World War II to Gorbachev (New York, 1990); William B. Quandt, Peace Process: American
Policy Toward the Arab-Israeli Conflict (Washington, D.C., 1993); David Schoenbaum, The
United States and the State of Israel (New York, 1993); and Steven L. Spiegel, The Other Arab-
Israeli Conflict: Making America’s Middle East Policy, from Truman to Reagan (Chicago, 1985).
See also Carol R. Saivetz, “Superpower Competition in the Middle East and the Collapse of
Détente,” in Westad, The Fall of Détente, 72–94; Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein,
We All Lost the Cold War (Princeton, NJ, 1994), chapter 3; “Fifty Years of U.S.-Israeli Rela-
tions: A Roundtable,” Diplomatic History 22 (Spring 1998): 231–83. See also Kissinger, Crisis.

92. Most of the memoranda of conversation from Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy in 1973–74
were declassified in 2001 and 2002 and are available in the NPMP’s NSC collection.

93. Probably the most important of the accounts from the Soviet side is Victor Israelyan,
Inside the Kremlin During the Yom Kippur War (University Park, PA, 1995).

94. Some of the memoirs and biographies of the key Middle East players include: Moshe
Dayan, Story of My Life ( Jerusalem, 1976); Abba Eban, Abba Eban: An Autobiography (New York,
1977); Eban, Personal Witness: Israel Through My Eyes (New York, 1992); Isma’il Fahmi, Nego-
tiating Peace in the Middle East (Baltimore, 1983); Modamed Heikal, The Road to Ramadan
(London, 1975); Yitzhak Rabin, The Rabin Memoirs (Boston, 1979); and Rabin, Record of Service
(Tel Aviv, 1979). See also Malik Mufti, Sovereign Creations: Pan-Arabism and Political Order in
Syria and Iraq (New York, 1996); Michael Brecher, “Eban and Israeli Foreign Policy: Diplo-
macy, War, and Disengagement,” in Craig and Loewenheim, The Diplomats, 1939–1979,
398–435; Raphael Israeli, “Sadat: The Calculus of War and Peace,” in Craig and Loewenheim,
The Diplomats, 1939–1979, 436–58; and Raphael Israeli and Carol Bordenstein, Man of Defi-
ance: A Political Biography of Anwar Sadat (London, 1985). For a recent account of the U.S.
airlift to Israel based on published materials, see Walter J. Boyne, The Two O’Clock War: The
Yom Kippur Conflict and the Airlift That Saved Israel (New York, 2002). On the availability of
Israeli archives, see Peter L. Hahn, “The View from Jerusalem: Revelations about U.S. Diplo-
macy from the Archives of Israel,” Diplomatic History 22 (Fall 1998), 509–532, 510 fn. 2.
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The Indo-Pakistani War that resulted in the independence of Bangladesh is
another case in point. Perhaps because the opening to China overshadowed the
crisis between India and Pakistan, most scholars have tended to discuss it almost
exclusively in that specific context, debating the relative merits of the (in)famous
“tilt towards Pakistan.” In fact, with the exception of Dennis Kux’s recent work
on U.S.-Pakistani relations, the more serious writing on the crisis and war itself
still remains heavily the domain of Indian and Pakistani scholars and mem-
oirists, despite the abundance of American sources that has been opened in
recent years (both State Department and NSC records). Moreover, the Indo-
Pakistani War offers yet another case study of the link between regional crises
and the “great game” of détente and triangular diplomacy. And while access to
Indian (not to mention Pakistani) sources is likely to remain closed for years to
come, various former Soviet-bloc records and Chinese accounts are surely ade-
quate to justify a full-length reassessment of a crisis that dramatically trans-
formed the shape of the South Asian subcontinent. In this context, one need
only stress the local nuclear competition between India and Pakistan that accel-
erated in the early 1970s and continues to act as a destabilizing factor in the
area.95

If there is any topic on which Kissinger has been vilified recently, it is his
role in the undermining and eventual overthrow of Chile’s socialist president
Salvador Allende. While one should not expect that the former secretary of state
will join Slobodan Milosevic in the Hague any time soon, the discussion has
moved far beyond the initial “make the economy scream” notes from an NSC
meeting, towards exploring Kissinger’s complicity with the brutal regime of
Augustinho Pinochet and even in assassination plots within U.S. territory.
Before making too much of such charges and putting Kissinger “on trial,”
however, one should bear in mind the Chilean context of the early 1970s
(extreme political and economic instability for which the United States was only
partly responsible) and the fact that at the time of the coup against Allende,
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95. Some of the works that deal with the Indo-Pakistani War include: Imtiaz H. Bokhari,
“Playing with a Weak Hand: Kissinger’s Management of the 1971 Indo-Pakistan Crisis,”
Journal of South Asian and Middle Eastern Studies 22 (Fall 1998): 1–23; Robert Victor 
Jackson, South Asian Crisis: India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh: A Political and Historical Analysis 
of the 1971 War (New York, 1975); Richard Sisson and Leo E. Rose, War and Secession: 
Pakistan, India, and the Creation of Bangladesh (Berkeley, CA, 1990); Selig S. Harrison, Paul H.
Kreisberg, and Dennis Kux, India and Pakistan: The First Fifty Years (Washington, D.C., and
Cambridge, UK, 1999); Narottam Gaan, Indira Gandhi and Foreign Policy-Making: The
Bangladesh Crisis (New Delhi, 1992); Dennis Kux, India and the United States: Estranged 
Democracies, 1941–1991 (Washington, D.C., 1993); Kux, The United States and Pakistan, 1947–
2000: Disenchanted Allies (Washington, D.C., and Baltimore, 2001); and H. William Brands,
India and the United States: The Cold Peace (New York, 1990). For a recent account about 
the Pakistani “channel” between the United States and China, see Aijazuddin, From a 
Head, Through a Head, To a Head. For the Soviet side, see Ramesh Takur and Carlyle Thayer,
Soviet Relations with India and Vietnam (London, 1992). For documents and analysis on 
Indo-Pakistani relations and nuclear competition, see The White House & Pakistan. Secret
Declassified Documents, 1969–1974 (Karachi, 2002) and the NSA electronic briefing book at
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB6/index.html.
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Kissinger was taking on the responsibilities of secretary of state. Indeed, based
on the documents made available on the National Security Archives Web site,
one can see that Kissinger’s personal involvement with Chile was far more
obvious and substantial during the period surrounding Allende’s election in the
fall of 1970 than it was during the coup in September 1973. While this hardly
means that there was a moral justification to the quick acceptance of Pinochet’s
junta or that the United States did not give a green light to the coup, the basic
point remains that, ultimately, the prime responsibility for the fall of Allende
rests with Chilean, not American, actors.96

Yet another regional issue that has confirmed Kissinger’s position as one of
the favorite bêtes noires of American foreign policy is worth mentioning: the
Indonesian invasion of East Timor in 1975–1976. Newly declassified documents
from the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library97 shed light on the Ford admin-
istration’s relationship with President Suharto of Indonesia during 1975. The
record of Ford’s and Kissinger’s meeting with Suharto in early December 1975,
for example, shows that the White House gave clear approval of the invasion.
En route from China, where they had had a rather disappointing meeting with
Mao, Kissinger and Ford went to great lengths to stress to Suharto that they
“understand the problem” in East Timor “and the intentions you have.”
Kissinger’s main concern appeared to be American domestic opinion: he
stressed the need for the Indonesian army to act swiftly and to avoid a long
guerrilla warfare that might implicate the United States, a major provider of
arms to the Indonesian army. In the end, Suharto’s vague statement that there
might be a “small guerrilla warfare” of little consequence was apparently enough
to assure Kissinger and Ford that they were “safe.” The war in East Timor
would continue, with high casualties, for the remainder of the twentieth
century.98

The point is not, however, to argue that Kissinger and Ford are responsible
for the decades of bloodshed in East Timor that followed the Indonesian inter-
vention of December 1975 and for the chronic instability of Indonesia that per-
sists to this day. For that, the heaviest responsibility lies, ultimately, with local
actors. Perhaps the main point to criticize is the apparent ease with which
Kissinger (and Ford) gave a green light to Suharto and accepted the argument
that the Indonesians were, in effect, containing the further expansion of Soviet
power. Much as in Angola, the American complicity contributed to decades of
turmoil in East Timor; much as in Chile (Pinochet), Kissinger was easily manip-
ulated (seduced?) by the local strongman (in Indonesia, Suharto). In the end,
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96. NSA archive, “Chile and the United States: Declassified Documents Relating to 
the Military Coup, 1970–1976,” http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB8/
nsaebb8.htm (last accessed 25 July 2003).

97. Some of these are available on the NSA’s Web site and on that of the Gerald R. Ford
Library and Museum at http://www.ford.utexas.edu/ (last accessed 29 July 2003).

98. Telegram, American embassy Jakarta to Secretary of State, December 1975,
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB62/doc4.pdf (last accessed 25 July 2003).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/dh/article-abstract/27/5/637/484097 by Periodicals D

epartm
ent , H

allw
ard Library, U

niversity of N
ottingham

 user on 22 January 2019

http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB8/
http://www.ford.utexas.edu/
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB62/doc4.pdf


thus, the real tragedy of Kissinger’s foreign policy lies in the oversimplification
of the issues at stake in various regional conflicts, which became increasingly
apparent in the aftermath of Saigon’s fall under the North Vietnamese offen-
sive in the spring of 1975. This alone confirms the limits of his approach to the
conducting of U.S. foreign policy.

The problem of how the United States should deal with various regional
conflicts is, naturally, an issue that has resurfaced since the events of 11 Sep-
tember, 2001. In the context of the second Bush administration’s policy towards
Afghanistan and Iraq and the ever-present Israeli-Palestinian imbroglio, for
example, there may be a number of important lessons to be learned about the
consequences of unilateral action. Did the imposition of the United States as
the primary (if not quite the only) external actor in the Middle East after the
1973 October War produce the desired results? Or would adopting a more mul-
tilateral process have produced a more stable region in the long term? What
can we learn from Kissinger’s policies about the continuous need to balance
ideas and interests in the making of U.S. policy?

As the recent polemics of authors such as Christopher Hitchens indicate,
Kissingerology is as emotional a field today as it was when the first accounts of
“Super-K’s” exploits appeared in the early 1970s. While few will be convinced
by Hitchens’s attacks and efforts to brand Kissinger as a war criminal akin to
Milosevic, the publicity and surrounding debate has at least called some atten-
tion to the often talked-about but rarely analyzed issue of human rights in the
conduct of American foreign policy.99 This is unlikely to change anytime soon.
Whether the issue is America’s extrication from Vietnam, the pursuit of an
opening to China, détente with the Soviets, or Kissinger’s role in such regional
crises as the October 1973 Middle East War or the 1974–1976 Angolan Civil
War—not to mention his controversial role in the events of Chile—the “Dr.
Kissinger and Mr. Henry” dichotomy still permeates the debate. And, as seems
evident from the latest literature, it is “Mr. Henry”—the dark side of Kissinger’s
career—that, on the basis of what we now know, resonates more heavily. The
inevitable conclusion is that Kissinger was, as all policy-makers ultimately are,
a flawed architect.

To end on such a negative note would, however, be an oversimplification in
its own right. For while there is no question that Kissinger’s career in office was
plagued by numerous failures and shortsighted decisions, his record must ulti-
mately be considered within the broader context in which he operated. Given
the increasing availability of sources, the temptation is to simply cross-
reference the old debates in order to try and find the “definitive” answers 
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99. Indeed, over the past few years Kissinger has been repeatedly invited—and has con-
sistently declined—to appear at various trials outside the United States. Largely in response
to the Pinochet arrest in England, Kissinger engaged in the debate. Kissinger, “The Pitfalls
of Universal Jurisdiction,” Foreign Affairs 80 (July/August 2001): 86–96 (excerpted from Does
America Need). See also the response: Kenneth Roth, “The Case for Universal Jurisdiction,”
Foreign Affairs 80 (September/October 2001): 150–54.
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to questions posed by earlier historians about Kissinger’s (and Nixon’s)
culpability—if not criminality—in various costly decisions. It is important to
stress the need to move beyond the “Dr. Kissinger”/”Mr. Henry” dichotomy
when exploring the history of U.S. foreign policy in 1969–1977. Such an
approach ultimately remains an unsatisfactory way of exploring any historical
figure and would do serious injustice to the context—the constraints and pre-
dispositions, the pressures and needs, the allies and adversaries, the domestic
and international structures—in which Kissinger operated. After all, the period
between 1969 and 1977 was about much more than Henry Kissinger (or Richard
Nixon, for that matter). Whatever Kissinger’s central role in policy-making, the
important story to be uncovered is not whether he was the all-powerful con-
spirator and manipulator depicted by the Hersh-Hitchens school or the wise
practitioner of realpolitik portrayed by his defenders. Rather, the task of schol-
ars should be to analyze why certain policy options prevailed over others, how
the implementation of policy functioned, and why it produced positive or neg-
ative (long- and short-term) results. It would be a great shame if the sudden
explosion of available archival materials simply served to highlight Kissinger’s
role and did not do the proper job of placing him in context—a context that,
at least in part, eluded him at the time. Therein lies the true challenge for those
reinvestigating the Kissinger years.
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