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The Aspiring Statesman 

The announcement on December 2, 1968, was a surprise. 
A forty-five-year-old Harvard professor who had arrived in the United States 

as a refugee from Nazi Germany some thirty years earlier and risen to a highly cov-
eted position within the American academia seemed, to many, an unlikely choice 
as Richard Nixon’s national security adviser. This selection seemed to indicate a 
suspiciously broad mind on Nixon’s part. For one thing, Kissinger had served pre-
viously as foreign policy adviser to New York governor and presidential hopeful 
(and Nixon antagonist) Nelson Rockefeller. Further, Kissinger was representative 
of an Ivy League establishment the new president-elect had grown to hate. More-
over, few could have expected that the appointment would have as far-reaching 
consequences as it did: Kissinger and Nixon would soon be running foreign policy 
as their private reserve; they would launch initiatives that, in some ways, revolu-
tionized postwar U.S. foreign policy; and Kissinger himself would, in five years’ 
time, hold two key posts as the mantle of the secretary of state was added to his 
National Security Council (NSC) position. Fewer yet could have anticipated that it 
would be Kissinger, rather than Nixon, that would stay in Washington for the next 
eight years. 

By then, Kissinger’s life would be an open book. In fact, the interest in a Har-
vard professor joining Nixon’s team was high from the very start. Already in Feb-
ruary 1969, his picture would be featured in the first of numerous Time magazine 
cover articles. “Bonn, London, and Paris, may disagree on a score of issues, but they 
are in happy unanimity in their respect for him; even Moscow is not displeased,” 
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2 the flawed architect  

the article commented. It went on to describe how Kissinger, the Harvard pro-
fessor and occasional consultant to the two previous administrations, “knows 
more foreign leaders than many State Department careerists.” Although there was 
a hint that Kissinger had already at this point—February 1969—amassed an enor-
mous amount of influence, Time did not forecast the extraordinary powers that he 
would eventually accrue. Yet, the article ended presciently with a quote from the 
nineteenth-century Austrian statesman, Prince Metternich, whom Kissinger had 
cited in his Harvard Ph.D. dissertation: “I was born to make history, not to write 
novels.”1 

In time, Kissinger would also make history. In early 1969, however, he was “just” 
a Harvard professor, who had received some critical acclaim for his writings, and 
had worked briefly as a consultant for the two previous administrations. His main 
connection to the Republican Party had been as an adviser to Rockefeller. Indeed, 
unlike the case with Prince Metternich, Kissinger’s rise to the pinnacles of power 
was hardly a matter of family heritage. If anything, Kissinger’s family back-
ground—that of a German-born Jew—should have hindered his career prospects. 
It certainly was not a hearty recommendation for membership in the inner circle 
of Richard Nixon, where anti-Semitic comments could be heard on a regular basis. 

So what did Kissinger have to offer to the new president? To understand the poli-
cies Kissinger pursued while in office, it is crucial to take a brief look at his writ-
ings and career prior to the commencement of the partnership with Nixon. In 
doing this, one must ask a number of questions that bear upon our understanding 
of the man who shaped American foreign policy and international relations dur-
ing his eight years in the White House, at the State Department, and, perhaps most 
of all, in top-level negotiations across the globe with friend and foe alike. 

Was Kissinger a brilliant analyst of international relations? An original thinker? 
A European mind in an American setting?2 A man whose writing, teaching, and 
other duties had prepared him in a unique way to take up the task he himself char-
acterized as nothing less than a complete reshaping of American foreign policy? 

Or was Kissinger perhaps a mediocre scholar but a good political animal? Was 
he a man who wrote—and still does—books with few lasting insights but managed 
to muscle himself into the right place at the right time? An individual equipped 
with a remarkable set of courtier’s instincts? Was he a man who did not have time 
for serious scholarly pursuits but was more keen on personal aggrandizement, on 
making friends in high places that later allowed him to claim a place in the history 
books that, given his personal background, was as improbable as almost any other 
“from rags to riches” story in American history? 

To answer these questions even partially one needs to consider in some detail 
Henry Kissinger’s life and career prior to December 1968. Taken in isolation it is a 
remarkable story on a human level and speaks highly of the possibilities that the 
American system can offer to someone as driven to achieve as Henry Kissinger. He 
was a man who made his own luck. For that one must admire the refugee from Ger-
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3 The Aspiring Statesman 

many who attained positions unthinkable and unattainable to anyone that came 
before him. 

Kissinger’s spectacular rise to the corridors of power also offers an opportunity 
to examine the baggage that he brought with him to Washington. There had been, 
as in any great American success story, casualties along the way. Perhaps more 
important, examining Kissinger the scholar offers clues to his intellectual parame-
ters, the prejudices and stereotypes he inherited or developed along the way, and 
the blind spots of his particular interpretation of international relations. After all, 
in choosing Kissinger over other possible candidates in 1968, Nixon chose more 
than an academic from Harvard; he chose a particular type of a thinker who was 
soon to have the opportunity to put his ideas into practice in ways that had global 
implications. 

FROM BAVARIA TO HARVARD 

Heinz Alfred Kissinger was born on May 27, 1923, in Fürth, a small town in Bavaria, 
Germany. The time and the place could hardly have been less fortunate for a 
middle-class Jewish family. This was the year when Adolf Hitler launched an 
unsuccessful putsch in nearby Munich—the so-called Beer Hall Putsch—and 
began writing Mein Kampf (to be published in 1925). With Nazism on the rise, the 
Bavarian Jews, like other German Jews, were gradually being ostracized within a 
country that had, in the century preceding Kissinger’s birth, apparently become 
more accepting of religious minority groups. Indeed, at the time of Kissinger’s 
birth his father Louis was a respected schoolmaster in Fürth. But by the time young 
Heinz turned ten years old, Hitler was in power. By his twelfth birthday the Nazi 
government’s Nüremberg Laws denied Jews citizenship, forbade marriages be-
tween Jews and gentiles, and banned Jewish teachers, including Louis Kissinger, 
from holding jobs in state-run schools. After a few years of agonizing, Louis and 
his wife Paula finally made the painful decision to leave their native country. In 
August 1938 the Kissingers—Louis, Paula, Heinz, and his younger (by one year) 
brother Walter—left Germany for England. They stayed in London for two weeks 
before setting sail to the United States. During this move Heinz became Henry. 

The move from Germany to the United States not only, in all likelihood, saved 
Kissinger’s life, but it also freed him from the oppressive surroundings of 1930s Nazi 
Germany. In Manhattan, where the family settled in 1938, Kissinger found a soci-
ety he wanted to become a part of and thrive in, a society that was not free of prej-
udices or discrimination, but at least in theory espoused the ideal of equal 
opportunity. Most important, the opportunities matched Kissinger’s ambition and 
intellectual talent. Despite his linguistic handicap, Kissinger quickly established 
himself as a straight A student even though, after his first year at high school, he 
worked by day at a shaving-brush manufacturer and attended school by night. 
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4 the fl awed architect  

After graduating from New York’s George Washington High School, he completed 
a year of undergraduate studies in accounting at the City College of New York. 

Kissinger’s life took yet another turn in February 1943, when, along with numer-
ous other young Americans, he enlisted in the army and was sent to a military train-
ing camp in South Carolina. The following month, he was naturalized. The 
four-year stint in the army that included a trip back to Germany, where he stayed 
as part of the occupation forces until 1947, transformed the young German immi-
grant into an assimilated (and hyphenated) American. In many ways this was a nat-
ural outcome: if one chooses to overlook the fact that the U.S. Army was still racially 
segregated during World War II—and most of Kissinger’s contemporaries did 
choose to ignore it—the military was the ultimate melting pot. For Kissinger, who, 
despite his continental moves, had never ventured far beyond his German-Jewish-
American milieu, the experience was doubly challenging and exciting. The army 
also brought Kissinger in contact with his first mentor, Fritz Kraemer. 

In May 1944 Kraemer was a thirty-five-year-old U.S. Army private with an 
unusual background. Born into a wealthy Prussian family that intensely disliked 
the Nazis, Kraemer had a degree from the London School of Economics and doc-
torates from the Goethe University in Frankfurt and the University of Rome. In 
1939, working in Rome for the League of Nations, he decided to stay abroad and 
eventually moved to the United States and enlisted in the army. After he impressed 
General Alexander Bolling of the 84th Infantry Division, Kraemer’s abilities were 
put to good use giving pep talks to soldiers, explaining to them the horrors of Nazi 
philosophy. It was on one of these occasions that the young private Kissinger hap-
pened to be in the audience. The future secretary of state was impressed. He wrote 
Kraemer a brief note: “Dear Pvt. Kraemer. I heard you speak yesterday. This is how 
it should be done. Can I help you in any way? Pvt. Kissinger.” 

Kraemer, who would later become a strategist at the Pentagon, was struck by 
“this little Jewish refugee.” Over the next three years, Kraemer secured Kissinger an 
appointment as a translator for General Bolling, helped him to become an admin-
istrator in occupied Germany (1945–47), and eased Kissinger’s way into the 
Counter-Intelligence Corps. And Kraemer encouraged Kissinger to study history 
and philosophy, a vocation that has stayed with the “little Jewish refugee” ever since. 
Although they would later clash—neither man was equipped with a small ego— 
Fritz Gustav Anton Kraemer was undoubtedly a seminal influence in Kissinger’s 
life. “I have a very high regard for him,” Kissinger would reminisce some sixty years 
after the two men’s initial encounter. Sven Kraemer, Fritz’s son, would later join 
Kissinger’s NSC staff.3 

Having experienced World War II and bonded with men from a variety of back-
grounds, Kissinger was occupied with the same question as many returning GIs: 
what to do with the remainder of his life. Already twenty-four years of age, 
Kissinger, despite his obvious academic talent, did not even have an undergradu-
ate degree. But the army experience had changed him. The shy boy who had grown 
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5 The Aspiring Statesman 

up in a climate of fear returned to his adopted land a conqueror, whose innate intel-
lectual abilities had begun to awaken. “Living as a Jew under the Nazis, then as a 
refugee in America, and then as a private in the army isn’t exactly an experience 
that builds confidence,” he would later comment.4 But it seems that as he returned 
to the United States from Germany, Kissinger no longer felt like an outsider. Henry 
Kissinger had become Americanized. 

Yet, he had no master plan. The prewar path of becoming an accountant held 
little appeal in 1947. “I know nothing,” he complained to Kraemer. “Go to a fine col-
lege,” Kissinger’s mentor replied, adding, “A gentleman does not go to the College 
of the City of New York.” 

Kissinger’s growing ambition, so effectively stroked by Fritz Kraemer, made him 
apply to a rather different set of colleges: Columbia, Princeton, and Harvard. But 
it was already the summer of 1947, very late in the year to gain admission to an elite 
university. In the end, Harvard, which was making a special effort to accommodate 
returning war veterans, accepted Kissinger and even offered him a scholarship. 

The experience would, yet again, change his life forever. 

THE YOUNG SCHOLAR BECOMES A BEST-SELLER 

In the fall of 1947 Kissinger entered Harvard University’s Class of 1950 as a second-
year undergraduate; ten years later he published two books, Nuclear Weapons and 
Foreign Policy and A World Restored: Metternich, Castlereagh, and the Problems of 
Peace, 1812–22. The books secured him an appointment at Harvard’s International 
Affairs Department. They were also representations of the fact that Kissinger had, 
by the mid-1950s, become an adept student in a number of fields that would later 
make him uniquely qualified for membership in the country’s foreign policy elite: 
the young man who had worked in a shaving brush factory in the early 1940s 
emerged, during the Eisenhower administration, as an acknowledged analyst of 
nuclear weapons and international relations. 

His record at Harvard after 1947 was nothing but remarkable. A mature under-
graduate student, Kissinger devoted his time to his studies with the vigor of some-
one who, due to circumstances beyond his control, had been kept from pursuing 
his dreams and ambitions for too long. Starting off as a philosophy major, Kissinger 
soon moved—after receiving his one and only B in a philosophy course—into the 
Government Department. There he made Harvard history by writing the longest 
senior thesis (353 pages) on a topic no less demanding than “The Meaning of His-
tory.” In practice, the senior thesis was slightly more limited in scope: it compared 
the thinking of Immanuel Kant with that of Arnold Toynbee and Oswald Spengler. 
Kissinger’s main goal was commendable: to argue that free will mattered, that his-
torical determinism went too far, and that individuals were the responsible agents 
of history. Indeed, “The Meaning of History” was a surprisingly optimistic work 
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6 the flawed architect  

from a young man who had narrowly escaped the horrors of Nazi Germany. It 
stressed the significance of individual choice within a context of circumstances 
beyond one’s control. As he wrote: 

The generation of Buchenwald and the Siberian labor-camps cannot talk with 
the same optimism as its fathers . . . But  this merely describes a fact of decline 
and not its necessity . . . The experience of  freedom enables us to rise beyond the 
suffering of the past and the frustration of history. In this spirit resides human-
ity’s essence, the unique which each man imparts to the necessity of his life, the 
self-transcendence which gives peace.5 

Kissinger, at twenty-seven years of age, clearly did not shy away from making over-
arching, if at times almost impenetrable, statements that would later become a 
trademark of his writing. 

Kissinger’s undergraduate thesis and overall performance during his first three 
years at Harvard had earned him summa cum laude (placing him at the top one 
percent of the class of 1950) and a ticket to a bright future. He now enrolled in the 
Ph.D. program in the Government Department under the tutorship of William 
Yandel Elliott, who had already guided him during his undergraduate years. 

By the early 1950s, Elliott, a former all-American tackle at Vanderbilt and Rhodes 
Scholar at Oxford, was past his academic prime. Before World War II, the Ten-
nesseean had published on European politics in the 1920s but was, by the time 
Kissinger came to Harvard, apparently keen on writing novels. “A glorious ruin,” 
Arthur Schlesinger Jr. would later describe Elliott. Yet, while Elliott was no longer 
academically productive, he still retained a great deal of institutional clout within 
the confines of Harvard Yard and commuted to Washington on a weekly basis as a 
consultant to the House Committee on Foreign Affairs. Unlike many Harvard pro-
fessors, Elliott was also committed to his students and displayed little jealousy when 
some of them, such as Kissinger, surpassed his intellectual achievements. 

The personal patronage of such an influential professor as Elliott proved invalu-
able for Kissinger’s future by providing him with the necessary support when it 
came down to acquiring key experience and contacts. Thus, while Kissinger prob-
ably did not rely on Elliott too deeply for intellectual guidance, the professor helped 
pave Kissinger’s career in important ways. Among these, one of the most signifi-
cant was the launch of the Harvard International Seminar in 1951, which Kissinger 
would direct throughout his subsequent years at Harvard. The program, which 
received funding from the Ford and the Rockefeller Foundations, as well as— 
unknown to Kissinger at the time—the CIA, fit nicely into the broader aims of 
American foreign policy. Its task was to bring together every summer a group of 
young leaders—mostly politicians, journalists, or civil servants—from countries 
allied with the United States. While at Harvard the visitors were treated to a pro-
gram that Kissinger, as the leader of the seminar, had always designed with great 
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7 The Aspiring Statesman 

care. The participants, also carefully selected by Kissinger, were addressed by emi-
nent Americans (one of the speakers was Eleanor Roosevelt), took classes in 
humanities and politics from Harvard scholars, and socialized with each other. In 
short, the Harvard International Seminar was like a fast-track, elite, and miniature 
version of the famed Fulbright exchange program, aimed at passing on the bene-
fits of American education and values to a generation of carefully selected Euro-
pean, Latin American, and Asian leaders. In the process, Kissinger built an elaborate 
network of international contacts that included, among others, future French pres-
ident Valery Giscard d’Estaing, future Japanese Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone, 
and future Turkish Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit. 

In 1952 Kissinger also became the founding editor of a foreign affairs journal 
called Confluence, which featured a modest readership but numerous high-profile 
contributors, including John Kenneth Galbraith, Raymond Aron, Walt Rostow, 
Reinhold Niebuhr, Hans Morgenthau, and Hannah Arendt. Much like the Inter-
national Seminar, Confluence helped Kissinger establish contacts with prominent 
figures, many of them outside academia, in a way that was not possible for the aver-
age Ph.D. candidate even at Harvard. 

But Kissinger’s graduate school career was not just about building contacts with 
future leaders or prominent figures of the time. He also distinguished himself by 
the quality of his academic work and, in particular, by the choice of his disserta-
tion topic. In a department where most worked on current topics—something to 
do with post–World War II international relations—Kissinger wrote about the 
Concert of Europe in the early nineteenth century. A World Restored: Metternich, 
Castlereagh and the Problems of Peace, 1812–1822 was in a class of its own; some less 
than impressed colleagues even suggested that Kissinger might want to transfer to 
the History Department. However, Kissinger insisted (and most others had to 
admit) that his dissertation had specific relevance to the Cold War world. Much 
like in the early nineteenth century, when Napoleon’s France had presented a chal-
lenge to the stability of the European state system, so did the Soviet Union (and its 
then ally China) represent the twentieth-century revolutionary menace to a stable 
world order. If Napoleon’s challenge had provided the great threat to stability in 
the Europe of the early nineteenth century, the Sino-Soviet challenge provided a 
similar threat to global stability in the mid-twentieth century. By implication, then, 
if the conservative statesmen Metternich and Castlereagh had restored peace and 
stability through their diplomatic efforts, a similar solution could certainly be 
arrived at by Western statesmen a century and a half later. 

Kissinger’s dissertation, which gained him a Ph.D. in May 1954, was also a state-
ment of the author’s worldview. He was, and would remain, a firm believer in 
realpolitik, in the primacy of geopolitics and the balance of power as key ingredi-
ents to providing international stability, and in the ability of a select number of 
diplomats to shape (or reshape) international relations. If anything, A World 
Restored stresses the importance of the individual statesman as the one that can 
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8 the flawed architect  

shape events—or restore order—that otherwise might lead to a catastrophe. As 
Kissinger put it: “The test of a statesman is his ability to recognize the real rela-
tionship of forces and to make this knowledge serve his ends.”6 

Yet, there was also a sense of the limits that even such eminently skillful states-
men as Castlereagh and Metternich had been forced to accept. While the title of the 
dissertation leads one to suggest an overtly laudatory account of the statesmanship 
of two early nineteenth-century Europeans, Kissinger ended his account by stress-
ing the shortcomings rather than the achievements of the two. Neither was, in the 
end, Kissinger’s hero (nor was the German statesman Bismarck, whose statesman-
ship he was to applaud in some writings later on), but rather provided examples of 
the extent to which accident and circumstance could undermine the work of even 
the most eminent and skillful leaders. Or, as the historian John Lewis Gaddis puts 
it, Kissinger’s guide to the statesmen—and presumably to himself—was that they 
needed to “rescue choice from circumstance.”7 While Kissinger’s later conduct may 
not have been an example of such apparent humility, it is obvious that at least in 
the early 1950s, the Harvard Ph.D. student had a healthy appreciation of the limits 
that each and every national or international leader faced. 

When A World Restored was published in 1957, however, Kissinger had moved 
from being a slightly eccentric graduate student at Harvard to being a recognized 
expert on the role of nuclear weapons in American foreign policy. When he com-
pleted his Ph.D. in 1954, Kissinger had faced, yet again, the question of what to do 
with the rest of his life. He was initially disappointed that Harvard did not elect 
him to its Society of Fellows, a group of scholars with generous funding and lim-
ited teaching responsibilities that had earlier included, among others, such nota-
bles as McGeorge Bundy and Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., but merely granted him an 
open-ended appointment as an instructor. By early 1955, however, he faced an 
“embarrassment of riches,” with good offers from the University of Chicago and 
the University of Pennsylvania. He rejected both and opted for a three-year posi-
tion as a director of a study group analyzing the impact of nuclear weapons at the 
Council on Foreign Relations, a high-powered foreign policy institution in New 
York.8 In the next three years Kissinger, whose appointment coincided with the 
publication of his first major article on U.S. national security in the council’s pres-
tigious journal Foreign Affairs,9 moved closer to the corridors of power. 

* * *  

Kissinger’s three-year appointment at the council had a number of significant out-
comes. For one, it brought him in contact with many of the most powerful men in 
the nation, who were either permanent members of the group or addressed it on 
occasion. These included Hamilton Fish Armstrong (editor of Foreign Affairs), 
Robert Bowie (director of the Policy Planning Staff at the State Department), 
McGeorge Bundy (dean of faculty at Harvard and later Kennedy’s and Johnson’s 
adviser on national security affairs), Paul Nitze (former holder of Bowie’s post at 
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9 The Aspiring Statesman 

the State in the early 1950s), David Rockefeller (soon to head both the council and 
the powerful Chase Bank), and General Walter Bedell Smith (former undersecre-
tary of state). Gordon Dean, previously head of the Atomic Energy Commission, 
headed the group. During his time at the council, Kissinger also made contact with 
Nelson Rockefeller, the man whose patronage in the 1950s and 1960s was to further 
Kissinger’s career in numerable ways. Aside from linking up with some of the most 
brilliant, powerful, and, in the case of the Rockefellers, richest men in the country, 
Kissinger’s stint at the council resulted in his first breakthrough into the high-level 
debate about American national security and foreign policy. 

That came in 1957, when Kissinger published Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Pol-
icy, a book authored by him but based on the discussions in the nuclear study 
group. Almost four months on the best-seller list, the book won critical praise from 
most reviewers—Paul Nitze was a characteristic exception—and was discussed in 
the pages of major American newspapers. Chalmers Roberts, the Washington Post’s 
diplomatic correspondent at the time, called Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy 
“the most important book of 1957, perhaps even of the past several years.” 

Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy was a breakthrough. Kissinger received the 
Woodrow Wilson Prize and a citation from the Overseas Press Club. The book set 
the basis for Kissinger’s future reputation as a capable synthesizer—and at times 
original thinker—of major foreign policy issues. If he wasn’t yet a household name, 
Kissinger had by the age of thirty-four earned the respect of most of his colleagues 
and, more significantly for him, many of the decision makers in or about to gain 
power. He had, in effect, joined the elite club of defense intellectuals. 

The arguments presented in Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy were not, how-
ever, entirely unique to Kissinger. This was hardly a surprise. After all, the book was 
based on the monthly discussions at the council and, given the participants, thus 
often reflected dominant views about the problems and role of nuclear weapons. 
Above all, Kissinger was interested in the dilemma of the nuclear age, which he 
defined as the fact that “the enormity of modern weapons makes the thought of 
war repugnant, but the refusal to run any risks would amount to giving the Soviet 
rulers a blank check.”10 

This was, indeed, the dilemma that the Eisenhower administration’s massive 
retaliation doctrine—the idea that Washington could effectively deter war by 
threatening to use U.S. nuclear weapons—faced as the Soviet nuclear arsenal grew. 
It was largely one of credibility: massive retaliation implied the willingness to use 
nuclear weapons while their sheer destructive power raised serious doubts about 
the feasibility of such a proposition. “Maximum development of power is not 
enough,” Kissinger argued, because “with modern technology such a course must 
paralyze the will.” What was needed, Kissinger maintained, was a “strategic doc-
trine which gives our diplomacy the greatest freedom of action and which 
addresses itself to the question of whether the nuclear age presents only risks or 
whether it does not also offer opportunities.”11 
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10 the flawed architect  

For Kissinger the latter was more the case. The most distinguishing (and most 
frequently discussed) characteristic of Kissinger’s book was his argument that 
while an all-out nuclear war was an unlikely possibility because it would be too 
destructive, a war between the United States and the Soviet Union might well evolve 
into a limited nuclear war. As he wrote: “Limited nuclear war represents our most 
effective strategy against nuclear powers or against a major power which is capa-
ble of substituting manpower for technology.”12 

The problem for Kissinger was actually not so much one of technology but of 
political will and psychology. Americans had for some time—and particularly due 
to World War II—considered total victory (or unconditional surrender) the only 
kind of victory. Since the Soviets developed their bomb in 1949, however, this will 
had become hampered by the fear of prompt and utter destruction. What was 
therefore needed in large part was a redefinition of the meaning of victory. Since 
there could not be an all-out war, there could not be all-out victory, at least not over 
a nation, such as the Soviet Union, which possessed thermonuclear weapons. 

Kissinger went on to argue that American diplomacy needed to develop a 
“framework within which the question of national survival is not involved in every 
military decision. But equally, we must leave no doubt about our determination . . . 
to resist by force any Soviet military move.” If that were the task for diplomacy, then 
the challenge for U.S. military policy was “to develop a doctrine and a capability 
for the graduated employment of force” that would support these diplomatic 
efforts. The United States, in other words, would need to develop the capability of 
responding to different forms of aggression in the appropriate manner. A Soviet-
inspired guerrilla war in a remote corner of the globe, for example, hardly called 
for a nuclear strike against Moscow. In this way, Kissinger further maintained, the 
dilemma of nuclear weapons and foreign policy could be successfully addressed by 
“seeking to avoid the horrors of all-out war by outlining an alternative, in devel-
oping a concept of limitation that combines firmness with moderation, diplomacy 
can once more establish a relationship with force, even in the nuclear age.”13 In 
terms of geopolitics this essentially implied that while the possession of nuclear 
weapons made the United States and the Soviet Union virtually immune to direct 
nuclear attack from each other, this should not allow the United States to shrink 
from contemplating the possibility that local nuclear war might well erupt. 

Much of Kissinger’s book thus implied the obvious: the United States needed to 
embrace a military doctrine with an array of choices. In this regard, he was simply 
advocating what many others were arguing for: that the United States should adopt 
a strategy of flexible response to meet the increasingly complex challenges posed 
by such developments as the decolonization of European empires. The United 
States could simply not rely on nuclear weapons alone as a means of projecting its 
military power abroad. When the Kennedy administration took office in 1961, it  
quickly adopted flexible response and began to build up U.S. conventional and 
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11 The Aspiring Statesman 

nonconventional military capabilities (in addition to retaining and constantly 
upgrading a strong nuclear arsenal). 

But critics also pointed out that Kissinger’s rationale did carry some disturbing 
implications. He did not, after all, reject the possibility of using nuclear weapons. 
According to Kissinger’s rationale in Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, Europe 
and the third world were, in theory at least, fair game for a limited nuclear war. No 
wonder he later earned the nickname “Dr. Strangelove, East” (Edward Teller, a 
nuclear physicist, was his Western counterpart).14 

Of course, Kissinger did not advocate this stand purely, or even primarily, 
because he believed that the United States should be engaging in limited nuclear 
wars around the globe. His point was more nuanced: only by embracing a strategic 
doctrine that assumed a limited nuclear war as a realistic option could the United 
States derive the necessary diplomatic leverage from its military arsenal. Kissinger’s 
arguments were essentially meant to correct the shortcomings of the doctrine of 
massive retaliation with a limited nuclear war corollary. They amounted ultimately 
to theoretical postulations rather than practical guidance. 

The two books that Kissinger published in 1957 had an important similarity 
when it came down to the making of foreign policy: both were concerned with the 
limits imposed upon statesmen by their domestic constituencies. Of course, the 
domestic constituencies facing Castlereagh and Metternich were far different from 
the one American foreign policy elite had to contend with in the 1950s. (Yet, even 
in A World Restored Kissinger argued that the “acid test of a policy is its ability to 
obtain domestic support.”15) In both books, moreover, Kissinger maintained that 
the greatest threat to truly great statesmanship, statesmanship that could yield sig-
nificant long-term positive consequences, came from within, from “bureaucratic 
inertia”16 or from the “inherent tension between the mode of action of a bureau-
cracy and the pattern of statesmanship.”17 

This argument, which Kissinger came back to in his next major work, Necessity 
for Choice (1961), was to remain the key to his foreign policy making. In the end, 
when looking at Kissinger’s modus operandi once he was in a position of power, it 
is this disdain for bureaucracies that strikes a chord. For while Metternich and 
Castlereagh may not have been his heroes, Kissinger certainly displayed a need to 
distill the prerequisites and obstacles to great statesmanship. Hence, bureaucracies 
became an obvious target of his antipathy, likely to provide the greatest obstacle for 
statesmen wishing to move toward new territory—toward, that is, new policies that 
were radically different from familiar traditions. For, in his eyes, true statesmen 
were visionaries; they were the ones who needed to act while the rest of the society 
slept; they were the ones who set the course of policy without the benefit of know-
ing what that policy might yield. As he wrote in Nuclear Weapons: 

The inclination of a bureaucracy is to deny the possibility of great conception by 
classifying it as “unsound,”“risky,” or other terms which testify to a preference for 
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12 the fl awed architect  

equilibrium over exceptional performance. It is no accident that most great 
statesmen were opposed by the “experts” in their foreign offices, for the very 
greatness of the statesman’s conception tends to make it inaccessible to those 
whose primary concern is with safety and minimum risk.18 

These words in large part explain the care that Kissinger took, once in power, to 
insulate himself from the influence—and at times advice—of the bureaucracy 
most closely involved in making American foreign policy: the State Department. 
Kissinger was, after all, if not modeling himself after Metternich, Castlereagh, or 
Bismarck, obsessed with the pursuit and prerequisites of greatness. In 1957, how-
ever, while he had suddenly become a nuclear celebrity, Kissinger was still more 
than a decade away from assuming the role of a statesman. For now, it was back to 
Harvard yard. 

ALMOST THERE 

In the late 1950s and 1960s, Henry Kissinger’s career took on a new mixture of theory 
and practice. On the one hand, he became a tenured Harvard professor who wrote 
about current issues in U.S. foreign policy with particular emphasis on NATO. On 
the other, he was itching to be a policy maker and was constantly at the fringes of 
power during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. In the end, fortunately for 
him, he did not gain a major position within the inner circles of the Democratic 
administrations, perhaps because of his close association with Rockefeller. Hence, by 
1968, Kissinger was in the enviable position of being an academic whose reputation 
had not been tarnished by being one of the “best and the brightest” who had been in 
charge of American foreign policy during the country’s increasing involvement in the 
Vietnam War. If not completely apolitical, Kissinger was at least relatively nonparti-
san in his quest for power, and found himself ready to take advantage of the changes 
that rocked American politics during the last year of Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency. 

The publication of A World Restored and Nuclear Weapons in 1957 catapulted 
Kissinger back to his alma mater as a promising young scholar with a national rep-
utation. However, the world of academia, in which he thrived, had its drawbacks. 
It was—and still is, as the author himself has learned—a world filled with petty 
squabbles and tug-of-wars over issues that were incomprehensible (at times laugh-
able) to those operating in the real world. Kissinger, as is well known, liked to quip 
that in academia “the disputes are so bitter because the stakes are so small.”19 To 
Kissinger, as to most of those who get somewhat disillusioned with the pettiness of 
academia, such statements could only come after he had secured his position as a 
permanent member within one of the world’s finest centers of higher learning. 

This he did with remarkable speed. In 1957 the dean of Harvard’s faculty, 
McGeorge Bundy, recommended Kissinger to Robert Bowie, who was about to 
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13 The Aspiring Statesman 

leave the State Department and become the director of a newly founded Center for 
International Affairs (CIFA). Bowie, probably impressed by Kissinger’s growing 
reputation and his latest article in Foreign Affairs (“Strategy and Organization”) 
offered Kissinger the deputy directorship of the CFIA, which was coupled with a 
post as lecturer. Two years later, he had become a tenured associate professor. Full 
professorship followed in 1962. 

By today’s standards such a rapid rise seems unprecedented. Yet, in the world of 
the late 1950s and early 1960s, Kissinger was hardly the only one on the fast track. 
At such a well-endowed institution as Harvard University, which lost many of its 
best and brightest to the Kennedy administration (including McGeorge Bundy and 
Arthur Schlesinger), it was a feat, but not a unique one. 

Kissinger’s intellectual productivity made this rapid, if not unprecedented, rise 
in academic circles possible. He published constantly in such journals as Foreign 
Affairs, Daedalus, and The Reporter, while writing occasional pieces for the New 
York Times.20 Most important for Kissinger’s tenure, though, he published, in 1960, 
his third book The Necessity for Choice: Prospects of American Foreign Policy. Based 
largely on his earlier articles, this work was, as Walter Isaacson puts it, “packaged 
as a coherent approach to foreign policy—and as a job application in case the new 
president decided to seek some fresh thinking from Cambridge.”21 Dividing the 
book into chapters on deterrence, limited war, the United States and Europe, nego-
tiations, arms control, the role of emerging nations, and the relationship between 
the policy maker and the intellectual, Kissinger clearly, as so many of his class at 
Harvard, wanted to be picked as one of the “best and the brightest” in 1961. 

So why did Kissinger not become, in the early 1960s, an instrumental figure 
among a cast of characters that included a number of his earlier benefactors and 
many of his Harvard colleagues (such as McGeorge Bundy)? 

The answer lay in part in Kissinger’s own writings and personality that seemed 
to clash with that of such “action intellectuals” as Bundy, Robert McNamara, and 
Walt Rostow. His writings had, for one, displayed a strong penchant for realpolitik 
and a keen interest in diplomacy as it was traditionally practiced: through negoti-
ations at the highest levels. Moreover, Kissinger was interested in subject matters 
that did not necessarily draw the attention of the Kennedy team. Kissinger had lit-
tle interest in economics, he was not an adept number cruncher, and he focused 
excessively on the Soviet Union and Europe. In contrast, the Kennedy foreign pol-
icy team’s key members—Rostow, McNamara, and Bundy—stressed the role of 
economic aid in countering communist threats (witness the Alliance for Progress 
for Latin America) and appeared convinced that the third world (particularly 
Southeast Asia, but also the Middle East and Africa) was the main arena where the 
Soviet-American confrontation was to be fought in the future. In this sense, 
Kissinger was simply not a good fit for the Kennedy administration, and, although 
he acted as a consultant to Bundy’s NSC staff in 1961–62, he felt frustrated in “offer-
ing unwanted advice and inflicting on President Kennedy learned disquisitions 
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14 the fl awed architect  

about which he could have done nothing even in the unlikely event that they 
aroused his interest.”22 

Following the disappointment of his year as an outside consultant to the 
Kennedy White House, Kissinger continued to publish. His major work focused 
still, though, on the Atlantic partnership and the need to rethink the American-
West European relationship. In 1965, The Troubled Partnership: A Reappraisal of the 
Atlantic Alliance and an edited work Problems of National Strategy hit the book-
stores, just before French President Charles De Gaulle withdrew French troops 
from NATO’s unified military command and expelled NATO’s headquarters from 
Paris. Not surprisingly, Kissinger called for improving the consultative networks 
within NATO in order to allay some of the complaints of U.S. unilateralism that 
led to De Gaulle’s withdrawal and the biggest crisis for NATO’s unity to date. And 
yet, Kissinger was characteristically skeptical about sharing real power with allies. 
To him consultation would work best if there were a consensus over alliance goals 
and policy; this not being the case, consultation was unlikely to resolve the differ-
ences on other than peripheral issues. As he put it in typically Kissingerian prose: 
“consultation is least effective when it is most needed: when there exist basic dif-
ferences of assessment or of interest. It works in implementing a consensus rather 
than creating it.”23 To Kissinger, the lack of consensus that became so evident when 
France left NATO was a hindrance to effective and unified Western policy, but it 
was not one that could necessarily be solved through consultation. Moreover, 
Kissinger stressed the need for the United States not to allow its allies to minimize 
Washington’s freedom of action. During his years in power, Kissinger’s penchant 
for working unilaterally to set the framework for détente with the Soviet Union 
surely was based in part on these beliefs in the poverty of multilateral consultation 
and the need to retain maximum freedom of action for the United States. 

Without discounting his ideas about the Atlantic alliance, the key to Kissinger’s 
future lay not in his intellectual productivity in the 1960s. Luckily for him, Kissinger 
was able to remain at the fringes of power throughout the 1960s by, in effect, being 
connected to both sides of the political spectrum. His lack of interest in domestic 
political issues made it easier for him to be available for both Democrats and 
Republicans. Thus, throughout the 1960s, although Kissinger was unable to gain 
access to the inner circles of either the Democratic Kennedy and Johnson admin-
istrations, he remained connected to both. In April 1965, for example, Kissinger 
wrote letters to McGeorge Bundy supporting Johnson’s decision to send troops to 
Vietnam—on this one he was likely to be, as Bundy noted in his reply, “somewhat 
lonely among all our friends at Harvard.”24 From October 1965 onward, Kissinger 
served as a consultant to the Johnson government on its Vietnam policy, partici-
pating, among other things, in the secret “Pennsylvania Negotiations” in Paris in 
1967. While these talks eventually collapsed due to North Vietnamese insistence on 
a complete U.S. bombing halt, Kissinger had had his first touch of secret diplomacy 
for which his appetite would later prove insatiable. 
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While the contacts with the Kennedy and Johnson administrations kept 
Kissinger at the outer fringes of power throughout the 1960s, he had also secured his 
place as the chief foreign policy adviser to one of the richest politicians in America. 

Nelson Rockefeller was, undoubtedly, Kissinger’s favored choice as a future pres-
ident of the United States, a man, who, Kissinger maintains in his memoirs, “I am 
certain would have made a great President.”25 When Rockefeller died in 1979, 
Kissinger dedicated the first volume of his memoirs, White House Years, to the mem-
ory of his former mentor. And yet, it must have been clear to Kissinger by 1968 that 
the governor of New York was unlikely ever to claim the highest prize. Having 
worked for him in the campaigns of 1964 and 1968, Kissinger had certainly come to 
respect the man whom he would later be able to work with, as “Rocky” became Ger-
ald Ford’s vice president. But there was also the realization that as a national cam-
paigner Rockefeller was no match for his competitors, be they Republican or 
Democrat. While he had the financial resources to match any Kennedy campaign, 
Rockefeller was, unfortunately for him, too liberal to ever gain the respect of the 
Republican right and thus have a realistic chance of gaining his party’s nomination. 

The man who claimed the Republican nomination at the Miami Beach conven-
tion in August 1968 and went on to win the November elections held, according to 
Kissinger, a “dangerous misunderstanding” of foreign policy. As Kissinger told 
Rockefeller’s speech writer Emmett Hughes soon after the Republican convention, 
Richard Nixon was “of course, a disaster. Now the Republican Party is a disaster. 
Fortunately, he can’t be elected—or the whole country would be a disaster.”26 

Three months later Kissinger would join Richard Nixon’s team. 

AT THE PORTAL OF POWER 

The long road from Bavaria to America’s foreign policy elite is undoubtedly one of 
the great success stories of modern times. It was, however, only the beginning. What 
lay ahead for Kissinger, aside from the task of bureaucratic maneuvering in which 
he proved to be remarkably adept, was the awesome challenge of rescuing Ameri-
can foreign policy from a deep morass. For, in 1969, the United States, the once 
almost omnipotent power, was in deep trouble. This was hardly news for Kissinger. 
Already in his 1961 book Necessity for Choice, he had opened with the rather aston-
ishing statement that United States’ influence had been in constant decline since 
World War II. If not halted, Kissinger had predicted, such deterioration would, in 
a matter of fifteen years, render the United States irrelevant.27 Eight years later, 
given the situation in Vietnam, where more than half a million U.S. troops were 
bogged down in a war with no end in sight, American decline appeared to have 
accelerated further. Thus, if one were to take Kissinger’s 1961 insights seriously, any 
administration that would take over in January 1969 was under a pressing deadline 
to halt the further descent of the United States toward irrelevancy. 
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16 the flawed architect  

Kissinger appeared in many ways a perfectly qualified person to participate in 
an effort to find a renewed meaning and a fresh approach for U.S. foreign policy. 
He had written extensively on the role of nuclear weapons and had probably a more 
clear-cut understanding of the political limitations of possessing such incredible 
destructive power than most. He was well versed in the problems facing the Atlantic 
Alliance, the Soviet-American relationship, and had been involved in the Vietnam 
peace negotiations. As Nelson Rockefeller’s foreign policy adviser he had exhibited 
more than a passing interest in the China problem. 

But while Kissinger could offer a realist reappraisal of American foreign policy 
in 1968, there was no guarantee that he would either become important as the new 
administration’s foreign policy czar or be able to achieve such significant foreign 
policy coups as the opening to China a few years later. All of that ultimately 
depended on the man Kissinger had just called a “disaster.” 
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