
FIVE A Statesman’s Revolution

The late 1960s mark a historical divide. In nearly every society, the tenor
of life changed. Social and cultural traditions endured concerted attack.
Authority figures faced direct challenges from “ordinary” citizens. Fears
of worldwide chaos replaced assumptions about international order. Like
balls of yarn, the stable lines of geopolitics after the Second World War
came undone as people pulled at them from multiple directions. This was
an era of global revolution from within and without.1

State leaders, particularly in the United States and western Europe,
were traumatized by this upheaval. They struggled to run their govern-
ments as the world collapsed around them. They grasped for political le-
gitimacy when their inherited values lost public suasion. British foreign
secretary Michael Stewart captured this sense of pervasive crisis in his pri-
vate diary. “The 10: p.m. television news presents a depressing picture,” he
wrote. “The great difficulty of the world is the moral deficiencies of what
should be the free world . . . Germany distracted, France selfish, ourselves
aimless, U.S.A. in torment.”2

Hamilton Fish Armstrong, the editor of Foreign Affairs and the figure
who helped to articulate an American global vision at midcentury, echoed
Stewart’s foreboding. Armstrong explained to one of his younger associ-
ates—Henry Kissinger—that never since the days of President Warren
Harding had “the prestige of the United States stood so low. We have the
military power and we have the economic power . . . to command the
world. But we do not have the moral prestige, because abroad governments
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and people know what we know in our hearts ourselves, that our life forces,
the forces that we felt made us great, are dispersed and sullied.”3

Kissinger shared Armstrong’s sentiment. In 1968, working for both
Lyndon Johnson and Nelson Rockefeller, he positioned himself as a high-
level advisor to Democrats and Republicans. He did not, however, expect
great policy successes in the near future. He worried that the upheavals of
the period would undermine rational decisionmaking. He feared a return
to the violence, chaos, and collapse of Weimar Germany in “the turmoil
surely ahead of us.” “The next Presidency is likely to be tragic,” Kissinger
predicted. “Nothing suggests that any of the prospective candidates can
unify the country or restore America’s position in the world. The next four
years are likely to witness mounting crises—disorder at home, increasing
tension abroad.”4

“In the best of circumstances,” Kissinger warned, “the next administra-
tion will be beset by crises. In almost every area of the world, we have been
living off capital—warding off the immediate, rarely dealing with underly-
ing problems. These difficulties are likely to multiply when it becomes ap-
parent that one of the legacies of the war in Vietnam will be a strong
American reluctance to risk overseas involvements.” Like the democracies
on the eve of the Second World War, the citizens of the transatlantic com-
munity had become weak, divided, and cowardly. The Cold War had en-
couraged a dangerous mix of strident rhetoric and stale policy.5

Democratic optimists, including President Lyndon Johnson, had hoped
to address the sources of contention through government programs, com-
promise policies, and personal persuasion. They would rebuild public con-
sensus from the bottom up. They would follow the inspiration of the New
Deal, which restored the faith of Depression-era Americans in the contin-
ued viability of a capitalist society and an activist foreign policy. For John-
son, more democracy, not less, was the solution. Citizens had to feel a
deeper connection to their nation’s foreign and domestic activities.6

Kissinger’s experiences as a German Jew in the 1930s had led him to
draw a very different lesson. He had witnessed the collapse of civilization
at the hands of frightened and frustrated citizens. He had suffered the
pain of heightened violence and prejudice amidst upheaval. Like many
other people from a similar background, Kissinger was profoundly skep-
tical about the prospects for democratic deliberation during a moment
of crisis. Efforts at political compromise and public persuasion were not
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enough. The global revolution of the late 1960s demanded a fundamental
redirection of policy. The heroic statesman had to channel the energies and
emotions of citizens into a new framework for political thought, with a re-
vised set of expectations.7

Metternich, Bismarck, and Churchill—leaders who thrived in moments
of crisis—again provided Kissinger with his model. Confronting a combi-
nation of domestic and international challenges, they courageously moved
their societies in a new direction. They acknowledged the limits of prior
policy assumptions, centralized decisionmaking authority, and implemented
a coherent grand strategy. Metternich built the Concert of Europe on the
ashes of the Napoleonic Wars; Bismarck forged German unity from splint-
ered states; Churchill constructed a vibrant transatlantic alliance from the
edges of fascist defeat. Each of these men avoided the temptation to get
entangled excessively in redressing specific political grievances. They en-
hanced their power and diminished their enemies’ by creating a new sys-
tem of relations, a new architecture for the exercise of authority. They did
not manage crises; they transcended them.8

Watching the United States sink ever deeper into the military quick-
sand of Vietnam as citizens set American cities aflame, Kissinger believed
that the nation needed imaginative leadership more than ever before. He
agreed with public protesters who argued that the old assumptions about
containment and liberal politics no longer offered hope. The problem was
not the content of American power; the United States had the military ca-
pability to destroy its adversaries in Vietnam, and it had the resources
to satisfy domestic grievances. The problem was the way in which power
was organized, exercised, and judged. The United States needed to revise
the basic concepts underpinning its policies. “The shape of the future,”
Kissinger wrote, “will depend ultimately on convictions which far tran-
scend the physical balance of power.”9

When asked in 1971 “where the administration wants to end up after
four years,” Kissinger invoked both his sense of contemporary crisis and
the strategic ideas he had articulated for more than a decade. “This admin-
istration came into office when the intellectual capital of U.S. postwar pol-
icy had been used up and when the conditions determining postwar U.S.
policy had been altered,” he explained. “We had to adjust our foreign policy
to the new facts of life. It is beyond the physical and psychological capacity
of the U.S. to make itself responsible for every part of the world. We hope
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in the first term to clear away the underbush [sic] of the old period. In the
second term, we could try to construct a new international settlement—
which will be more stable, less crisis-conscious, and less dependent on de-
cisions in one capital.”10

All Kissinger’s experiences—as a refugee, a counterintelligence officer, a
scholar, and a strategist—had prepared him to remake foreign policy, “to
clear away the underbush of the old period.” He rejected “ready made solu-
tions” and encouraged the formation of a small, elite “directorate” of lead-
ers—on the model of the International Seminar at Harvard—that would
craft new initiatives. Echoing his earlier writings, Kissinger asserted that
this directorate could replace assumptions about a bipolar Cold War with
an international system keyed to a federal distribution of authority, multi-
ple centers of decision, and ordered hierarchy. More than almost any other
historical figure, Kissinger attempted to put a coherent and transformative
grand strategy into action. During a time of crisis, this effort would be his
source of transcendence. Confronted by revolution overseas and in the
streets, he would make his own “statesman’s revolution.”11

Kissinger thought of himself as a statesman, protecting the security of
the American state as a bulwark of freedom against its enemies at home
and abroad. He was also a revolutionary, eager to shake up standard poli-
cies and implement alternatives. The combined posture of the statesman
and the revolutionary involved an uneasy balance between order and change,
pragmatism and idealism, leadership and accountability. Implementing his
strategy as President Nixon’s special assistant for national security affairs
and later as secretary of state, Kissinger ultimately failed to balance these
contradictions. He was too much of an elite statesman for advocates of
popular revolution, too revolutionary for traditional diplomats.

Kissinger’s policies, and his relationship with Nixon, reflect this unre-
solved tension. During his years in office and the decades since, the contro-
versies surrounding him continue to center on the same questions of how
the statesman should relate to revolution. Kissinger came of age in a mid-
twentieth-century world where leaders struggled to manage overwhelming
social and political changes. He focused much of his professional thinking
on this topic. He ended his career, however, in the same boat as the figures
he had observed as a young man—beset by multiplying crises that he could
not satisfactorily resolve. For all his preparation and effort, Kissinger did
not transcend the upheavals surrounding him. As he predicted in the late
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1960s, Kissinger and other statesmen remained subjects of larger revolu-
tionary forces they could not control.

From Rockefeller to Nixon

Kissinger was a tireless correspondent with prominent Cold War figures,
but his letters were generally formal in tone. In late December 1968, how-
ever, he wrote a rare emotional note to his longtime patron Nelson Rocke-
feller. As he prepared to enter the Nixon White House, Kissinger ex-
panded on how much Rockefeller’s “friendship and our association has
meant to me”:

You cannot imagine what a wrench it was for me to interrupt our collab-
oration. But even though we will not be working together directly, your
values and inspiration will continue to be crucial to me. I hope we can
stay in close touch. And I count on the fact that in the years to come our
paths will join again. . . . Whatever you may do I hope you know that
you can count on my friendship and devotion.12

Kissinger expressed deep affection for Rockefeller, and sincere apprecia-
tion for his personal support. His words also highlighted that this was an
unequal relationship based on the beneficent patronage of a wealthy and
established figure for a poor outsider. Kissinger apologized for interrupting
his service to Rockefeller. He pledged continued loyalty. Most significant,
he acknowledged permanent guidance from his patron through his “values
and inspiration.” Kissinger wrote to Rockefeller as an adopted son who had
achieved success. Even after his appointment to the Nixon White House,
he remained deferential to Rockefeller.

Kissinger’s gratitude appears heartfelt, but it is the gratitude of a subor-
dinate. The two men developed a productive, trusting, and hierarchical
friendship. Kissinger was a servant, Rockefeller a patron. Rockefeller’s re-
sponse to Kissinger’s letter reinforced this point. He thanked his advisor
for his “counsel” and “service.” As a symbol of his “friendship” and “appre-
ciation”—as well as a reminder of Rockefeller’s greater wealth and status—
he sent Kissinger a gift of $50,000. This was quite a large sum for the time,
and it solidified their unequal relationship. With this act of generosity,
Kissinger owed his patron an even greater debt of service.13

Richard Nixon never elicited the same personal connection from his ad-
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visors. Kissinger’s contact with Nixon began in May 1955, when he sent the
vice president a letter of invitation to speak at Harvard’s International
Seminar that summer. Nixon did not attend, although he did read Kissin-
ger’s book Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy. The two men had at least
one brief social encounter, at a cocktail party in Washington, D.C., during
the 1960s, but they hardly talked to one another. They were, in fact, social
outsiders who did not have much opportunity for interaction. Kissinger fo-
cused on building professional contacts with respected Cold War figures
such as Rockefeller. Nixon operated on the fringes of the Republican party.
As late as August 1968, Kissinger wrote of Nixon in distant and conde-
scending terms. He doubted the former vice president’s “suitability” for the
highest national office. Kissinger’s personal regard for Nixon was even
lower. He told one of his regular correspondents: “I detest Nixon.”14

These two estranged outsiders did not come together in later months
out of common beliefs, affections, or a patron-client arrangement, as in
Kissinger’s other professional relationships. Despite their claims concern-
ing the importance of grand strategy, there is no evidence that they ever
had a heart-to-heart conversation about their shared hopes for the future.
They ranted about their perceived enemies—political insiders, liberal in-
tellectuals, and the media—but they never outlined a future vision. How
did they want to change the world? What was their desired legacy? Kissin-
ger thought extensively about these matters alone, but he and the president
never broached the subject together with any documented seriousness.

Theirs was not a collaboration for higher purposes. It was a marriage of
convenience, filled with all the suspicion, hostility, and jealousy that ac-
companies these dysfunctional alliances. Nixon and Kissinger respected
and resented each other at the same time. They worked closely together
but remained strangers to one another. Looking back on his time in the
White House, Kissinger is amazed at how personally distant he remained
from the president who gave him so much power.15

Nixon and Kissinger joined forces in the face of public crisis. One of
Nixon’s foreign-policy advisors, Richard Allen, suggested Kissinger as a
possible national security official because of his reputation for brilliance,
creativity, and administrative acumen. William F. Buckley Jr., the promi-
nent journalist who had opposed Nixon in earlier years because he lacked
consistent conservative convictions, also endeavored to bring the candi-
date and Kissinger together. Despite some philosophical differences with
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Kissinger, Buckley recognized that he possessed the energy and brilliance
to protect political authority against a “stampede into chaos.” Buckley and
other observers of diverse political backgrounds looked to Nixon and Kis-
singer as strong leaders who would restore order and reason at a time when
both were in short supply. Asked about Kissinger’s prospective appoint-
ment in the Nixon White House, his former Harvard colleague and Ken-
nedy aide, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., replied: “I urged him to accept. He’s the
best they’ll get.”16

Fears of democratic chaos and anxieties about pervasive threats were the
anchors for Nixon and Kissinger’s working relationship. They always had
adversaries, particularly within the United States, to bring them together.
They always had schemes, both domestic and foreign, to outmaneuver
their enemies. Nixon and Kissinger were emotionally bound by a strong
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Kissinger with President Richard Nixon at the White House, 1973. Although the two
men worked closely together and contributed to each other’s power, their relationship
was filled with animosity and distrust. Nixon resented Kissinger’s fame, questioned
his loyalty, and derided his Jewish background. Kissinger considered Nixon unstable,
anti-Semitic, and frequently self-defeating. (Courtesy of National Archives / Getty
Images News / Getty Images)
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desire to protect the imperiled institutions of the United States that had
made their careers possible. They would “stick it” to those citizens and
leaders who condescended to them. In a time of crisis, their relationship
inverted political tradition, placing the outsiders who had operated on the
fringes of power in the driver’s seat.

Nixon and Kissinger had a dark view of human nature and democratic
society, born of their own experiences with social prejudice. Nixon never
confronted the anti-Semitic virulence of Nazi Germany, but he faced the
disdain of East Coast elites—like the Kennedys and Rockefellers—for a
hard-working man from rural America, without polish or prestigious con-
nections. He and Kissinger had to scrape and struggle for their advance-
ment, and they viewed life in these terms. They did not believe that an ex-
pansion of freedoms would naturally make for a better society. Free citizens
were often hateful and destructive, as the urban riots of the late 1960s
seemed to prove once again. For Nixon and Kissinger, social progress re-
quired firm national leadership to limit human excesses and restrict human
hatreds. The same applied to the international system, where competitive
states would pummel one another to death without the force of imposed
order from a superior power. On the basis of their own personal experi-
ences, Nixon and Kissinger saw themselves as benevolent strongmen rather
than Jeffersonian democrats.

Nixon took the image of toughness seriously. As president, he operated
as a boss politician, organizing policy around his close personal advisors,
dispensing favors to his friends, and lashing out—often illegally—against a
long list of enemies. He created an atmosphere of constant recrimination in
the White House. He needled everyone who worked for him, including
Kissinger, to identify critics and discredit them. Watching and isolating ad-
versaries—including other elected American officials—was legitimate, ac-
cording to Nixon. Observing constitutional restrictions on executive power
and formulating disinterested policies was “touchy,” and frankly laughable
for a politician who thought in terms of unending struggle. Nixon’s notion
of national security included a presidential prerogative to stand above the
law. He would mobilize the power of his office to maximize the benefits
for his supporters. He would act as a personal broker for the needs of his
constituents. He would destroy his adversaries, especially those from the
“damned establishment.”17

In his daily behavior and rhetoric, Nixon acted more like a gangster than

204 HENRY KISSINGER AND THE AMERICAN CENTURY

J ? 1 ? / C 2?HH?C= C: I ?9 C , CIJ / K : C?K H?I 3 HH 3 D J HI . DD , CI A
IIE DD 9 CI A E D J HI 9D A? CDII?C= : I ?A 9I?DC :D90-

, I : D CDII?C= DC   

,
DE

?=
I

/
K

:
C?

K
H?

I
3

HH
AA

?=
IH

H
K

:



a statesman. He told Kissinger that in confronting critics, including the
mainstream American press, “You can’t fight this with gentlemanly gloves.”
Nixon ordered his aides to reject standard strictures about decency and ci-
vility. When confronting an adversary, they should “kick him” and “keep
whacking, whacking, and whacking.” “Scare the shit out of them.”18

Nixon believed that he would live and die by the sword. His enemies
would exploit his weaknesses, as he perceived they had in the past. Domes-
tic and international observers would respect only strength. Nixon had in-
tricate knowledge of policy, particularly of foreign affairs, but he was, in
Kissinger’s words, a simple “gut fighter” by instinct and habit:

he turned without hesitation to uses of Presidential power that he never
ceased believing—with much evidence—had been those of his predeces-
sors as well. Such tactics were inappropriate for our national anguish.
Bridges needed building and the Chief Executive of the country, the
only nationally elected official, should have taken the first step. Yet this is
something Nixon just did not know how to do. He was too insecure and,
in a strange way, too vulnerable.19

Insecurity and vulnerability pervaded the government. Nixon’s distrust
of the diplomatic elite in various offices led him to centralize foreign-
policy power in the White House. He intended to direct the details of
strategy more than any of his predecessors. Presidents Eisenhower and
Kennedy had begun the process of converting the National Security Coun-
cil (NSC), created in 1947 as an administrative organ, into a policymaking
body. Nixon expanded this function, using the NSC as his personal crea-
ture, often excluding the Departments of State and Defense from key de-
liberations. He feared that other members of his own administration would
undercut him.20

This personalization of policy led Nixon to empower his NSC advisor as
the dominant day-to-day overseer of foreign activities. The president had
too many responsibilities; he could not follow the details of even the most
important issues. By necessity more than design, Nixon turned to Kissinger
as the preeminent foreign-policy figure in the administration. As Richard
Allen, William F. Buckley, and others had attested, Kissinger possessed the
brains and ambition to play this role. He was a renowned scholar with ex-
traordinary political access, but he was also an outsider to the clubby estab-
lishment elite. Nixon recognized, as Rockefeller had before, that he could
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use Kissinger’s talents and control him at the same time. The NSC advisor
would take on numerous responsibilities, but he would remain dependent
on the president for his continued power. He would not have the prestige
conferred by the State Department (at least not until 1973), nor would he
benefit from a broad constituency within the administration. “Kissinger’s
power derived from Nixon,” the president’s longtime speechwriter, Wil-
liam Safire, observed. In the first year of the administration, Safire recalled,
“Kissinger was more organizer and codifier than stimulant to Nixon, be-
cause a sense of bringing order out of chaos was what the President needed
most.”21

The NSC advisor served the president as a skilled business manager
would serve his gangster boss. Nixon barked orders, and Kissinger dutifully
listened. He then had to interpret the chief ’s intemperate remarks in ways
that would serve intended purposes and address neglected issues. This was
a tricky undertaking that could incur the wrath of the president if his un-
wise remarks were followed too closely or his deeply considered statements
ignored. In his memoirs, Kissinger refers to the “several warring personali-
ties” struggling within the president: “There was a reflective, philosophical,
stoical Nixon; and there was an impetuous, impulsive, and erratic one.
Sometimes one set of traits prevailed; sometimes another; occasionally they
were in uneasy balance. One could never be certain which Nixon was dom-
inant from meeting to meeting.” Kissinger recounted that the president’s
closest advisors “learned to discount much of what he said and filter out
many assertions made under stress. We were expected, we believed, to de-
lay implementing more exuberant directives, giving our President the op-
portunity to live out his fantasies and yet to act, through us, with the calcu-
lation that his other image of himself prescribed.”22

Like all gangsters, Nixon refused to respect the boundaries of his ser-
vants’ personal space. Kissinger worked for a man who demanded that he
remain “on call” at all hours, ever ready to bear the brunt of his boss’s angry
outbursts and to bolster his fragile self-esteem. One such telephone con-
versation occurred a few minutes before midnight on 17 April 1973, when
Nixon called Kissinger to lament the mounting pressures surrounding the
Watergate scandal:

Nixon: Some of these people will even piss on the President if they think
it will help them. It’s pretty hard. . . . Maybe we’ll even consider the
possibility of, frankly, just throwing myself on the sword . . .
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Kissinger: That is out of the question, with all due respect, Mr. Presi-
dent. That cannot be considered. The personality, what it would do
to the presidency, and the historical injustice of it. Why should you
do it, and what good would it do? Whom would it help? It wouldn’t
help the country. It wouldn’t help any individual involved. . . . You
have saved this country, Mr. President. The history books will show
that, when no one will know what Watergate means.23

This conversation captures the dysfunctional nature of the president’s
relationship with his advisor. Nixon’s words are filled with anger and self-
pity, and he demands sycophantic validation from his subordinate. Late at
night, Kissinger finds himself forced to assess his volatile boss, prove his
loyalty, and also contain any further eruption. Kissinger has to allay and af-
firm Nixon at the same time. He has to separate the posturing from the
purposeful, and quickly discern how the president’s words affect pressing
policy decisions. Nixon was an imposing boss whom Kissinger had to man-
age from a position of weakness. If he misjudged, he could find himself cut
off from power on the president’s whim. Like the gangster’s assistant,
Kissinger felt pressure to display supreme competence in policy and psy-
chology. This was a far cry from the more refined, though no less unequal,
world of the Cold War University and the Rockefeller campaign.

Kissinger had confronted anti-Semitic attitudes in all his professional
activities, but around Nixon these prejudices were particularly grating. In
contrast to Rockefeller, who avoided explicit anti-Semitism, Nixon was
more open in his prejudices. He frequently lashed out against Jewish con-
spiracies. He identified Jewish enemies in the media, business, academia,
and the state of Israel. They were untrustworthy, secretly organized, and
un-American in their attacks on the president. When Nixon learned
that Mark Felt, the second-highest-ranking FBI official and the man later
identified as “deep throat,” was leaking damaging information, he immedi-
ately focused on Felt’s background: “It could be the Jewish thing. I don’t
know. It’s always a possibility.” Nixon generalized about the treachery of
Jews and the need to isolate them from political power: “we’ve been trying
to run this town by avoiding the Jews in the government, because there
were very serious questions. . . . Because there were leaks in the govern-
ment itself.” Nixon surrounded himself with men who he believed would
not be “soft on the Jews.” He subjected Jewish critics to the same rough,
gangsterlike tactics reserved for other enemies.24

Nixon, of course, recognized that he was investing enormous foreign-
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policy power in a German Jew. His belief in the supreme capabilities of
Jews, especially for intrigue, surely encouraged this decision. It also con-
firmed his profound suspicion of Kissinger. The NSC advisor was at once
an ally and an adversary. Fearing that Kissinger was collaborating with
Nixon’s Jewish critics in the media, the president ordered close surveillance
of his telephone conversations. Referring to Max Frankel, an editor at the
New York Times, Nixon explained: “Henry is compulsive on Frankel. He’s
Jewish . . . Henry—the New York Times, see if he talked to Frankel.”
Kissinger did share information with the press, but the attribution of this
activity to a Jewish conspiracy highlighted the depth of the president’s
prejudices.25

Kissinger confronted Nixon’s anti-Semitism on a variety of issues, par-
ticularly policy toward Israel. When Kissinger received the Nobel Peace
Prize in 1973 for his role in the Vietnam negotiations, a jealous Nixon
called with advice about how he should donate the award money. Without
warning, the president thundered: “I would not put any in for Israel.”
Taken aback, Kissinger responded: “Absolutely not. That would be out of
the question. I never give to Israel.” “You should not,” Nixon repeated.
“No. That is out of the question,” Kissinger confirmed. The sting of this
dialogue remained with Kissinger more than three decades later, when he
published the transcript of the conversation but excluded the material illus-
trating the president’s suspicion about his aide’s excessive loyalty to Israel.26

Kissinger worried that anti-Semitic attitudes were growing more com-
mon among citizens and politicians horrified by the chaos of the late 1960s.
“I speak as a Jew,” he explained to journalist C. L. Sulzberger: “I very much
wonder what the President’s own repercussions and reactions will be.”
Sulzberger recounts that Kissinger “was astonished at how many people in
the Establishment told him of their own feelings, which were evidently al-
though unconsciously anti-Semitic. Because of his high White House po-
sition they seem to forget that he is Jewish. One very important man had
most recently said to him in confidence that he was convinced there was a
Jewish-communist plot. Henry was appalled.”27

No one really forgot that Kissinger was Jewish, and he knew that. Leon-
ard Garment, another Jew who served Nixon as a domestic policy advisor
and later as legal counsel, recalls that Kissinger privately complained about
the “goddamn anti-Semites” in the administration. Garment explains that
“Kissinger was treated at the White House as an exotic wunderkind—a
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character, an outsider. His colleagues’ regard for him was genuine, but so
were the endless gibes at his accent and style, and so were the railings
against Jewish power that were part of the casual conversation among
Nixon’s inner circle. . . . just as a black man can never change his skin,”
Garment observed, “Kissinger could never—in fact, would never—shed
his Jewishness.”28

In his relationship with a prejudiced president and public, Kissinger
worked hard to anticipate and diffuse potential accusations about a world-
wide Jewish conspiracy. On this issue he was in a permanently defensive
position, ever fearful of the suspicion emanating from the Oval Office and
other parts of society. Ironically, his attempts to preempt anti-Semitism
compelled him to address the issue directly, rather than avoid it as he had
in the past. In October 1973, when Kissinger (now secretary of state as well
as NSC advisor) prepared to present a list of appointees to the U.S. Senate
for confirmation, he noticed an overwhelming preponderance of Jewish
names:

Kissinger: I’ve got to reserve one position for a WASP on this. I know
it takes 10 in the Jewish religion for a prayer service, but I can’t
have them all on the seventh floor [of the State Department]. One
WASP. Am I entitled to that for congressional reasons?

Assistant Secretary of State David Abshire: I’m trying. I’ve just come up
with the wrong names.

Kissinger: Well, you got me [ Joseph] Sisco; can you imagine the line-up
on the seventh floor—Kissinger, Sisco, [Helmut] Sonnenfeldt,
[Henry] Wallich?

Abshire: You want people to keep a sense of humor.
Kissinger: It’s a talented country, but there is a limit. And maybe a

Negro . . .
Abshire: I’m going to the Baptist church to look around.29

Serving a president who expressed anti-Semitic sentiments, Kissinger
had to emphasize his Jewishness in some settings, to prevent its exploita-
tion in others. The reference to African Americans in this context also
shows that Kissinger felt pressure not just from those who distrusted Jews,
but also from activists who sought to diversify foreign policy by limiting
the number of people in office who looked like Kissinger, at least in terms
of perceived skin color. Confronted with calls for more black appointees,
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he responded: “I feel embarrassed being Jewish; I know how it feels to be
discriminated against. I feel embarrassed to say we have hired more black
ambassadors—more deputy assistant secretaries; I think it sounds patron-
izing.”30

Kissinger found himself in a very precarious position. He had to deflect
popular presumptions of Jewish treachery. He also had to address grow-
ing criticisms of insufficient minority representation in the U.S. Foreign
Service. Nixon’s appeals to the anti-Semitic and racist attitudes within
the “silent majority” encouraged attention to these issues. In this context,
Kissinger could not sidestep the emerging ethnic-group politics of the
1970s. For an outsider who had climbed to power by avoiding direct discus-
sion of his background, an explicit defense of Jewish loyalty was painful,
despite its obvious correctness. For an immigrant who had benefited from
the privileging of German Jews following the Second World War, building
bridges with other minority groups sounded good in theory, but it proved
unworkable in practice. Kissinger’s experiences emphasized vertical mobil-
ity, ascending American society by appealing to mainstream white fig-
ures—the William Elliotts and Nelson Rockefellers. He avoided horizon-
tal links to less successful outsider groups, especially African Americans.
Kissinger had neither the experience nor the disposition to bring foreign
policy into line with the transformed landscape of American politics after
the Civil Rights Movement. Nixon’s personal prejudices and political ma-
nipulations only deepened Kissinger’s difficulties.31

The president and his chief foreign-policy aide defined their relation-
ship in response to the crisis they perceived around them. They struggled
to govern a society torn apart by a failed foreign intervention and what
Nixon called a “war at home.” They both sought to rebuild national au-
thority, but they did not act in unison. Quite the contrary: Nixon and
Kissinger were more rivals than partners, more antagonists than friends.
The sense of crisis that brought them together also made them suspicious,
resentful, and insecure. They were outsiders who, despite the invective they
hurled at the establishment, distrusted other outsiders.32

Nixon empowered a Jew with remarkable skills to guide his foreign pol-
icy, but he did not like doing that. Kissinger played the role of sycophantic
advisor to a mercurial president, and he did not like that either. Together
they transformed the White House into more of a gangster den than a
place for considered policy deliberation. They expended inordinate time
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and energy conspiring against enemies, including themselves. This was the
imperial presidency in action.33

Nixon and Kissinger became mutual dependents. They needed each
other, despite their contrary inclinations. Nixon relied on his brilliant and
energetic aide to manage his foreign policies. Kissinger required a strong
president to give him the power to pursue controversial initiatives. Their
relationship was built on fear and frustration. Their policies were built on
obsessions with toughness and secrecy. For Kissinger, the bright optimism
of Rockefeller’s presidential campaign mutated into the dark intrigue of
Nixon’s White House. This environment left little room for the statesman-
ship promised by Kissinger’s grand strategy.

Credible Force

Nixon and Kissinger inherited a mess in Vietnam. Writing less than a de-
cade after he assumed his duties in the White House, Kissinger remem-
bered:

When we came into office over a half-million Americans were fighting a
war ten thousand miles away. Their numbers were still increasing on a
schedule established by our predecessors. We found no plans for with-
drawals. Thirty-one thousand had already died. Whatever our original
war aims, by 1969 our credibility abroad, the reliability of our commit-
ments, and our domestic cohesion were alike jeopardized by a struggle in
a country as far away from the North American continent as our globe
permits.

Despite evidence that the military situation was improving for the United
States, the new administration was “determined to end our involvement in
Vietnam.”34

Throughout the 1960s Kissinger had defended America’s commitment
to South Vietnam, but at the end of the decade he had also joined a chorus
of opinion advocating a negotiated settlement to the war. In line with his
broad strategic vision, Kissinger called for a combination of more effective
military force, multilateral diplomacy involving the big regional powers,
and serious proposals for compromise among the belligerents. As early as
1965 he explained that negotiations would “begin a new phase of the strug-
gle rather than mark its end. The stakes remain high and the conduct of af-
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fairs grows more complicated because it depends on so many intangibles.
Negotiations require as careful and thoughtful preparation as do our mili-
tary campaigns.” Negotiations were not an alternative to the use of force,
but an opportunity to coordinate military and political capabilities—more
firepower and more diplomatic maneuver.35

Although he believed that the United States could improve its military
performance, Kissinger argued that the nation could not “win” in Vietnam
by destroying the region with unremitting force. Brutality on this scale
would further inflame domestic opinion. It would also antagonize neigh-
boring China, as well as the Soviet Union. Kissinger vividly remembered
the experience of the Korean War two decades earlier, when reckless ex-
pansion of the conflict had sparked nearly three years of bloody fighting
between American and Chinese soldiers, with the looming danger of nu-
clear escalation. Washington had to pursue a negotiated solution in Viet-
nam that avoided this dangerous course, while also preserving American
strength. Force alone would not do the job.36

The United States could not shoot its way to victory, but it could not
pick up tail and run either. For more than a decade, Washington had been
the primary sponsor of South Vietnam. American leaders of both political
parties had argued that success in the Cold War required an effective stand
against communist expansion in Southeast Asia. Vietnam was a strategic
fulcrum for the future of Asia, and it was a testing ground for American
claims about containment. Efforts to transform South Vietnam into a vi-
brant capitalist economy during the 1960s further enhanced the U.S. stake
in the region. If Washington admitted failure in South Vietnam, it would
become harder for leaders to justify the pursuit of communist containment
and capitalist transformation elsewhere. Perceiving weakness in U.S. deter-
mination, adversaries would become more likely to challenge America’s as-
sertions across the globe.

Even critics of the war recognized that an ignominious departure from
Vietnam would undermine the nation’s Cold War standing. Adlai Steven-
son, the standard-bearer of the liberal wing in the Democratic party, cap-
tured this ambivalence when he told Lyndon Johnson: “I shudder at get-
ting too deeply involved there [in Vietnam], and everybody thinks that’s
the only alternative. . . . I’ve been shuddering on this thing for three years,
and I am afraid we’re in a position now where you don’t have any alterna-
tive, and it’s a hell of an alternative. It really gives me the shakes.”37
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Kissinger and Stevenson were not far apart in their basic approach to
Vietnam. Kissinger was appalled by the disaster the war had become for
the United States, and he sought to end it. This was easier said than done.
“We could not,” Kissinger explained, “simply walk away from an enterprise
involving two administrations, five allied countries, and thirty-one thou-
sand dead as if we were switching a television channel.” Millions of Ameri-
cans “opposed” the Vietnam War after 1968, but only a fraction of the pub-
lic supported immediate and unconditional withdrawal. The strategic and
ideological stakes were too high, even for those who wanted instant relief.38

American leaders struggled to preserve the nation’s “credibility” as they
accepted a major setback—perhaps the most damaging U.S. military expe-
rience in the twentieth century. They emphasized the importance of dis-
playing continued resolve to defeat threatening enemies, and continued
commitment to support loyal friends. The experiences of appeasement be-
fore the Second World War loomed large, when the fascist dictators came
to believe their adversaries were weak and irresolute. Men like Hitler acted
on this assumption and initiated a global conflagration. Policymakers from
all backgrounds in the Cold War feared that evidence of American weak-
ness in Vietnam would have a similar effect.39

The United States had to appear willing and able to deploy overwhelm-
ing force if it wished to forestall the need to use it. Threats of U.S. retalia-
tion underpinned deterrence of communist aggression, especially in Eu-
rope and Asia. In order to avoid fighting everywhere, Washington had to
frighten its adversaries, convincing them that they faced a crushing re-
sponse if they challenged local American vulnerabilities in places like West
Berlin and South Korea. Although the United States was the most power-
ful nation in the world, it relied on intimidation (the prospect of force) as
much as on the actual use of force to protect its extensive interests. The
perceived willingness to fight ferociously was necessary for war avoidance.
Any apparent slackening in Washington’s ability to fight, as in Vietnam,
made it more difficult for the nation (and the Western alliance as a whole)
to maintain an intrepid posture against challengers. Credibility was about
appearing tough, and even brutal when necessary. It was about showing
that American leaders would fulfill their commitments and put their force
to use.

Thomas Schelling, Kissinger’s former colleague at Harvard, explained
the importance of credibility—what he called “face”—most effectively in
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the late 1960s: “If one side yields on a series of issues, when the matters at
stake are not critical, it may be difficult to communicate to the other just
when a vital issue has been reached. . . . It is undoubtedly true,” Schelling
admitted, “that false pride often tempts a government’s officials to take ir-
rational risks or to do undignified things—to bully some small country that
insults them, for example. But there is also the more serious kind of ‘face,’
the kind that in modern jargon is known as a country’s ‘image,’ consisting
of other countries’ beliefs (their leaders’ beliefs, that is) about how the
country can be expected to behave.” Anticipating Kissinger’s position on
the Vietnam War, Schelling argued:

If the question is raised whether this kind of “face” is worth fighting over,
the answer is that this kind of face is one of the few things worth fighting
over. Few parts of the world are intrinsically worth the risk of serious war
by themselves, especially when taken slice by slice, but defending them
or running risks to protect them may preserve one’s commitments to ac-
tion in other parts of the world and at later times. “Face” is merely the
interdependence of a country’s commitments; it is a country’s reputation
for action, the expectations other countries have about its behavior.40

As much as Americans might have wished otherwise, the nation’s credi-
bility (its “face”) was deeply entangled with developments in Vietnam after
more than a decade of intervention. For the United States to withdraw
from the region and at the same time maintain its credibility as a super-
power, it needed a settlement that recognized American strength, not weak-
ness. Achieving this objective required combining serious negotiation ef-
forts with increased military pressure on North Vietnam. “Our military
effort leaves a great deal to be desired,” Kissinger wrote the president,
“but it remains one of our few bargaining weapons.” The administration’s
emerging “game plan” called for escalated attacks on enemy positions.
Nixon wanted to “crack them pretty hard” with massive air strikes: “My in-
clination is to crack this one, and crack another one—plenty of places to
hit.” Nixon would send a signal of toughness to the world. Everyone, espe-
cially the North Vietnamese and their supporters in Moscow and Beijing,
should “know that there’s still a lot of snap left in the old boys.”41

Air power offered the perfect mechanism for reducing American casual-
ties and maintaining the credibility of U.S. force. Nixon blew hard about
his desire to “punish the enemy in ways that he will really hurt. . . . I want
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you to get this spirit inculcated in all hands and particularly I want the mil-
itary to get off its back side,” he ordered Kissinger.

I think we have had too much of a tendency to talk big and act little.
This was certainly the weakness of the Johnson Administration. . . . We
have the power to destroy [the North Vietnamese] war making capacity.
The only question is whether we have the will to use that power. What
distinguishes me from Johnson is that I have the will in spades. . . . For
once, I want the military and I want the NSC staff to come up with some
ideas on their own which will recommend action which is very strong,
threatening, and effective.42

The president lashed out about his qualities as a tough guy. Kissinger
had the difficult task of translating that sentiment into daily policy. He had
to manage his boss, and he took the blame when toughness did not pro-
duce the desired outcomes. He also had to manage the Paris negotiations
among the main belligerents—the North Vietnamese and South Vietnam-
ese governments, the National Liberation Front for South Vietnam (the
“Vietcong”), and the United States—as well as ongoing discussions with
the Soviet Union. Kissinger calibrated Nixon’s gangsterlike pronounce-
ments for various international audiences. Here again, his cosmopolitan-
ism and his network of foreign contacts were invaluable assets.

Mixing Nixon’s invocations of toughness with diplomacy and force,
Kissinger devised a three-point strategy. First, the White House would
make it clear through public statements, private negotiations, and unilat-
eral actions that it wanted to withdraw from Vietnam. The Nixon adminis-
tration began reducing the American troop presence in the region soon
after taking office, announcing the first removal of 25,000 soldiers (“Viet-
namization” of the war) in June 1969. Second, Washington would enlist
support from the Soviet Union and other nations to help the United States
achieve favorable settlement terms. Kissinger would condition better rela-
tions with Moscow on the Kremlin’s assistance in ending the war. Third,
and most important, Nixon and Kissinger would display a disposition to
act creatively—often in violation of the normal limits on American action.
They would transcend the rules of the Cold War and fight on their own
terms if their enemies did not respect their wishes. This was a strategy of
movement, uncertainty, and hope—in contrast to the policy stalemate of
the late 1960s.43
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Nixon had spoken of a “madman” approach to intimidating his adver-
saries, but the administration’s Vietnam strategy was a more intricate and
explicit application of Kissinger’s long-standing thinking about foreign
policy. Since the end of the Second World War American leaders had al-
ternated between the use of overwhelming force and the pursuit of negoti-
ations. In the Korean War, for example, President Truman had initially or-
chestrated a strong response to communist aggression, then accepted a
more passive approach after fighting bogged down and cease-fire discus-
sions began. President Johnson had applied the same methods to Vietnam,
initially escalating American operations in response to enemy attacks, then
curtailing bombing operations for the sake of negotiations. Kissinger broke
out of these rules for limited war. More than Nixon, he pursued creative
and flexible uses of American capabilities for the purpose of encouraging a
mutually beneficial settlement.44

Applying his own writings as well as those of Thomas Schelling and
others, Kissinger attempted to assert new leverage over events surrounding
Vietnam. His approach presumed that war fighting and diplomatic negoti-
ation were integrated activities, part of the larger bargaining process that
constituted military conflict. Kissinger emphasized the importance of seiz-
ing the initiative rather than merely containing the enemy. Like Bismarck,
he sought to bring transformative leadership and action to a moment of
crisis. Nixon called this the “big play,” but Kissinger saw it as a deeper re-
flection of the statesman’s role in imagining a new future—a “conceptual”
shift. Nixon was concerned primarily with ending the Vietnam War on fa-
vorable terms for political purposes; Kissinger sought to remake the inter-
national system and the global positioning of the United States. Nixon fo-
cused on military and political tactics; Kissinger sought to address “the
generally deteriorating strategic position of the United States” on a world-
wide scale. Nixon was the pragmatist, Kissinger the revolutionary.45

Kissinger’s effort to shape an international revolution reflected his accu-
mulated thinking about politics and foreign policy since he fled Nazi Ger-
many. He focused considerable energy on formulating new military op-
tions for the United States. Traditional modes of behavior in a moment of
crisis were self-defeating. A strong leader, according to Kissinger, was one
who created new instruments of power for new challenges. In the context
of the Vietnam War, this meant a rejection of the generally accepted con-
fines for American activities.
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In addition to the conventional bombing of North Vietnamese targets,
the napalm attacks on Vietcong-controlled villages in the South, and the
efforts to “pacify” the countryside, Kissinger advocated expanding Ameri-
can operations into neighboring states—particularly Cambodia. The John-
son administration had already begun some limited raids against enemy
“sanctuaries” across the border, but “Operation Breakfast” made it clear
that the White House would now bring overwhelming force against com-
munist forces operating in neutral countries. Washington would no longer
allow its adversaries to hide behind claims of sovereignty, and it would
no longer deploy its air power with careful restraint. In the year after the
Cambodia bombings began in March 1969, the United States launched
3,650 B-52 strikes, dropping 110,000 tons of TNT on this nonbelligerent
nation. On 30 April 1970, Nixon announced that in addition to the air
strikes, 31,000 American soldiers had entered Cambodia to pursue North
Vietnamese forces. Kissinger expressed some reservations about this esca-
lation of ground operations—and two of his assistants, Roger Morris and
Anthony Lake, resigned in protest—but he had strongly encouraged the
president to seize control of the war by widening the terrain for American
force. This was a calculated set of measures designed to send a “signal that
things might get out of hand.” Kissinger expected that the North Viet-
namese and their supporters in Moscow and Beijing would now find them-
selves on the defensive.46

Conventional military raids into neutral territory were not enough. The
attacks on Cambodia had a minimal effect on North Vietnamese fighting
strength. Kissinger also sought to expand the range of weapons in play. He
returned to his calls for the United States to make its nuclear arsenal useful
for diplomatic purposes. Kissinger did not advocate launching a nuclear at-
tack, but he pushed for creative maneuvers with these weapons to frighten
and cajole adversaries. This was a strategy of aggressive nuclear posturing
and calculated risk-taking. It was an attempt to convert the prospect of to-
tal destruction into daily leverage over faraway events.

In October 1969 Kissinger applied his ideas about nuclear posturing to
the pursuit of a settlement in Vietnam. President Nixon demanded a nego-
tiated cessation to the war by the end of the year; otherwise he would un-
leash a new set of massive and unprecedented attacks on North Vietnam.
On Nixon’s instructions, Kissinger warned Soviet ambassador Anatoly
Dobrynin: “the train had just left the station and was now headed down
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the track.” Dobrynin and other observers assumed that “the train” referred
to a prospective escalation of conventional forces, particularly aerial bom-
bardments. Kissinger, however, encouraged the president to add a series of
nuclear maneuvers to his conventional threats. He did not intend to initiate
nuclear war over Vietnam, but to shock the Soviet leadership into pursu-
ing a peace settlement for fear of dire and unpredictable consequences.
Kissinger attempted to create the prospect of “irrational” American behav-
ior, in line with Nixon’s vague remarks about adopting a “madman” posture.
Kissinger devised a method for calibrating feigned madness to U.S. nuclear
capabilities and the demands of the Vietnam War. As in the widening of
the conflict into Cambodia, Kissinger sought to send a “signal that things
might get out of hand.”47

On the morning of 6 October 1969, Kissinger triggered planning for
American nuclear maneuvers when he asked Secretary of Defense Melvin
Laird to increase the nation’s preparations for war so that “the other side”
will “pick this up.” Later that evening Nixon ordered Laird to “initiate a se-
ries of increased alert measures designed to convey to the Soviets an in-
creasing readiness by U.S. strategic forces.” Nixon’s charges were vague.
Kissinger had to transform these cryptic comments into a specific set of ac-
tions. The president wanted to appear tough, but his NSC advisor had to
figure out how to do this effectively with nuclear weapons. Kissinger and
his assistant, General Alexander Haig, pressed the military bureaucracy to
assemble a proposal that would

1. “be discernible to the Soviets and be both unusual and significant”
2. “not be threatening to the Soviets”
3. “not require substantial additional funding or resources”
4. “not require agreement with the allies”
5. “not degrade essential missions”
6.“have minimum chance of public exposure”48

Senior military planners resisted this scheme because it violated stan-
dard assumptions about nuclear deterrence and diverted American resources
from other planned exercises and activities. It also appeared unlikely to
frighten U.S. adversaries. Lieutenant General Robert Pursley, Secretary of
Defense Laird’s military aide, explained that without a real mobilization
for nuclear war, this isolated act would look like a bluff—a “sham.” Pursley
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attempted to convince Kissinger and Haig that they should find other ways
of meeting the president’s demand for symbolic acts of toughness.49

These objections gave Kissinger a compelling reason to call off the
nuclear maneuvers, but he pushed forward. More than the president, the
NSC advisor believed that nuclear weapons could compel favorable behav-
ior around Vietnam. In particular, he anticipated that a strong signal of
mounting frustration and potential belligerence in the White House would
convince the Kremlin to help end the war on acceptable American terms. It
would also set a precedent for constructive nuclear diplomacy in the future,
rather than passive nuclear deterrence. Kissinger’s thinking drew on ideas
he had articulated as early as the mid-1950s and had continued to advocate
through three different presidential administrations. In 1969 he now had
the opportunity, for the first time, to put these ideas into action.

On 9 October Kissinger recommended that Nixon approve a series of
specific nuclear maneuvers, including:

1. Communications silence in selected Strategic Air Command and Po-
laris nuclear submarine commands

2. Cessation of regular combat aircraft exercises in select areas
3. Increased surveillance of Soviet ships en route to North Vietnam
4. Increased ground alert actions for Strategic Air Command bombers

and tankers
5.Dispersal of Strategic Air Command aircraft with nuclear weapons to

forward positions50

Nixon approved these recommended actions. Together they constituted
a nuclear alert—preparations for a possible use of nuclear weapons against
the Soviet Union. The alert did not make a nuclear attack likely, but it did
reduce the time and preparation Washington would need to launch its
weapons, if the president gave the order. Most significant, actions of this
kind surely elicited the attention of the Soviet military, and they must have
raised questions about American intentions. That was Nixon and Kissin-
ger’s objective: to sow uncertainty in the minds of Moscow’s leaders, and
thus encourage them to accommodate the United States in Vietnam for
the sake of international stability.51

Before its termination on 30 October, the nuclear alert included the
loading of thermonuclear weapons on B-52 aircraft stationed at March Air
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Force Base in southern California and Fairchild Air Force Base in Wash-
ington State. Nuclear-armed B-52s flew eighteen-hour missions over the
northern polar cap, toward the Soviet border, in a pattern they would use if
they were indeed launching a nuclear strike. These were dangerous mis-
sions that could have initiated a direct clash between Washington and
Moscow, especially if a nuclear-armed aircraft strayed into Soviet airspace
or crashed near Soviet territory. Observers in the Kremlin also might have
misconstrued this alert as the real thing. Fortunately that did not happen.
Kissinger’s calculated nuclear risk-taking did not have immediate policy
costs.52

It did not produce positive results either. Kissinger expected that Soviet
ambassador Dobrynin would refer to the nuclear alert and become more
accommodating. These responses never materialized. Nonetheless, Kissin-
ger continued to advocate the repositioning of nuclear weapons, as well as
occasional nuclear threats, to throw adversaries off balance. He remained
convinced that nuclear weapons could serve diplomatic purposes, intimi-
dating enemies and encouraging favorable negotiations.53

Confronting the frustrating limits on American leverage in Vietnam,
Kissinger reaffirmed his long-standing belief that the nation’s overwhelming
military power, including its nuclear arsenal, “is no better than the willing-
ness to use it.” Seeking to extricate the United States from a self-defeating
war and to preserve the nation’s credibility, Kissinger attempted to bolster
the American negotiating position by growling and flexing the nation’s
muscles even while offering adversaries an outreached hand. He followed
the same script in October 1973, when, threatened by the prospect of Soviet
intervention in the Middle East, he raised the U.S. nuclear-alert status to
“DefCon III”—the highest state of readiness in peacetime—while also en-
couraging political cooperation between Washington and Moscow. This
was precisely the strategy Kissinger had long advocated; it was precisely the
opposite of the “peace policies” endorsed by good democrats in the 1930s
and the 1960s.54

Domestic protest over the Vietnam War and other deployments of
American force convinced Kissinger that he had to pursue his maneuvers
in secrecy, without public accountability. This conviction explains the curi-
ous organization of the October 1969 nuclear alert as an action that would
be obvious to Soviet officials, but hidden from American citizens. Drawing
on his experiences in Germany during the 1930s and in the United States
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during the late 1960s, Kissinger believed that democratic citizens were not
prepared to manage the necessary uses of military power, especially during
a period of extreme political turbulence. His policies of escalation in Viet-
nam attempted to end the war, as many protesters demanded, without di-
minishing America’s global position, as many protesters hoped. This was
more than just a matter of strategy for Kissinger; it was a reflection of his
own personal history as a German Jewish immigrant to the United States:

The principles of America’s honor and America’s responsibility were not
empty phrases to me. I felt them powerfully. I had been born in Ger-
many in the Bavarian town of Fürth, six months before Hitler’s at-
tempted beerhall putsch in Bavaria’s capital, Munich. Hitler came to
power when I was nine years old. . . . Until I emigrated to America, my
family and I endured progressive ostracism and discrimination. My fa-
ther lost the teaching job for which he had worked all his life; the friends
of my parents’ youth shunned them. I was forced to attend a segregated
school. . . . Even when I learned later that America, too, had massive
problems, I could never forget what an inspiration it had been to the vic-
tims of persecution, to my family, and to me during cruel and degrading
years. I always remembered the thrill when I first walked the streets of
New York City. Seeing a group of boys, I began to cross to the other side
to avoid being beaten up. And then I remembered where I was.

Connecting his personal history to his policymaking in Vietnam, Kis-
singer criticized the “self-hatred” of many protesters in the late 1960s. De-
spite American misdeeds in Vietnam, he still believed he had to defend the
nation’s global position for “its idealism, its humanity, and its embodiment
of mankind’s hopes.” Kissinger had a responsibility, as he saw it, “to help
end the war in a way compatible with American self-respect and the stake
that all men and women of goodwill had in America’s strength and pur-
pose. It seemed to me important,” Kissinger explained, “for America not to
be humiliated, not to be shattered, but to leave Vietnam in a manner that
even the protesters might later see as reflecting an American choice made
with dignity and self-respect.”55

Kissinger was defending his American dream in Vietnam—his salvation
as a Jewish immigrant from Nazism, his coming of age in the U.S. Army,
his rise as a postwar intellectual, and his power as a Cold War policymaker.
His American dream was threatened by international communists and by
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domestic critics who sought to undermine the very institutions that made
his career possible—the Army, the universities, and the government. To
defend the moral vision he attached to the power of the American state,
Kissinger implemented foreign policies that excluded public interference
and accountability. He often acted against what he saw as dangerous do-
mestic opinion. To do otherwise, in his eyes, would repeat the mistakes of
the democratic purists in the 1930s and bow to the weaknesses and ex-
tremes of mass politics. For Kissinger, the American dream was too impor-
tant to be left to the people protesting in the streets.56

The Soviet Back Channel

Diplomacy, as Kissinger saw it, was also too delicate a matter for public
oversight. He had little experience with the pomp and circumstance of for-
mal ambassadorial work, but he was a seasoned practitioner of behind-the-
scenes discussions. From his years directing the International Seminar at
Harvard and his work as an advisor to Kennedy, Rockefeller, and Johnson,
Kissinger excelled at organizing diverse elites for common purposes. He
brought unparalleled energy, drive, and resourcefulness to these endeavors.
He was a natural bridge figure with an instinctive sense of how to build
discrete connections between people.

Throughout his career Kissinger displayed a combination of persever-
ance and charm that wore down his interlocutors and made them feel
attached to him. Mixing deference and wit with intellectual firepower,
Kissinger knew how to “handle” people. Despite his short stature and dour
appearance, he was a “larger-than-life personality” in direct meetings. He
could impress the most jaded observer and manipulate the most guarded
discussant.57

This behind-the-scenes role was hardly unique to Kissinger. Jews had
long served in this position for monarchs, elected officials, and other lead-
ers. Paradoxically, their valuable skills as bridge figures between societies
made them unacceptable as holders of the most distinguished public offices
in any nation; they did not appear sufficiently “American,” “French,” or
“German.” Instead, Jews operated as unseen advisors, shadow figures, se-
cret agents. Kissinger defined his diplomacy in these terms—working in
the shadows, away from public oversight and among a small group of indi-
viduals empowered in different societies. He approached international ne-
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gotiations as he approached his career—with a commitment to strong and
decisive leadership and a distrust of democratic institutions.

Upon entering office, Kissinger immediately moved to take diplomatic
power away from the State Department and the Foreign Service—its tra-
ditional centers in the U.S. government—and transfer it to the NSC advi-
sor, acting on behalf of the president. He emphasized a very tight concen-
tration of decisionmaking in the White House, and he advocated the
creation of secret links to elite figures abroad. Nixon and Kissinger would
circumvent the public, Congress, and the basic government bureaucracy—
all of which they distrusted. Instead, they would work nimbly with their
foreign counterparts through a web of “back channels” that Kissinger man-
aged.

The most important of these back channels led to the Soviet Union.
This was America’s main Cold War rival, and a government that exerted
powerful influence over communist belligerents around the globe. Despite
their ideological differences, Kissinger believed, Moscow and Washington
shared interests in avoiding conflict and assuring international stability. In
Vietnam, the “vital interests of the United States and the Soviet Union”
were “not in conflict.” Both superpowers had “a responsibility to keep it
that way. Which is another way of saying we both have an interest in get-
ting the war ended.” Ending the war required frequent and productive
Soviet-American negotiations. Instead of relying on containment and
toughness alone, President Nixon pledged to “keep the lines of communi-
cation open . . . to recognize that great powers will differ and to insure that
differences be resolved by peaceful means.” The White House gave coordi-
nation and consultation with the Soviet Union high priority.58

Kissinger had long advocated diplomacy along these lines. He consis-
tently criticized earlier leaders for having neglected the hard work of com-
promise with adversaries. As the United States displayed its willingness to
use force, it also had to pursue negotiations to settle dangerous disputes.
The two went hand in hand. This approach required nurturing personal
relations between representatives from Moscow and Washington—indi-
viduals who could integrate the key issues confronting their societies, build
mutual trust, and insulate their frank exchanges from political exploitation
in the public sphere. The last concern was paramount in Kissinger’s mind.
Both he and the president feared that democratic pressures for moral clar-
ity would undermine the necessary ambiguities, compromises, and half-
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measures involved with negotiation. Successful back channels had to be se-
cret channels—secret, above all, from the American people. Previous presi-
dents, especially Kennedy, had come to the same conclusion during mo-
ments of heightened crisis. Nixon and Kissinger elevated this practice to
the central operating feature of their relations with the Soviet Union.59

Kissinger maneuvered to make himself the key American figure in the
back channel with Moscow. After meeting briefly with Soviet ambassador
Anatoly Dobrynin on 14 February 1969, he reported to Nixon that the
Kremlin’s representative appeared “eager to move forward on a broad front
. . . to conduct his conversations in Washington with some person you
designate who has your confidence, but who was not part of the diplomatic
establishment.” The implication was clear. Relations between Moscow and
Washington could improve if they escaped traditional posturing, and nur-
tured close collaboration between designated figures who commanded in-
fluence but were not tied to entrenched policy interests. Henry Kissinger,
not Secretary of State William Rogers, was the obvious American to fill
this role.60

Dobrynin’s memoirs indicate that he did not, in fact, suggest this special
role for Kissinger or anyone else. The national security advisor took the ini-
tiative in proposing a back channel that subverted established diplomatic
procedures. He positioned the Soviet and U.S. governments to accept it as
a desirable method for circumventing public pressures. Dobrynin recounts
that at Kissinger’s urging, Nixon explained to him that handling relations
through the State Department would “open to an excessively broad range
of officials. This might occasionally cause unpredictable leaks of informa-
tion. But there were questions that needed to be restricted to a very narrow
circle, and for some questions that circle should be limited to the president
alone, who would receive information via the channel of Kissinger and
Dobrynin.” The Soviet ambassador affirmed, according to Kissinger, that
the Kremlin welcomed a “strictly confidential exchange on delicate and im-
portant matters” through the NSC advisor. Only a few weeks in office,
Kissinger had changed the form of Soviet-American interactions.61

Substance followed form. In their frequent—often daily—conversations,
Kissinger and Dobrynin exchanged information, tested ideas, and built
trust between their respective leaders. Many conflicts remained unresolved,
but an assumption of Soviet-American cooperation on basic international
stability took shape. Kissinger spoke frankly with Dobrynin about Ameri-
can desires for an honorable withdrawal from Vietnam, a settlement to
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tensions in Europe, and a control on the spiraling arms race. Dobrynin also
appeared to expand sincerely on Soviet desires for “peaceful coexistence”
with the United States under Leonid Brezhnev’s leadership. In an unprece-
dented manner, Moscow and Washington cooperated to implement agree-
ments on the permanent division of Berlin (the Four Power Agreement),
nuclear nonproliferation (the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty), arms limi-
tations (the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty and the Anti-Ballistic Mis-
sile Treaty), security and cooperation in Europe (the Helsinki Accords),
and even basic principles of international conduct.

Kissinger played a direct role in the negotiation of all these agreements,
working as the bridge between the White House and the Kremlin. He
used his position to smooth over differences, suggest compromises, and
manipulate his Soviet and American interlocutors. He made negotiations
an accepted part of relations between Moscow and Washington, as they
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Kissinger orchestrated a sea-change in relations between the United States and the
Soviet Union. He used “back channel” discussions with Moscow’s representatives to
set the stage for President Nixon’s trip to the Soviet Union in May 1972. This summit
produced the first Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT I) and an agreement on
“basic principles” to encourage peace and cooperation in superpower relations. In this
photograph, Nixon and Kissinger toast their accomplishments, with Soviet leader
Leonid Brezhnev between them. (© Bettmann / CORBIS)
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had not been before. As he had counseled in his writings during the previ-
ous decade, Kissinger replaced the icy superpower estrangement of con-
tainment with “irreversible” engagement between the two societies.62

This was the essence of Kissinger’s détente strategy—an attempt to use
superpower cooperation, rather than conflict, to manage the multiplying
centers of power around the world. It involved continued deployments of
force, but also extended negotiations. It emphasized international stability,
but also encouraged new forms of collaboration among leaders. Most sig-
nificant, détente reinforced hierarchy, expanding American and Soviet ef-
forts to shape developments in different societies, to define appropriate
behavior, and to designate chosen surrogates. None of this activity was en-
tirely new, but back-channel deliberations on the future of the world fa-
cilitated these efforts. Although Kissinger pursued negotiations with the
Soviet Union because of the limits on American power, détente greatly ex-
tended the claims of White House authority. It also excluded most citi-
zens, including elected leaders, from the policymaking process. Congress-
men, senators, and even expert-trained Foreign Service officers were not
invited to participate in the Soviet back channel.63

Negotiating with North Vietnam

The North Vietnamese were also absent from the Soviet back channel.
Kissinger assumed that the Kremlin exerted influence over Hanoi, but he
recognized that this influence was limited. If he wished to combine force
with diplomacy for an honorable end to the war, Kissinger had to negotiate
directly with the leaders of North Vietnam. He made this point repeatedly
before going to work for Nixon. In December 1968 Kissinger drew upon his
French contacts with Hanoi to send the following message: “The Nixon
administration is prepared to undertake serious talks. . . . If Hanoi wishes
to communicate some of their general ideas prior to January 20, they will
be examined with a constructive attitude and in strictest confidence.” This
was an invitation for secret negotiations in “good faith,” with Kissinger act-
ing as the president’s personal representative. The NSC advisor did not in-
form Secretary of State William Rogers of these communications until the
end of January 1969—more than a month after the fact.64

Peace talks among four groups—the United States, North Vietnam,
South Vietnam, and the National Liberation Front for South Vietnam—
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had already begun in Paris, but Kissinger wanted to avoid the complicated
structure of these discussions and to engage his opposites from Hanoi one
on one. He hoped that through secret talks he could mix promises, threats,
and charm to obtain an honorable settlement to the war. He was also pre-
pared to force an agreement on America’s South Vietnamese allies, who
opposed any reduction in support for what Kissinger clearly recognized as
an unsustainable regime. Though he would later deny it, the NSC advisor
received consistent information that Saigon could not sustain an American
troop withdrawal. Kissinger hoped to use his secret talks with North Viet-
nam to forestall the collapse of the U.S.-supported regime as American
troops withdrew. By 1971 he and Nixon would accept a “decent interval” be-
tween U.S. disengagement and a North Vietnamese takeover in the south.
Secret talks with Hanoi would allow Kissinger to manage this process, pre-
serving the image of American strength and credibility.65

On 22 May 1969 he initiated a secret channel for negotiations with
North Vietnam, sending a message through his French contacts: “The
President would like to exploit channels outside the current framework of
the negotiations. Conceivably, delegates from the United States and Viet-
nam could meet outside the Paris framework to discuss the general princi-
ples of a solution.” This was vintage Kissinger. He emphasized private dis-
cussions removed from normal diplomatic venues, in which he and a North
Vietnamese representative would confer with minimal public interference.
He also focused on “general principles,” not on specific claims, hoping to
articulate a common set of American and North Vietnamese interests that
would provide a basis for the warring parties to reach agreement. The main
question for Kissinger was not who had wronged whom, but how the two
sides could devise a mutually beneficial settlement. This was the purpose of
his proposed back channel with North Vietnam.66

Le Duc Tho, a member of the North Vietnamese leadership, took up
Kissinger’s offer for secret negotiations. The two men first met on 21 Feb-
ruary 1970, and for the next three years they jousted over a mutually accept-
able settlement to the war. They agreed on the virtues of a rapid American
departure from Vietnam, but they differed significantly on the conditions
for it. Kissinger pushed for a mutual withdrawal of U.S. and North Viet-
namese forces from the south, accompanied by some provisions for na-
tional unification behind a popularly chosen government. Le Duc Tho
rejected this proposal. In his first meeting with Kissinger he stated un-
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equivocally: “We have won the war. You have failed.” He would not accept
any agreement that did not give the North Vietnamese and their allies the
dominant position on the ground that they demanded.67

Kissinger proved unflappable in his response to Le Duc Tho’s categori-
cal statements. He did not dispute the North Vietnamese assessment of
the war. Instead he appealed to Le Duc Tho’s desire to end the conflict,
and reminded him of Nixon’s evident willingness to escalate the fighting.
Kissinger also made a personal appeal, emphasizing his sincerity and his
goodwill. He showed respect for North Vietnam’s courage in battle, and
he acknowledged the justice in Hanoi’s criticisms of the “puppet” regime
in Saigon. “I was very impressed by what you said,” Kissinger told Le
Duc Tho. “I would point out only that our assessment of the situation
might be wrong, but it is sincere.” This private deference, mixed with im-
plied threats, was characteristic of Kissinger’s negotiating style. It differed
significantly from the White House’s more belligerent public statements
about the war.68

Kissinger avoided condescending to his counterpart. He approached Le
Duc Tho as an equal—a political leader who had struggled against great
odds, pursued what he perceived as the best interests of his people, and un-
derstood the difficulties of policymaking. Kissinger positioned himself as
not only a representative of the United States, but also a bridge figure who
could bring the warring parties together, often in spite of contrary inclina-
tions within circles of the U.S. government. Kissinger was the insider with
the president’s ear, but he was an outsider to the missionary impulses and
simple geopolitical judgments that had long characterized American ap-
proaches to Vietnam. When Le Duc Tho called Kissinger a “philosopher,”
he acknowledged that the NSC advisor had managed through his state-
ments to transcend, in some small way, the hardened divisions between
Washington and Hanoi. Le Duc Tho never spoke in the same way about
the less cosmopolitan American figures who had attended earlier discus-
sions.69

Kissinger did not dominate the negotiations with Le Duc Tho, but he
“handled” him as he had done with powerful interlocutors since the 1950s.
Although the two did not become trusted friends, they grew into negotia-
tors who respected each other. They also developed a mutual interest in se-
curing an agreement that would justify their long and tedious work, while
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promising their respective countries some relief from the fighting. Inten-
sive discussions produced an unmistakable personal bond. During one of
their sessions in late 1972, amidst laughter and fatigue, Le Duc Tho admit-
ted: “you and I have made very great effort.”70

The Nixon administration’s escalation of the war did not make the
North Vietnamese more accommodating at the negotiating table, but it
did increase their desire for a temporary reduction in hostilities. One histo-
rian writes that by 1972 North Vietnamese leaders feared for the basic sus-
tenance of their regime as intensified American bombings destroyed agri-
culture and industrial facilities. Through an uneasy combination of threat
and deference, as well as sheer perseverance, Kissinger convinced Le Duc
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Le Duc Tho (on the right) was the North Vietnamese leader with whom Kissinger
negotiated most intensively. The two men met frequently from 1970 into 1973 for
detailed, confidential, and often contentious discussions. Despite their differences,
Kissinger and Le Duc Tho developed mutual respect. They also shared a commitment
to negotiating a withdrawal of American forces from South Vietnam. They concluded a
final agreement on 23 January 1973 and received the Nobel Peace Prize for their efforts.
(© Bettmann / CORBIS)
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Tho that it was imperative to help the United States save face in Vietnam.
He made a diplomatic settlement something the North Vietnamese cared
about.71

By the second half of 1972 both Kissinger and Le Duc Tho were anxious
to conclude an agreement. Running for reelection, Nixon sought to posi-
tion himself as the president who had extracted the nation from Vietnam.
As the United States continued to bomb enemy positions, the White
House drew down American forces stationed in South Vietnam; 23,516
U.S. soldiers remained at the end of 1972, in contrast to the half-million
deployed when Nixon entered office. Kissinger pushed the North Viet-
namese to make a deal at this moment, before the election. He also recog-
nized that the troop reductions would soon diminish his military leverage.

North Vietnam felt similar pressure to negotiate a settlement. Le Duan,
the general secretary of the ruling party in Hanoi, later admitted that the
American bombing and mining of the port of Haiphong in May 1972 had
“completely obliterated our economic foundation.” The regime faced set-
backs on the battlefield and confronted major shortages in basic resources.
It also feared that Nixon, following his likely reelection, would have a
stronger domestic mandate to prosecute the war. In this context, the Soviet
Union and China might curtail their support for Hanoi. Kissinger was cor-
rect when he advised the president that “the North Vietnamese want a set-
tlement if at all possible before our elections.” After reaching a series of
interim agreements with Le Duc Tho, on 26 October 1972 Kissinger dra-
matically announced to reporters: “peace is at hand.”72

Despite concerted efforts, the negotiators did not hammer out a final
settlement until early 1973. Resistance from their respective allies—the
South Vietnamese government and the National Liberation Front for South
Vietnam—scuttled an early agreement. The American-supported govern-
ment in Saigon, under Nguyen Van Thieu, objected to provisions that al-
lowed North Vietnamese forces to remain in the south after the United
States departed. Hanoi’s allies in the south objected to the maintenance of
Thieu’s government. Nixon and Kissinger escalated American bombing
again in late December to place additional pressure on North Vietnam and
to prove their commitment to Saigon. In the end, however, they jettisoned
South Vietnam’s objections. The North Vietnamese similarly sidelined the
concerns of the National Liberation Front.73

On 23 January 1973 the Vietnam back channel reached fruition as Kis-
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singer and Le Duc Tho initialed the “Paris Agreements.” They included
provisions for a cease-fire, the final departure of American soldiers, and an
exchange of prisoners of war. The agreements left the Saigon government
in place, but they also allowed North Vietnamese and National Liberation
Front forces to maintain their positions in the south. The fighting between
these groups intensified after the U.S. withdrawal. In a little more than two
years the communists overran the South Vietnamese government, uniting
the country under Hanoi’s dominance. On 29 April 1975 the last American
diplomatic personnel in Saigon, along with about 4,000 local allies, fled
South Vietnam. The images of frightened Vietnamese surrounding the
American embassy, grasping helplessly for the last departing U.S. helicop-
ters, marked the conclusion of a nearly seven-year White House effort to
end the war.74
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This searing image of the last Americans fleeing Saigon by helicopter on 29 April
1975 led many Americans to question whether Kissinger’s efforts really preserved U.S.
power and credibility in the world. Some observers viewed this image as evidence of
American weakness in the 1970s. (© CORBIS SYGMA)
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President Gerald Ford, who had replaced Nixon in August 1974 after his
resignation over the Watergate scandal, declared to a relieved public: “the
war in Vietnam is over as far as America is concerned.” Observers, how-
ever, had only begun to debate the efficacy of Kissinger’s activities. In
1973 the Norwegian Nobel Committee jointly awarded Kissinger and Le
Duc Tho the Nobel Peace Prize, citing their perseverance in negotiations.
Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. congratulated Kissinger on “the miracles which
you have wrought.” Lodge went so far as to call for the Republican party to
draft Kissinger as its next presidential candidate, despite constitutional
prohibitions against foreign-born immigrants. Lodge extolled Kissinger’s
“superhuman” energy and his “brilliant intellect”—two characteristics that
he had displayed during the tortuous negotiations with Le Duc Tho. Kis-
singer’s old mentor Nelson Rockefeller also praised his former advisor’s
“miraculous” “handling of the Vietnam situation.” In 1974 Time magazine
used the Kissinger-as-magician imagery for its cover. Under the headline
“How Henry Does It,” the jowly German Jew pulled a dove from his hat as
the leaders of the world watched passively. He was “the great Kissinger”—
a virtuoso and an enigma at the same time.75

Not everyone agreed on the nature of Kissinger’s greatness. Frank Snepp,
a senior intelligence analyst for the CIA in Saigon who helped manage the
American evacuation in 1975, condemned Kissinger’s “penchant for the vir-
tuoso performance.” By centralizing all decisionmaking through his back
channel, he lost touch with events on the ground. During his extended ne-
gotiations, more than 20,000 American soldiers died in action, and many
more thousands of Vietnamese perished. Kissinger’s conversations with
Le Duc Tho responded to political pressures, especially from the antiwar
movement in the United States, but they were strangely isolated from the
realities on the ground in South Vietnam. The two men negotiated about
the war, but they rarely grappled with the gruesome nature of the fighting.
Kissinger, in particular, never seemed to question whether the national
credibility he sought to preserve was worth the mounting human costs.76

The chaos and humiliation of the final U.S. departure from Saigon also
raises questions about whether the prolonged disengagement, rather than
a unilateral withdrawal, really contributed to American credibility. This
judgment is very difficult to assess. The negotiations between Kissinger
and Le Duc Tho coincided with increased Soviet and Cuban interventions
throughout Africa. Leaders in Moscow, in particular, perceived a weaken-
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ing in U.S. power and resolve, despite Kissinger’s efforts. The image of
the last Americans fleeing from Saigon in 1975 probably confirmed this
analysis.77

The years after the end of the Vietnam War were a very difficult time
for U.S. foreign policy. Kissinger’s “miraculous” maneuvers were unable to
halt an international slide in American influence. At home, protests be-
came less common, but recriminations and controversies proliferated, es-
pecially after Nixon’s forced resignation. Kissinger extracted the United
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Henry Kissinger frequently appeared on the cover of popular magazines in the 1970s.
He became one of the most recognized figures in the world. This Time magazine
cover from 1 April 1974 captures his image as a magician, capable of superhuman feats
that amazed international leaders and citizens alike. He also appears as an exotic,
ethnic figure—awkward in his role as global celebrity. (Courtesy of Time & Life
Pictures / Getty Images)
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States from a nightmare conflict in Vietnam, but he did so in a way that
reinforced the moral crisis Hamilton Fish Armstrong and others had iden-
tified at the start of the decade. Technical acumen in negotiations did
not produce the promised conceptual breakthrough. Although Kissinger’s
back-channel diplomacy increased his tactical flexibility, fears of demo-
cratic weakness amidst pervasive domestic upheaval limited his strategic
imagination. Hard though he tried, Kissinger never transcended the Viet-
nam War.

Personal Politics in China and the Third World

Kissinger’s strategic vision had its most immediate revolutionary effects
outside Vietnam—in China and parts of Latin America and Africa. Most
observers separate these areas of policy because of their obvious geographic
diversity. At first glance the famous “opening” to China appears to stand
alone for political reasons as well. In his memoirs, Kissinger singles out his
secret maneuvers with Beijing as “one giant step” that “transformed our di-
plomacy”: “We had brought new flexibility to our foreign policy. We had
captured the initiative and also the imagination of our own people.” He
does not say similar things about his policies in Latin America and Af-
rica.78

China held a special place in Kissinger’s strategic vision because of its
size and its history. Despite his relative ignorance of the society, Kissinger
understood its traditional role as a cultural magnet for much of Asia. China
was a great civilization, with the will and wisdom to anchor regional stabil-
ity. The excesses of the communist regime—particularly the devastating
“Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution” of the late 1960s—were aberra-
tions from what Kissinger perceived as China’s natural position as a leader
of Asia. “The Chinese,” he explained, “are very impressive. They have a
certain moral quality, which maybe makes them a peril.”79

Like many other observers, Kissinger perceived China as a regional
power, interested in “cooperation on the basis of congruent interests.” The
American withdrawal from Vietnam increased Beijing’s relative stature.
The communist regime had aided the North Vietnamese in their strug-
gle against France and the United States. It gained security and respect
from the forced departure of American forces near its southeastern border.
In addition, Chinese tensions with the Soviet Union encouraged Beijing
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to assert its leadership over progressive world forces while seeking new
partners—potentially even the United States—as allies in a possible war
against Moscow. China was a sleeping giant beginning to awaken, fitfully,
from a nightmarish slumber and regain its rightful place in the world.80

Kissinger sought to turn China’s reemergence to American advantage
by negotiating a limited partnership with the regime. He aimed to forge a
personal bond between leaders that would provide a basis for trust and co-
operation, insulated from the extremes of public rhetoric and political con-
tention. A back channel to Beijing would allow for more effective manage-
ment of conflicts in Asia, with less danger to American lives. It would also
give Washington a new source of leverage over events. Instead of relying on
anticommunist containment alone, the United States could work with the
assistance of a leading communist state to shape the region.

This was precisely the diplomatic flexibility that Kissinger had advo-
cated before he entered office, when he extolled the virtues of an interna-
tional system with more centers of decision, and more points of entry for
American influence. Returning to his extensive writings on the limits of
U.S. military power, Kissinger explained: “This Administration is reducing
its commitments and is reducing its anti-communist ideology, for example,
with China.” From his first months in office, Kissinger made a series of se-
cret overtures to Beijing—many without Nixon’s knowledge—in hopes of
creating a useful back channel.81

These secret maneuvers were not limited to China. Kissinger pursued a
consistent policy of building back channels with leaders of non-Western
states whom he identified as potential American regional partners. This
was his federalist grand strategy in action. The United States would curtail
its direct military presence outside the transatlantic community, working
closely with local authorities in the third world. Washington would shift its
emphasis from the deployment of armed force, as in Vietnam, to the nego-
tiation of diplomatic arrangements, often with unsavory but friendly fig-
ures. The White House nurtured dual power, using its resources to bol-
ster and manipulate independent local authorities, rather than building its
own governments from scratch. This was a policy of regime collaboration
rather than regime change or nation-building. It followed Kissinger’s earli-
est thoughts about defense of what he called the “grey areas,” and it imple-
mented his counsel for transforming American strategy in the wake of
Vietnam:
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The United States is no longer in a position to operate programs glob-
ally; it has to encourage them. It can no longer impose its preferred solu-
tion; it must seek to evoke it. In the forties and fifties, we offered reme-
dies; in the late sixties and in the seventies our role will have to be to
contribute to a structure that will foster the initiative of others. We are a
superpower physically but our designs can be meaningful only if they
generate willing cooperation. We can continue to contribute to defense
and positive programs, but we must seek to encourage and not stifle a
sense of local responsibility. Our contribution should not be the sole or
principal effort, but it should make the difference between success and
failure. . . . Regional groupings supported by the United States will have
to take over major responsibility for their immediate areas, with the
United States being concerned more with the overall framework of order
than with the management of every regional enterprise.82

Nixon announced this policy shift during his first year in office. Speak-
ing to reporters in July 1969, he explained that the United States must
avoid “that kind of policy that will make countries in Asia so dependent
upon us that we are dragged into conflicts such as the one that we have in
Vietnam.” Describing what he later dubbed the “Nixon Doctrine,” the
president pledged to “reduce American involvement” in future regional
conflicts. The White House encouraged independence, power, and ini-
tiative in friendly regimes. Regional partnerships now took priority over
programs for development and democratization. Washington offered in-
creased support to authoritarians—even communists—who guaranteed con-
tinued American influence. Overall, a division of responsibilities between
the United States and its local allies replaced direct American intervention.
A pragmatic focus on pliable agents assumed priority over ideological ri-
gidity.83

Nixon’s words focused on Asia, but for Kissinger this was a well-considered
global strategy. He had come of age with grave doubts about the effective-
ness of democracy as a guide for making policy. He was a believer in the
central importance of Europe, and the inherited values of “Western civili-
zation,” to American society. The third world, including China, did not
figure as a space for the extension of democracy or the defense of vital in-
terests. It was a “grey area” where the United States had to project a power-
ful image and weaken potential enemies before they grew strong enough to
challenge Washington where it really mattered. Militant regimes, includ-
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ing those in North Vietnam and North Korea, for example, were not dan-
gers by themselves. If they were left unhindered, however, their growth and
expansion—like those of the fascist governments before the Second World
War—would imperil American security. They were emerging threats that
had to be addressed through a combination of international diplomacy and
local force.

The United States did not have a compelling reason to rule the third
world, but it had a strong incentive to target aid against regional challeng-
ers. In Africa this strategy entailed an effort to work informally with the
white South African government, despite its atrocious apartheid policies.
Pretoria shared Washington’s interest in controlling what Kissinger called a
“revolutionary situation” among newly independent black states on the
continent. When the Portuguese finally retreated from Angola and other
parts of southern Africa in 1975, Kissinger encouraged President Ford to
use covert aid as a mechanism for encouraging a “peaceful transition” to in-
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Before 1975 Kissinger paid little attention to political developments in Africa.
For all his contacts with international diplomats, throughout his career he had few
interactions with African leaders. This photo shows a rare Kissinger meeting with
ambassadors from the Organization of African Unity in August 1974. (Courtesy of
National Archives, Washington, D.C.)
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dependent governments that were “stable” and followed a “policy of coop-
eration and friendship with the United States.”84

Kissinger made it clear that, in the case of Angola, this approach in-
volved supporting a thuggish nationalist fighter, Jonas Savimbi, who was
willing to work with the United States, South Africa, and even China.
Savimbi strongly opposed the growing Cuban and Soviet influences in the
region. Africa had become a cockpit of international conflict, with as many
as 30,000 Cuban soldiers fighting on the continent and growing arms ship-
ments from abroad. Amidst this postcolonial chaos, Kissinger felt com-
pelled to identify a friendly influence. Hinging policy on abstract notions
of democracy or good government made little sense. Kissinger acted to en-
sure that the United States did not lose leverage in the region as violence
spread. “Look,” he warned his staff; “a great country that cannot give mili-
tary aid in these revolutionary situations is going to become irrelevant.”
South African soldiers helped protect American relevance in the region.85

In Latin America, Kissinger sought to assure American leverage against
what he perceived as the growing influence of Fidel Castro’s regime. Under
his direction, Washington expanded its long-standing policy of support-
ing “moderate” regional figures who rejected Marxist influences, protected
American-owned property, and cooperated with Washington. As political
leaders emerged during the early 1970s to challenge these assumptions, es-
pecially Salvador Allende in Chile, Kissinger looked for strong and reliable
alternatives. He found them in the Latin American armed forces, filled
with ambitious men who were willing to use cold-blooded violence against
their own people to repress reforms and empower themselves. Fully aware
of these circumstances, Kissinger authorized U.S. officials to nurture back
channels with military leaders as anchors for American influence. Presi-
dent Nixon confirmed this approach when he explained: “I will never agree
with the policy of downgrading the military in Latin America. They are
power centers subject to our influence.”86

These military back channels repressed political openness in the name
of regional stability. The United States provided covert support—including
weapons, cash, and propaganda—for a coup against what Kissinger de-
scribed as an elected “socialist State” in Chile. Without strong action, he
warned, Allende would “consolidate his position and then move ahead
against us.” Nixon elaborated:

238 HENRY KISSINGER AND THE AMERICAN CENTURY

J ? 1 ? / C 2?HH?C= C: I ?9 C , CIJ / K : C?K H?I 3 HH 3 D J HI . DD , CI A
IIE DD 9 CI A E D J HI 9D A? CDII?C= : I ?A 9I?DC :D90-

, I : D CDII?C= DC   

,
DE

?=
I

/
K

:
C?

K
H?

I
3

HH
AA

?=
IH

H
K

:



If Chile moves as we expect and is able to get away with it—our public
posture is important here—it gives courage to others who are sitting on
the fence in Latin America. . . . No impression should be permitted in
Latin America that they can get away with this, that it’s safe to go this
way. All over the world it’s too much the fashion to kick us around. We
are not sensitive but our reactions must be coldly proper. We cannot fail
to show our displeasure. We can’t put up with “Give Americans hell but
pray they don’t go away.” There must be times when we should and must
react, not because we want to hurt them but to show we can’t be kicked
around.87

Nixon and Kissinger did not orchestrate the assault that overthrew
Allende’s government in September 1973 and initiated a repressive military
regime under Augusto Pinochet. They did, however, encourage and facili-
tate this action. Kissinger approved a series of CIA operations that in-
cluded efforts to “sow dissension within the coalition of parties and indi-
viduals supporting Allende,” “take advantage of Allende’s weaknesses and
sensitivity to direct criticism,” and expand contacts “within the Chilean
military forces.” After the coup, CIA director William Colby confirmed:
“U.S. policy has been to maintain maximum covert pressure to prevent the
Allende regime’s consolidation.” CIA activities included “financial support
totaling $6,476,166 for Chilean political parties, media, and private sector
organizations opposed to the Allende regime.” Colby contended that “the
CIA played no direct role in the events which led to the establishment of
the new military government,” but the U.S. government was “instrumental
in enabling opposition political parties and media to survive.” Colby inten-
tionally avoided a discussion of American cooperation with the Chilean
military, which was also “instrumental” in the coup.88

Kissinger did not extol the domestic brutality and frequent cold-blooded
viciousness of the regimes he supported in Chile, South Africa, and other
parts of the third world. He did, however, nurture personal relations with
their leaders as strongmen who could mobilize force effectively against
threats to themselves and the United States. These were not “freedom
fighters,” but shady partners who could do America’s dirty work. In 1976
Kissinger acknowledged the mass killings conducted by the military juntas
in Chile, Argentina, and other Latin American countries that received
Washington’s aid, but he confidentially explained to Argentine foreign

A Statesman’s Revolution 239

J ? 1 ? / C 2?HH?C= C: I ?9 C , CIJ / K : C?K H?I 3 HH 3 D J HI . DD , CI A
IIE DD 9 CI A E D J HI 9D A? CDII?C= : I ?A 9I?DC :D90-

, I : D CDII?C= DC   

,
DE

?=
I

/
K

:
C?

K
H?

I
3

HH
AA

?=
IH

H
K

:



minister Cesar Guzzetti: “We have followed events in Argentina closely.
We wish the new government well. We wish it will succeed. We will do
what we can to help it succeed. We are aware you are in a difficult period. It
is a curious time, when political, criminal, and terrorist activities tend to
merge without any clear separation. We understand you must establish au-
thority.”89

Kissinger then went on to explain his commitment to assuring regional
stability despite “crazy” public pressures for American disengagement: “A
stable Argentina is of interest to the hemisphere. That has always been
true. It is basic. . . . We do not want to harass you. I will do what I can. Of
course, you understand, that means I will be harassed. But I have discov-
ered that after the personal abuse reaches a certain level you become invul-
nerable.”90

Political “harassment” of White House policies in the 1970s increased
the incentives for Kissinger to work with regional dictators. They were reli-
able alternatives to direct U.S. intervention. Their departures from demo-
cratic governance in fact made it easier for them to accomplish what more
consensual regimes could not in the light of intense public scrutiny. Secret
arrangements with figures like Zhou Enlai in China, Augusto Pinochet in
Chile, and John Vorster in South Africa helped skirt what Kissinger per-
ceived as the limits on American power, especially during a period of
domestic turmoil. These leaders would act as regional “policemen,” enforc-
ing common rules negotiated between their governments and the White
House. “We face,” Kissinger explained to South Africa’s foreign minister in
1973, “a tragic situation in a world that reverberates with shibboleths of
political and social doctrines. . . . I will curb any missionary zeal on the part
of my officers in the State Department to harass you.” Kissinger later
confided that, in his eyes, South Africa and the United States faced similar
problems at home and abroad, “although employing different tactics.”91

“Different tactics” reflected a division of international responsibility be-
tween indirect American support for regional stability and local applica-
tions of force to ensure that end. This arrangement distanced Kissinger and
other American officials from the violence and human degradation that
they bankrolled. In his memoirs, Kissinger vehemently denies any personal
responsibility for the 1973 coup in Chile, the “dirty wars” against dissidents
in Latin America, the prolonged life of apartheid in South Africa, and the
continued brutality of communist rule in China during the Nixon and Ford
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administrations. In all of these cases, Kissinger did not control local events,
and he did not determine outcomes. He did, however, attach American
policy in the third world to a set of brutal dictators who could wield re-
gional force in ways that served U.S. international interests, often with
grave human costs for their societies. This was a trade-off that Kissinger
knowingly made, believing that he had to protect America’s global stand-
ing while simultaneously addressing domestic opposition to U.S. force.
Faced with what he viewed as a popular revolution against a strong and ef-
fective foreign policy, Kissinger created his own revolution in directing
power toward selected dictators.

The citizens of Chile, Argentina, South Africa, China, and other coun-
tries suffered the extremes of this revolution as the United States benefited
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Fearful of Cuban and Soviet influence in Chile, Kissinger provided support for coup
plotters who brought Augusto Pinochet to power in September 1973. Pinochet
oversaw one of the most brutal dictatorships in Latin America during the 1970s.
Despite calls from many activists and politicians to place intensive pressure on
Pinochet for human rights reforms, Kissinger maintained friendly U.S. relations with
this violent regime. (© Bettmann / CORBIS)
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from greater regional leverage on the cheap. Instead of deploying half a
million soldiers to Southeast Asia, Washington now sent bags of cash and
caches of weapons to Augusto Pinochet and his third-world counterparts.
Pinochet used these American-provided resources to conduct a domestic
reign of terror. One historian of Chile explains: “The repression in Chile
was large in scale and layered in its implementation. In a country of only 10
million people in 1973, individually proved cases of death or disappearance
by state agents (or persons in their hire) amount to about 3,000; torture
victims run in the dozens of thousands; documented political arrests exceed
82,000; the exile flow amounts to about 200,000. These are lower-end fig-
ures, suitable for a rock-bottom baseline.” They are also figures with de-
pressing parallels in Argentina and other third-world allies of the United
States.92

Resisting congressional limitations on aid to regimes practicing domes-
tic terror, Kissinger told Pinochet: “we are sympathetic with what you are
trying to do here. I think that the previous government was headed toward
Communism. We wish your government well. At the same time, we face
massive domestic problems, in all branches of government, especially Con-
gress, but also in the Executive, over the issue of human rights. As you
know, Congress is now debating further restraints on aid to Chile. We are
opposed . . . we don’t want to intervene in your domestic affairs.”93

Kissinger did not invent this policy. During the Cold War the United
States frequently worked with anticommunist dictators. Kissinger reduced
the importance of anticommunism, emphasizing international stability and
American influence at least as much. He also made support for third-world
strongmen more central to U.S. foreign policy. Programs for economic de-
velopment and democratization now received minimal support from the
White House. After Kissinger became secretary of state in 1973, the State
Department also turned against these initiatives. Personalized politics and
a regional division of responsibilities transformed the United States from
an inconsistent advocate of third-world political reform into a consistent
supporter of local muscle. “Statesmanship,” in this context, amounted to
leadership through the barrels of hired guns.

Human Rights

Resistance within the third world, the United States, and western Europe
to Kissinger’s “statesmanship” inspired a flowering of human rights activ-
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ism—at the very same time that he disparaged these claims in conversa-
tions with Pinochet and others. The atrocities committed by American al-
lies, combined with the images of suffering from the Vietnam War, raised
broad international concern about the human effects of foreign policy in
the 1970s. The brutalities in Chile had particular resonance because of the
cosmopolitan community that had resided there before the coup. Residents
of Chile had strong familial and professional connections to other coun-
tries, including the United States and Spain. They used their personal net-
works to circulate information about Pinochet’s oppression and to con-
demn Kissinger’s support for the regime. The flight of 200,000 political
exiles from Chile gave the news of the death squads an immediacy that
could not be ignored.

As refugees from Nazi hatred in the 1930s had entered the U.S. Army
and other state institutions to combat fascism, refugees from third-world
brutality in the 1970s found a home in nongovernmental organizations.
From 1974 through 1976, for example, membership in Amnesty Interna-
tional, one of the leading nongovernmental human rights groups, grew
from 3,000 to 50,000. Pepe Zalaquette is representative of many of these
new activists. He escaped from Chile in 1976, joined the board of direc-
tors of Amnesty International USA, and eventually served on its interna-
tional executive committee. Joe Eldridge, a Methodist minister working in
Chile at the time of the coup, is another representative from the new net-
work of activists. “Human rights entered my vocabulary on September 11,
1973,” he recalled, “when it was suddenly denied to one-third of the Chil-
ean population. That was a watershed. That defining moment has sus-
tained my vision of what abuses of human rights are about. It has driven
me.” Eldridge moved to Washington, D.C., where he served as director
of the Washington Office on Latin America—one of the many human
rights organizations that sprouted into existence during Kissinger’s years in
power.94

These new advocates made their presence felt in the media, on college
campuses, and especially before congressional committees. They provided,
in the words of two supporters, “a bridge between the massive activism of
the Vietnam War years” and subsequent opposition to White House poli-
cies. By 1975 they succeeded in procuring two major congressional restric-
tions on U.S. aid to Chile: the Kennedy Amendment of December 1974,
which limited military and later economic assistance to the Pinochet gov-
ernment; and the Harkin Amendment of November 1975, which prohib-
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ited aid to regimes violating basic human rights. The Friends Committee
on National Legislation, a long-standing lobby group with a strong interest
in Latin America, wrote the initial language for the Harkin Amendment
and coordinated its passage through Congress. By the mid-1970s nongov-
ernmental organizations had found a powerful legislative mechanism for
restricting White House policy.95

Human rights activists also gained a strong advocate in Senator Henry
“Scoop” Jackson from Washington State. Though more focused on the So-
viet Union, anticommunism, and his own presidential ambitions than most
of the nongovernmental actors around Latin America, Jackson gave voice
to criticisms of U.S. cooperation with oppressive leaders. He linked trade
and assistance to evidence that foreign regimes were improving the treat-
ment of their citizens. In the case of the Soviet Union, the senator de-
manded that the Kremlin allow more of its Jewish population to emigrate,
in return for “most-favored-nation” trade arrangements with the United
States. Kissinger had promised favored trade to Soviet leaders, but he had
to backtrack with the passage of the Jackson-Vanik Amendment to the
Trade Act of 1974. Jackson was a product and a producer of the popular hu-
man rights critique inspired by Kissinger’s policies.96

Jackson and other members of Congress forced Kissinger to create a
new position in the State Department for a “coordinator of human rights
and humanitarian affairs,” soon upgraded to assistant secretary of state
for human rights. Public advocates in the 1970s helped the Senate Select
Committee to Study Government Operations (the “Church Committee”)
publish two unprecedented reports detailing CIA covert activities in Chile.
Kissinger had shaped public discussions about foreign policy during his
first years in office, but now he found himself on the rhetorical defensive
against human rights activists. They revised the public agenda.97

These attacks on American policy were, in Kissinger’s judgment, a form
of “isolationism”—“the proposition that we were too depraved to partici-
pate in international politics.” Kissinger responded with a public-relations
campaign centered on a series of “heartland speeches” that explained the
moral purposes behind his activities. From the summer of 1975 through
the summer of 1976, despite a grueling foreign travel schedule, Kissinger
spoke to audiences in Milwaukee, Minneapolis, Cincinnati, Pittsburgh,
Detroit, San Francisco, Dallas, Chicago, and Seattle. In Detroit he called
on citizens
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to end the self-flagellation that has done so much harm to this nation’s
capacity to conduct foreign policy. It is time that we outgrew some of the
illusions that characterized the long-past period of our isolationism: the
idea that we are always being taken in by foreigners; the fear that military
assistance to allies leads to involvement rather than substitutes for it; the
pretense that defense spending is wasteful and generates conflict; the de-
lusion that American intelligence activities are immoral; the suspicion
that the confidentiality of diplomacy is a plot to deceive the public; or
the illusion that tranquility can be achieved by an abstract purity of mo-
tive for which history offers no example.

Kissinger avoided the term “human rights.” Referring to the controversy
over American aid to third-world dictators, he argued: “We must maintain
our defenses and a prudent program of economic and military assistance to
other countries with whom we have productive political relations. . . . It is
the responsibility of this nation to exercise creative leadership in a moment
of uncertainty, in a world that cries out for inspiration.”98

The invocation of moral purpose through force and diplomacy, and
faith in strong leaders, were long-standing elements of Kissinger’s thought.
In defending his policies, he returned to these core beliefs—his basic world-
view. Kissinger’s words received favorable treatment in the press, but they
failed to persuade his audience at home or his critics abroad. He admitted,
in a somewhat self-serving manner, that after Vietnam and Watergate he
could not satisfy the public’s demand for an immediate moral cleansing:
“we affirmed gradualism, the critics urged fulfillment.”99

Mounting human rights criticisms of American foreign policy were
symptomatic of a deeper shift in society. For Kissinger, an emerging trans-
atlantic community at midcentury provided an engine for mobility and in-
fluence. His career reflected the growth of a powerful network of Cold War
policy experts—men who thought in terms of a common “Western civili-
zation” and the need to use force in its defense. For escaped third-world
dissidents and sympathetic observers, a growing transnational community
of discontented citizens offered an alternative avenue for recognition and
publicity. Their activism in the 1970s and subsequent decades tracked the
growth of a vibrant network that set itself against not just Kissinger’s poli-
cies, but the social and political framework that made his career possible.

In August 1975 the successful multinational push for the codification of
human rights in the Final Act of the Conference on Security and Coopera-
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tion in Europe (“the Helsinki Accords”), despite initial opposition from
Washington and Moscow, symbolized the emerging power of new advo-
cates. A rising political generation perceived the Cold War, and the as-
sumptions that underpinned it, as sources of repression both inside and
outside Europe. They identified Kissinger as the foremost representative of
an inherited but now discredited worldview. The Jewish refugee from Nazi
Germany was the old politics; the human rights activists who protested the
Vietnam War, fled the violence of Latin America and Africa, and sup-
ported the Helsinki Accords were the new politics—or so it seemed at the
time.100

Kissinger’s policies reflected the accumulated wisdom and experience of
his formative years. They were keyed to his early and lasting skepticism of
democracy, his sense of cultural hierarchy, his faith in state power, and his
fear of political chaos. These assumptions captured the personal concerns
of a middle-class Jewish boy who witnessed virulent anti-Semitism and
public passivity. They neglected, and frequently silenced, the very different
concerns of peoples struggling against the legacies of colonialism, poverty,
and exploitation—especially outside Europe. Kissinger’s policies simulta-
neously hardened and drew attention to these struggles. He made human
rights a prominent issue by so obviously excluding them from the language
of his strategy. To the end of his career, he remained a German Jewish
thinker focused on limits and “statesmanship,” uncomfortable with the
somewhat simplistic “rights talk” of the late twentieth century.101

The Kissinger Revolution in Retrospect

What can we say about Kissinger’s policies in retrospect? Was he a war
criminal, as some claim?102

Kissinger was, above all, a revolutionary. “History,” he told reporter
James Reston, “has, I think, placed me in a key position at a time when we
are moving from the relics of the postwar period toward a new interna-
tional structure.” Kissinger used his intimate knowledge of the early Cold
War to shape the future. As NSC advisor and secretary of state he trans-
formed the conduct of foreign policy in enduring ways.103

First, he extricated the United States from the Vietnam War, at great
cost, but with a renewed sense of purpose. Mixing escalation with negotia-
tion, he transformed the nature of anticommunist containment. He placed
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a premium on engaging adversaries—the North Vietnamese, the Chinese,
and the Soviets—in face-to-face discussion, rather than relying on forced
isolation. He pushed for compromise, rather than victory or defeat, in ar-
eas of dispute. Kissinger articulated a new, if controversial, emphasis on di-
plomacy. Summitry, not separation, would dominate the final decades of
the Cold War. In the 1970s and 1980s Washington defined itself as the
global diplomatic leader, the indispensable negotiating partner. It main-
tained better relations with the most powerful states—the Soviet Union,
China, Japan, West Germany, and Great Britain—than any of them had
with the others. This leadership was not possible before Kissinger entered
office.

Second, Kissinger redefined the use of force in international affairs. Un-
der his direction, the United States rejected its earlier commitment to “pay
any price and bear any burden.” Drawing on his own writings, he replaced
assumptions about the destruction of enemies with a more thoughtful, if
still inexact, calibration of military power for political purposes. In his
dealings with Vietnam, the Soviet Union, China, and the third world
Kissinger devised limited military maneuvers that he could link to threats
and overtures at the negotiating table. Force was an essential bargaining
tool, but not a solution to disputes. Through détente the United States
would accept the permanence of its adversaries, and it would use its power
for competitive leverage instead of life-and-death struggle.

Third, and most significant, Kissinger insulated the day-to-day man-
agement of foreign policy from public interference. In a time of domestic
upheaval across societies this was no small feat. It required an intensive
centralization of authority in the White House and an almost superhuman
ability to juggle the details of countless undertakings. Foreign-policy insu-
lation allowed for consistency and flexibility despite social disorder. It facil-
itated rapid breaks with established modes of behavior despite constant
distraction. In the darkest days of Watergate—when the president, accord-
ing to Kissinger, exhibited “suicidal states of mind”—he managed to hold
things together and continue moving forward with a coherent grand strat-
egy. Regardless of how one judges the substance of Kissinger’s policies, he
exhibited extraordinary leadership in his ability to manufacture opportuni-
ties out of chaos.104

Kissinger created a foreign-policy revolution that set the course for the
rest of the century. His successors, including Ronald Reagan, condemned
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Kissinger’s emphasis on limits, but they continued to draw on the diplo-
matic networks and the maneuvers of force that he pioneered. Despite all
the controversy surrounding him, he remained one of the most influential
foreign-policy figures in the world long after he left office.

Thousands of people died because of Kissinger’s activities. His preoccu-
pations with credibility and leverage closed off opportunities for peace, es-
pecially in Vietnam and Chile. Kissinger also neglected legitimate con-
cerns about human rights and broader criticisms of his hierarchical world
order. These were all failings of imagination on his part, failures of his
foreign-policy revolution to address the social revolution in the streets and
in third-world states. Kissinger was unprepared for these challenges from
groups he did not understand, and from ideas that ran against his basic as-
sumptions and experiences. He was a revolutionary strategist, but also a
conservative thinker. He was a mix of the creative policymaker and the
German Jewish believer in Bildung. He was a man who made many mis-
takes in trying circumstances, but he was not a war criminal.
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